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    ‘With his unique insight, Mark Shaw has thrown a spotlight onto the underworld, exposing the commercialisation of murder in South Africa. I have interviewed a fair number of hitmen as a journalist, but this book still shocked me from cover to cover.’
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    ‘Eventually, I came to understand the lesson that had been taught to me from the beginning: information is neither good nor evil; information is what information is. The people providing the information have their reasons and motives, many of them impure. What matters is the purity of the information, not the person.’


    Jake Adelstein, Tokyo Vice: An American Reporter on the Police Beat in Japan, New York: Vintage, 2009, p. 101


    ‘When police or military force is applied it is vital that it follow the rule of law. Miscreants should be brought to justice, evidence presented, and judgement rendered. The value of this approach is that it reinforces the notion that civil society should be respected and that the insurgent forces are the lawless ones.’


    Mark Juergensmeyer, When God Stops Fighting: How Religious Violence Ends, Oakland: University of California Press, 2022, p. 134

  


  
    


    DRAMATIS PERSONAE


    People Against Gangsterism and Drugs (Pagad)


    Abdus-Salaam Ebrahim, central figure in the formation and leadership of Pagad. Imprisoned from December 1999 to September 2008.


    Ali ‘Phantom’ Parker, earlier leader of Pagad. Survived an attempted assassination.


    Abdurazak Ebrahim, spiritual leader of Pagad who appeared at early rallies with his face covered. Displaced by Abdus-Salaam Ebrahim.


    Achmad Cassiem, charismatic leader and founder of Qibla. Active in Pagad before quietly withdrawing.


    Aslam Toefy, once Pagad’s leader and still active in the organisation. Sometimes described as the presentable face of the group.


    Haroon Orrie, current Pagad coordinator. Arrested for an attempted bombing in November 2000 and imprisoned, but charges were dropped in 2003.


    Yusuf Williams, aka ‘Boeta Yu’, widely respected older figure in Pagad who played a crucial role in delivering messages from the leadership to the cells. Later fell out with Abdus-Salaam Ebrahim and died in 2022.


    Ebrahim Jeneker, by reputation one of the most practised killers in the Pagad movement, who became a thorn in the side of the state. Convicted for multiple murders in December 2002 and released in November 2020. Imprisoned again in June 2022 for violating parole conditions.


    Moegsien Barendse, leader of Pagad’s Grassy Park cell at the height of the violence. Part of the group that broke away to form the G-Force post 2010, which he now leads.


    Ayob Mungalee, leader of Pagad in Gauteng and an informer for the National Intelligence Agency. Spent several years in prison after being arrested in February 1999. Assassinated in February 2023.


    Politicians


    Sydney Mufamadi and Steve Tshwete, ministers for safety and security from 1994 to 1999 and 1999 to 2002, respectively.


    Hennie Bester, provincial minister for community safety in the Western Cape during the final phase of the state’s response in 2001.


    The police


    George Fivaz, first national police commissioner of the South African Police Service (1995–1999), central to the initial police response to Pagad.


    Jackie Selebi, commissioner after Fivaz (2000–2008), played a key role in galvanising the police response, although he sought to undercut the Scorpions.


    Arno Lamoer, senior police officer – widely seen as a reformer and potential national commissioner – who played a key role against Pagad. He was later convicted of corruption.


    Leonard Knipe, legendary apartheid-era detective and head of the Serious & Violent Crime unit in the Western Cape. He led the initial response to Pagad but was later sidelined.


    Riaan Booysen, head of the Western Cape Serious & Violent Crime unit from 2000. Working closely with the Scorpions, he was essential in building cohesion in the Pagad response.


    Bennie Lategan, detective working on Pagad cases. He was threatened by Ebrahim Jeneker and assassinated in January 1999.


    Frank Gentle, leading member of the Cape Town bomb squad who disarmed a ‘live’ device outside the Keg and Swan in Bellville in November 2000.


    Mzwandile Petros, head of the undercover operations unit that played a critical, if controversial, part in the response to Pagad.


    David Africa and Anwar Dramat, members of the undercover operations unit, who played key roles in the response. Africa, in particular, was engaged throughout the campaign.


    Intelligence


    Arthur Fraser, head of the National Intelligence Agency (NIA) in the Western Cape from 1998 to 2004, when he led its efforts against Pagad.


    Barry Gilder, deputy director-general of the NIA who led the ‘peace discussions’ with Pagad.


    The Scorpions


    Bulelani Ngcuka, director of the National Prosecuting Authority (1998–2004), founder of the Scorpions and key player in the state’s strategic response to Pagad.


    Percy Sonn, founder and head of the Investigative Directorate for Organised Crime in the Western Cape. He was convinced that a more effective and strategic response against Pagad was required.


    Willie Viljoen and Eunice Gray, lead prosecutors on Pagad-related cases at the Scorpions.
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    Cape Town, showing some of the key incidents in the Pagad campaign. 


    Note: The Cape Flats are a geographical feature of Cape Town’s coastal plain, extending south-east of the city centre to the False Bay coast. As a term, it is often contested, and its boundaries are not commonly agreed.

  


  
    PREFACE


    THE BLACK WIDOW


    I had to gulp for breath as I examined police photos of what was left of Mogamat Lakay, the bomber who became the bombed. A pipe bomb is a basic enough device but no less lethal for that. This makeshift bomb is constructed from a piece of ordinary metal piping that is packed with an explosive substance and sealed at both ends, usually by welding on two plates. The average bomb is about 30 centimetres long, and if you stand it upright with the fuse protruding from the top it looks a bit like an oversized Roman candle. When detonated, pressure builds up inside the sealed container, shattering the device and triggering immense shock waves of compressed air that rocket outwards from the core of the explosion, causing serious injuries to anyone in the vicinity (and often ripping off their clothes). The body of the pipe sprays lethal shrapnel but the imaginative bomb maker usually adds nails or ball bearings to the cocktail for additional deadly effect. It is a home-made device designed to shred human flesh.


    Timing is everything. For the bomber, delaying the moment of detonation is crucial to allow him to put critical space between himself and the blast, between life and death. People who have used pipe bombs regularly say it is heart-in-your-mouth stuff: ignite, throw, escape. The timing between ignition and detonation can go badly wrong, which is why the basic pipe bomb has come to be known, darkly, as the black widow:1 it makes widows of bombers’ wives, at least the less fortunate ones.


    Another occupational hazard is that these crudely constructed bombs are unstable, particularly if they are poorly assembled. They can go off when they are being moved, with devastating results. In August 2021, a pipe bomb accidentally detonated in a car as it was being transported to a target in Grassy Park, a gang-afflicted area of Cape Town. The bombers were out to kill a local gang boss, Desmond Swartz of the innocuously named Six Bobs, and they had packed the bomb with nails and screws to ensure maximum lethality. The three occupants of the vehicle were either members of, or contracted to, the once-powerful vigilante group People Against Gangsterism and Drugs, widely known as Pagad. The rickety white Mazda hijacked for the job struck a pothole and the jolt detonated the bomb.


    The black widow was at the feet of the bomber, Mogamat Lackay, a drug user undergoing rehabilitation at a Pagad-linked facility. The plan was that he would pitch the device at the druglord, then speed off with his two companions as fast as the creaking Mazda would go. Things didn’t turn out as planned. Lakay was torn apart. One leg ended up outside the car like a large wooden peg crushed by a hammer. His head was blown backwards to expose a ring of teeth, a macabre death mask but with the face removed. His torso was ripped apart. The blast left a gaping hole in the car roof. Lakay never stood a chance.


    The gang boss he aimed to kill that day was luckier. Swartz escaped, again. This was the second attempt on his life and there would be a third, also unsuccessful. Local police intelligence had on several occasions warned Swartz he was under threat – not out of any particular affection for the gang boss, far from it, but perhaps out of basic human decency – and he had started to keep a low profile, making sure he was always surrounded by his heavies.


    Swartz was a stereotypical new Cape gang boss: brash, youngish and violent. Drug distribution was his game, and it was a ruthless one that meant gunning down the opposition. He had been pushing the boundaries of his territory and police thought he might soon be the only boss in town. Ironically, Swartz escaped the bombs and the bullets only to die of a heart attack in his sleep on 9 August 2022. A serene picture of him on his deathbed, propped up on colourful pillows and in tartan pyjamas, circulated on social media.


    Mobile death squads


    The accident that killed Lakay was one in a long line of pipe bomb explosions in Cape Town and it barely made the news. But when I stumbled on the incident while researching this book, it transported me back to a series of events two and a half decades earlier. A string of seemingly isolated bomb incidents, like the one in which Lakay was killed and which still occur sporadically in Cape Town, were part of a wider war targeting the city’s hardcore gangs. Such incidents are the legacy of Pagad.


    Gangs had been present in South Africa for many years but the transition to democracy, the removal of international sanctions and the opening of borders to global trade coincided with a surge in domestic drug markets and the violent armed gangs that controlled them. Pagad began as a movement to oppose gangs and drugs soon after the first democratic elections in 1994. It would develop into a well-organised and popular vigilante-style movement before seemingly mutating into a hardcore violent outfit responsible for assassinations, including of state officials, and a plethora of bombings of high-profile civilian targets. It curated a mysterious aura around itself, with its operatives masking their faces, and the organisation seldom taking credit for violent acts. It denies its involvement in the bombing of civilian targets to this day.


    [image: ]


    A Pagad march with faces covered in Rylands in the early days of the organisation. Pagad was highly proficient at attracting wide public support while promoting an image of mystery and menace. Picture: Benny Gool


    If Pagad seemed then to begin as a widely supported community protest movement to counter the gangs, it rapidly became something altogether more sinister, and before long Cape Town was at the mercy of hardcore terrorist violence coloured by radical Islamic ideology.


    Between 1996 and 2001, about 400 bombs exploded in the city, with the bulk evenly spread across 1998 and 1999. There were 168 detonations recorded in 1998, and 166 in 1999.These figures come from police records, although nobody knows the real number.2 The bombers say they produced many more devices than 400. There were also countless targeted killings: a coordinated programme of assassinations aimed at druglords and gang bosses. It was an orgy of death of such intensity that police investigators and the bomb disposal unit in Cape Town worked beyond the point of exhaustion. At the very dawn of democracy, Cape Town was at war.


    The violence was at its most intense in the Cape ganglands but it spilled over to major commercial targets, including the popular Victoria & Alfred Waterfront, restaurants and entertainment venues in nearby Sea Point, and the city centre. Cape Town became pockmarked by bombings, sometimes several in a day. Bomb squad officers raced from crater to crater. Investigators hurriedly looked for clues before being called to the next blast or the next body.


    While emerging crime strongman Desmond Swartz may have escaped death three times in late 2021, his cousins in crime from two decades before were less lucky. They fell in their droves. Small death squads moved around gangland, shooting and bombing, proficient and ruthless in their execution. Surveillance applied, team deployed, car drawing up, running men, shots to the head. It is impossible to know how many gangsters were killed, but safe to say it was in the hundreds.


    Unprecedentedly, the gangs – generally at each other’s throats but now under serious threat from an external enemy – formed themselves into a counter-organisation and attempted to fight back against the vigilantes. They may have been hardened killers on their own turf but they lacked a clear strategy in the face of the rapidly accumulating expertise of the death squads, partly because they did not know whom to kill.


    The state response


    The vigilantes’ bombing and shooting campaign initially elicited contradictory responses from the state. Many police officers welcomed the fact that gang bosses were being slaughtered by a third party and quietly pointed the death squads in their direction. The police tried to negotiate with Pagad, but things spiralled out of control as the group became stronger and more organised, adopted a radical Islamic agenda and began to pull away from its community roots.


    As the killing and bombing became more widespread and innocent people began to be targeted, the state labelled the violence ‘urban terrorism’. A home-grown protection campaign that started with hits on gang bosses seemed to be spiralling out of control. The institutions of the state itself – the police, judges, the military – were also attacked under the pretext that they were defending gangsters. The state was in some cases defending gangsters: partly out of old connections forged in the 1980s when gang bosses were allies or enemies in politics, and partly out of an attempt to protect lives – even if they were the beating hearts of crime lords.


    As the situation deteriorated, first President Nelson Mandela then his successor, Thabo Mbeki, called together the nascent security establishment and demanded action. Progress was slow, however; even the hard men of the apartheid state’s security establishment had never encountered a threat like this. The killers seemed to operate with impunity, and often with public support.


    Then, remarkably, the story took a game-changing turn. A few good men and women stepped forward, South African style: former apartheid-era detectives and intelligence personnel formed a combined force with newly integrated liberation struggle cadres and guerrilla fighters. They represented the full spectrum of the new rainbow nation and had widely divergent political views, but after a period of squabbling they began to work together.


    Until then, security force integration had been halting and mistrustful. Finger-pointing characterised the first state responses until a series of decisions defined a way forward. It wasn’t an instant fix but slowly, then more steadily, the emerging security establishment put old differences aside and argued with one voice that Pagad’s campaign was endangering the very fabric of the new democracy. They were not wrong. Business and tourism were badly hit, police stations were attacked, police officers and judicial officers were assassinated. A group of what seemed like Islamic terror cells menacingly stalked the Cape. The city was a war zone, the crump of explosions answering in a deadly chorus the familiar sound of the noonday gun on Signal Hill.


    Lessons of history


    It seems remarkable that this story has never been told in full. But it was not possible until recently, when many were released after serving long prison sentences or retired and became willing to talk openly. It is a story of direct relevance for South Africa’s response to the threat of organised crime today. Sadly, the state’s success against Pagad was not sustained in the face of later threats; the promising post-apartheid security state fractured and fell apart, much of the innovation, drive and key personnel of this short but critical period lost.


    I have set out to piece together what happened between 1995 and 2002 by talking to key individuals on all sides in the conflict. I wanted to recount the actions and motives of participants in the killing and bombing squads, and tell the story of the few good men and women who rallied together to construct a response. I have spoken to as many of them as would speak to me, in kitchens and coffee shops, in parked cars and on slow walks. Some told me how they killed, others how they investigated the killers. They told me about their ‘enemies’, naming them, often with grudging respect, and they whistled slowly as they recalled the war on the streets of Cape Town. Tears rolled down their cheeks, hands trembled, and many admitted they still live in fear and sleep badly.


    Yet, despite all the interviews I conducted, mysteries remain: What compromises did the shaky transitional security state make to end the violence and the bombing of civilian targets? Did the leadership of Pagad negotiate with the state in prison and reach a secret deal to end the violence? Is the campaign over, or do the likes of bomber Mogamat Lakay signal the prospect of more attacks to come? Drawing on what I have been told, I have tried to assess these and other claims.


    The story of Pagad and the state’s response to an existential threat is important for other reasons, too, in contemporary South Africa. Pagad’s strategy – driven, as we will see, by a small and radicalised group – drew on public fears about mounting crime and the state’s inability to control it. Speak to people in the affected areas and the same concerns emerge time and again: ‘We were worried about our children,’ ‘We had to do something,’ ‘We felt the state had given up on us and didn’t care about us.’ From the perspective of these communities, ‘the few good men’ were not the state’s detectives but those who did the killing and served time.


    Within these same communities, some reflect ruefully on how the killing went on for so long. They express their distress over how they developed into killing machines, hooked on adrenalin. ‘I have read about serial killers,’ one reminisced, ‘and I think we had become that.’ Others, more hardened, thrived on the bloodshed – brutal men who still express no remorse.


    In this violent mix, too, were the unarmed heroes, the peacemakers. These are the community leaders who tried to reach out to the gangs and Pagad, seeking to stem the bloodshed and find a peaceful, sustainable solution to gangsterism. Their efforts may have been limited, but nonetheless they were beacons of sanity in an otherwise dark storm of violence. Many were threatened and some moved away, their dreams of the new democracy shattered.


    For the state, and those charged with designing a new system of security, the experience of investigating and responding to Pagad laid the foundation for the systems and ideas that gave birth to the successful Scorpions unit, with its three-pronged focus on intelligence collection, investigation and prosecution. It was a war with consequence. It made a generation of law enforcement and intelligence officials who went on to influence South Africa in many ways. But what at first seemed like an enormous success in state law enforcement and intelligence ultimately heralded long-term failure. In this sense, often forgotten in the Pagad episode is the impact the group had on South Africa’s gangs. A generation of gang bosses were literally blown away, their brains scattered on their driveways or in the street by bullets to the head. But these deaths did not terminate the gangs or even weaken them in the longer term. They merely spawned a new generation of virulent leaders, the likes of Desmond Swartz, who as a young gang member witnessed the targeted killings. Twenty-five years on, these gangsters still prey on their communities.


    We must not forget the victims, the quieter, stoic citizens affected by the events I describe. These were the children and mothers caught in the crossfire and many other innocent people for whom the violence has had lifelong consequences. Many lost limbs and often still nurse terrible injuries, physical and psychological. Not one whom I spoke to sought vengeance, focusing instead on their struggles and their fears, the love of their families and the slow and difficult quest for recovery. This is their story.


    But why a book on Pagad a quarter of a century after the carnage? There are many reasons, but two in particular: South Africans forget how destabilising crime may be politically, and the book is a reminder – in a new age when state institutions are more fragile and corrupted – of how dangerous an armed, organised and violent militia can be, no matter how well intentioned some of its members. And we forget quickly how in the immediate aftermath of the negotiated end to white rule, the state came together to face an enormous challenge because there was political will to do so. This suggests that with the right mix of people and support, the country can overcome today’s challenges no matter how dire they seem. That is a central message of the book.


    There is a final reason, one that is more personal and must surely mark the path of most authors: I was there too, in this case as an official in the national secretariat for safety and security, tasked to monitor progress in the response. Most did not remember me, and nor should they, given my minor role, but my periodic trips to Cape Town at the time gave me an outsider’s feel for the urgency of the struggle and the desperation of those involved. It is quite simply a story that should be told.


    Note on the research


    The book is based on interviews with more than 60 people who were involved in Pagad as well as the community and state response. Several were kind enough to make themselves available for multiple discussions. The interviews were conducted in 2020, 2021 and the first part of 2022. Some of the key players were open and happy to be quoted. Unsurprisingly, given the sensitive nature of the topic, many people were not prepared to speak on the record, fearing the consequences of their past actions or the vengeance of Pagad. In a few cases, people answered questions through intermediaries. Some I approached for information cited official secrecy requirements, the sensitivity of their roles or possible threats to their safety, and refused to discuss matters. They are small in number and I am confident I have the main elements of the story.


    There is an enormous volume of documentation available on Pagad and the state response, although not all of it is in the public domain. I have been provided with, or been able to read, internal state documents that proved useful in shaping the story. I have also had access to hundreds of pages of court records (although many case files are not locatable or are restricted to prevent the identity of witnesses being made public), which have been an essential guide to the actions of the protagonists and the failures and then success of the response. There is also a growing body of academic literature on Pagad that has been useful to frame the context, as well as a couple of published personal accounts of former security officials.


    To help the reader orient themselves as the story unfolds, a detailed overview of key events can be found at the end of the book.

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    BOMBING THE DWARF STAR


    It was the day of the celebrations marking Guy Fawkes’s gunpowder plot, which in hindsight seems portentous. Friday 5 November 1999, a comfortable early summer evening in Cape Town with a light south-westerly breeze blowing as the sun slipped below the horizon at 7.30 pm. South Africa had been a democratic state for five and a half years.


    A kilometre or two away from parliament, the seat of this fledgling democracy, was the Blah Bar, another venue that in the conception of its owners – and as its name suggested – was also meant for talking, even if only for friendlier exchanges. The Blah Bar was as much a testimony to the new democratic order as the transformed parliamentary precinct, located as it was in an area known as Cape Town’s ‘pink district’. Green Point was an increasingly safe and welcoming space for the gay community. The new constitution promised equality for all and the pink district was a vibrant manifestation of that.


    On that Friday evening, as the weekend beckoned punters to the district, a young man gingerly entered the Blah Bar, where he had been told homosexual men hung out. It was elegant and tastefully lit, steps leading to a raised seating area at the back. The man’s surveillance team had told him the bar would be quiet and that in the absence of moonlight he would be able to get in and out of this place of ‘iniquity’ discreetly. But the timing still had to be right: before the bar became crowded but not so early as to attract undue attention. Enter, deposit the bomb bag, linger for a moment, then leave – act like someone who has changed his mind and decided to go somewhere else.


    The barman was not there. Slipping in unnoticed, the man probably sat at the back, hiding his blue kitbag under a table where its dark form merged into the shadows. ‘Make sure it’s at the back where it can cause more damage,’ he had been advised. Having deposited his device, he left, walking briskly to a waiting car. It pulled away from the curb and sped into Cape Town’s evening traffic. A perfect operation.


    The pink district was the product of a group of irrepressible gay Cape Town entrepreneurs. Café Manhattan, a block from the Blah Bar, was the first establishment to open its doors, in August 1994, four months into the new democracy. Founder and owner Russell Shapiro, a veteran of the city’s restaurant and entertainment industry, told me he had found the area promising for a venue even though there was nothing there at the time other than a panel beater. He negotiated the rent with a city property mogul and signed the contract on a torn-off scrap of paper. Shapiro’s inkling was right – Café Manhattan drew crowds of young men who often spilled outside onto the pavement.1 


    The pink district quickly became a magnet for young gay men from all over South Africa, many of whom had not yet come out to their families. ‘All of a sudden, and well before the days of dating apps, this was the place to go to meet people,’ said Ian McMahon, the energetic local councillor, a prominent figure in the gay community and the owner of an establishment in the pink district.2 By 1999, the area had changed beyond recognition and punters flooded in. Kevin Engelbrecht, a quietly spoken interior designer who grew up in a conservative household in Port Elizabeth (his father was a retired sergeant major) and who was at the Blah Bar that November evening, told me: ‘Cape Town was amazing. To me, it was like New York – very different from Port Elizabeth. I came out quite young and I lived my life. It was just amazing and I wouldn’t have changed it for anything. It was just happiness and meeting new people.’3 


    The late 1990s was still a time of uncertainty, however. One young man who was there that fateful November evening said he wondered whether the scantily dressed partygoers who overflowed from the clubs onto Somerset Road would be seen as a threat by some, the object for an attack.4 For others, such as Engelbrecht, the gay district was a refuge but not necessarily one they told their parents about. ‘Imagine being caught in a bomb blast, widely reported in the news, in a gay bar in a gay district when your parents don’t know you’re gay,’ he mused.5 


    The BAD triangle 


    Today, there are gay-friendly venues across Cape Town and the once tightly clustered gay district is largely gone, overtaken by the development of a fancy shopping complex, the Cape Quarter. Dating apps now mean that men looking to hook up can meet anywhere.6 If free enterprise, and freedoms, in the swinging new ‘rainbow’ order created the pink district, the combined forces of wider economic development and electronic communication have eroded it. The pink district, like the events of this story, marked a particular historical moment: the first years of the ‘rainbow nation’s’ tempestuous early childhood. But in what could be a monument to that era, the building that housed the Blah Bar is still there, its facade painted bright pink.


    In 1999, however, the district was in its ascendancy. The end of apartheid had led to the rapid relaxation of normative sexual behaviours that had been strictly enforced. Gay men were one of the first groups to enjoy the fruits of the new democracy. As gay activist Jack Lewis explained to a New York Times journalist in December 1994, just as Café Manhattan was starting to rock, it had become ‘seriously politically incorrect’ to restrict people’s right to self-expression.7 The young men who began to gather in the pink district may not have seen themselves as activists but they were in the vanguard of political and social change. Set against South Africa’s more visible social movements and seismic political shifts, the gay and lesbian community’s emergence and influence were described neatly by academic Sheila Croucher as a ‘dwarf star’ (a term borrowed from a study of comparative social movements): a small but vocal and powerful change agent, as opposed to a wider mass movement.8 For some, though, the burgeoning conspicuously gay community captured the disorder of the present as set against the order of the past.


    The gay district has been criticised for being predominantly white and middle class and leveraged to promote the city as a gay-friendly tourist destination.9 But there is little doubt that it took off fast, had high visibility and created business opportunities. Several people who frequented the district also contest the view that it was an all-white affair. Whatever the case, there can be little doubt that its presence was connected to the freedoms of the new order – a base for a group whose existence had previously been unlawful and clandestine. It was also defined as a ‘safe space’ for the gay community.10 Not that safe, as it would turn out: it was conspicuous, and the high degree of visibility of a like-minded group clustering in a clearly identifiable area also made the pink district a target.


    The Blah Bar was the brainchild of Glyn Delaney, one of the early investors in the district. Delaney was a ‘fag hag’, in gay community parlance. She wore her hair red and her dresses short, and pretended she was younger than she was. She was the kind of irrepressible figure that the easy atmosphere of newly democratic Cape Town attracted.11 The Blah Bar was close to a triangle of gay clubs known, appropriately enough to some, as BAD. There was Bronx, a hardcore, anything-goes kind of place, known for drugs and dancing on the bar; next door was Detour, a pulsing dance club; the third in the trio was Angels, a club favoured more by Coloured men. The idea of Delaney and her partners was that among the pulsating dance clubs, a place for a quiet conversation – ‘blah blah’ – was needed.12


    Ian Martin, who was studying advertising and worked at the bar, told me it was tastefully decorated: ‘It was beautiful inside – the sort of place you go for drinks when you are dressed up before hitting the town, a place where you would want to be seen.’13 The concept was a combination of cocktail bar and bistro tables.


    Demons and an angel


    On 5 November 1999, the pink district had been simmering in the early summer heat. By 9 pm, Bronx was beginning to shake itself loose for action, while at the Blah Bar across the road the atmosphere was quieter. There were about ten customers inside and the place looked rather empty. A couple were sitting on stools next to where the dark blue bag had been placed. Kevin Engelbrecht and his then partner, whom I will refer to as Brian (he asked not to be named), debated whether to go out that night. Brian said it was a good way to end the week, so they set off from their flat in Green Point, not imagining their lives were about to be irrevocably changed. There was to be life before the bomb and life after it.


    There is still some doubt as to the precise time the Blah Bar bomb exploded. By some accounts it was 9 pm, which could explain the small number of people in the bar, but by others it was around 11 pm or shortly after midnight. I could not locate the police file and interviews were contradictory, but in the end it does not really matter.


    The pipe bomb lay innocuously under the table waiting to be activated by a cellphone. The young man who had carried the bag inside would have been nervous, as cellphone-activated bombs are notoriously unstable. When phone contact was made with the detonator, the explosion caused a deadly shock wave followed almost instantaneously by particles of lethal shrapnel. A large fish tank on the bar shattered, sending water, fish and shards of glass flying across the room.


    Ian Martin was standing at the top of the short flight of stairs at the back, commenting to some customers how quiet the bar seemed to be for a Friday night. He remembers a loud crack, ‘then it was a bit of a blur’. He was only about a metre from the bomb and was buffeted by the shock wave: ‘I don’t know how long I was out but it could not have been long. It was one of those things that felt like an eternity but was probably seconds. I came to and it was pandemonium, with fire, blood, glass and flames. Total, utter hysteria.’14 


    Martin was badly injured. A large piece of metal entered his leg, fracturing his tibia. It left a large, bloody hole. Another piece of shrapnel cut clean through an Achilles tendon. He could not walk. ‘There was a shitload of blood,’ he told me calmly.15 


    As the smoke and dust cleared, he looked around the shattered room: ‘In the midst of all the chaos – and it sits with me as one of the strangest things in that situation of sheer trauma – all the faces looked like demons. It was like watching a horror film, with special effects making everyone’s faces demonic – whether that was out of my own fear or whether they looked like that out of sheer terror.’16 


    Kevin Engelbrecht said the explosion was deafening and the shock wave was like nothing he had ever experienced: it picked him up and threw him three or four metres across the room. ‘I remember getting up, and the sights and smell. It was smoky and my ears were ringing. I remember staggering to get out the front door.17 I ran up the road and people were staring at me weirdly, and I didn’t know why. When I got to Bronx, the doorman said, “What happened to you, where are your clothes?”’ The shock wave had torn off most of Engelbrecht’s clothes except for his shirt and what remained of his jacket. His hair was singed and he was covered in blood. In panic, he ran back to the Blah Bar to look for his partner.


    Brian, who was sitting next to Engelbrecht, took the full force of the blast and the deadly shrapnel that followed milliseconds later. He had sustained multiple injuries but was still conscious. He recalled how three people picked him up and placed him by the door. As he lay there for what seemed like a few minutes, Engelbrecht reappeared and began singing to him, slowly and unsteadily at first but then more clearly as they waited for help.


    Brian spoke at length about the bombing and his injuries. It’s hard to fathom how people whose lives have been so dramatically transformed by the trauma of an explosion, followed by months of debilitation and pain, conveyed no bitterness, no desire for revenge. Brian felt only gratitude for being alive and for how the incident brought him and his family closer. Those sentiments all came later, though. In the moments after the bombing, he understood the consequences of what had happened. He also knew he would not be able to stand up. But he was resolute: ‘Now that I am alive, I am going to survive,’ he told himself.18 A fire had started and Brian could feel its heat. His arm was hanging off to one side, his leg badly damaged, and he had multiple shrapnel wounds in his abdomen. He recalled how three came into the bar – he does not know who they were – gently lifted him away from the fire and placed him near the door.


    Then, as several survivors recalled, an angel emerged. To this day, it is not clear who he was, and although none of the victims can describe him in detail they agree he was a doctor. He appears to have been driving past and stopped to assist the injured. The ambulances took an age to come, something like 45 minutes. In the interim, the doctor stepped in.


    Ian Martin recalled: ‘I was crawling across the floor surrounded by people running, with the sprinklers going off and the fire around me. The glass was cutting my chest while I was dragging myself across the floor to get out. And then this guy came in, a big man who was a doctor. He picked me up, took me outside and put me on a table. He took his T-shirt off and put it against the hole in my leg, which was gushing blood, and told me to hold it while I waited for the ambulance.’19 


    Brian also remembers the doctor. ‘It was an Indian guy,’ he said. ‘He looked at me, went to his car and came back with a silver foil rescue blanket. I was really cold and in shock. I felt much better then.’20 Then Engelbrecht heard the ambulance sirens. ‘I said to the doctor to look after Brian and make sure that he didn’t go to sleep or close his eyes. I ran to the ambulance, grabbed the guy and told them to take one person and one person only, and that was Brian because he was injured the worst.’21 


    The ‘angel’ then disappeared, as quietly as he had arrived.
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    PUBLIC BOMBINGS, PRIVATE TRAUMAS 


    Glyn Delaney, the founder of the Blah Bar, was inconsolable after the bombing. She was also angry. ‘I am expecting more bombs in Cape Town,’ she told the Los Angeles Times. ‘The police don’t know what they are doing or even who they are looking for.’1 Desperate to show some progress, the police arrested a 26-year-old man, Deon Mostert. They claimed he was linked to 200 bombings, several of which had been aimed at civilian targets, that had been happening across the city since 1997; the Blah Bar attack was just the latest.


    Mostert had a propensity for bending the truth, according to several people in my underworld network who bumped into him in prison in the late 1990s and early 2000s. He was believed to be a police informant and a small-time crook but certainly not a bomb mastermind. The Los Angeles Times reporter, perhaps with a journalist’s eye for the absurd, deadpanned that Mostert was a ‘chronic liar and a thief of household appliances’.2


    His arrest seemed to confirm to many at the time that the police did not have a good handle on the bombings. The then national police commissioner, George Fivaz, held a press conference at which he dismissed any link between Mostert and the bombing, contradicting his provincial police chief. If confusion reigned supreme, it only worsened when Fivaz’s spokesperson later retracted that statement and said Mostert was still a suspect.3


    Fivaz, whose term as commissioner ended in January 2000, spent 1998 and 1999 under enormous political pressure. The South African Police Service (SAPS) had shown little progress in solving the bombings that had terrorised Cape Town for more than two years. UK diplomatic cables reported on a message passed to Fivaz offering assistance from the Metropolitan Police anti-terrorist branch. Fivaz, defending the performance of the SAPS through gritted teeth, politely declined.4


    When I met Fivaz almost a quarter of a century later in a Pretoria cafe, I asked him about Mostert and he snorted, saying he had been embarrassed and frustrated by the incident.5 At the time, he was deeply engaged in responding to the bombings, pushing hard for change, and making decisions about restructuring the nascent SAPS that would have long-term consequences. In August 1998, a year before the bombing of the Blah Bar, he had visited the scene of the explosion at the Planet Hollywood restaurant in Cape Town’s popular V&A Waterfront, stepping over layers of shattered glass and debris and around the pools of blood. Fivaz said he had been determined to solve the cases but frustrated with the pace of investigations. He was acutely conscious of the devastating human costs of the bombing campaign. All indications pointed to Pagad as the source of the bombings, an allegation the organisation vigorously denied.


    Many were killed and injured in the targeted shootings and explosions. Although the total number of fatalities is impossible to determine accurately, there were certainly hundreds. Gangs and gang bosses were initially targeted but when the bombing campaign moved to parts of the city relatively unaffected by organised crime and targeted the public, it drew much greater press scrutiny. While these numbers are also hard to confirm, more than 20 bomb attacks occurred in Cape Town city centre, and over time they showed an increasing level of sophistication.


    The Planet Hollywood attack, in which two people were killed and 24 injured, attracted global media attention. It was one of the first Pagad attacks to target the public. The popular venue, co-owned by Hollywood stars Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis and Arnold Schwarzenegger, was packed with mainly British tourists when a bomb placed under the bar exploded. Eight British nationals were injured in the blast, some of them seriously. The incident occurred just days after the 7 August 1998 bombing attacks by al-Qaeda on the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam, in which 224 people died. There was speculation as to whether there was a connection between the perpetrators.


    Bruce Walsh was one of the survivors of the Planet Hollywood attack, losing both his legs. He was at the bar with two colleagues ordering drinks when the explosion went off, and he was the sole survivor of the three.6 ‘I felt my body being thrown upwards towards the rafters,’ he told me. ‘My shirt was gone and I felt I was floating – then I blacked out.’7 Walsh told me that in October, just as he was beginning the long road to recovery, he saw a TV news announcement in which a police investigating officer announced a breakthrough in the investigation. Fragments of a blue and white shirt had been found in the rafters – with the brand Soviet, which seemed to arouse the police’s suspicions – which they believed to be that of the bomber. It was Walsh’s shirt, he said, and he contacted the police to tell them – he had to produce a credit card bill to prove it.


    October 1998 cable traffic between the British consulate in Cape Town and the high commission in Pretoria, as well as communication with London, gives a flavour of the response.8 While consulate staff worked hard to ascertain the nature and extent of the injuries sustained by British nationals, they also sought urgent answers from the SAPS about the identity of the bombers. Local police said they had an idea who the perpetrators were but no evidence tying them to the crime. A fax from the consulate to higher-ups in the diplomatic corps in Pretoria, and copied to London, stated: ‘The police are being more guarded about who they believe to be responsible. But it is clear that they believe the bombing to be the work of a group linked to Pagad, not least because the design of the pipe bomb matches those used in early attacks that have received less publicity.’9


    The bombing campaign was relentless and the increasing focus on high-profile targets resulted in civilian casualties. In August 1998, a street vendor was killed by a time-delayed pipe bomb outside the Bellville office of the police unit investigating Pagad; in the same month, Planet Hollywood was attacked. In January 1999, the V&A Waterfront was targeted again, this time with a car bomb. This was followed by the blast at the Blah Bar in November and a few weeks later by an attack that injured 48 people at the popular St Elmo’s pizzeria in well-heeled Camps Bay. The attacks continued in 2000, targeting public areas including shopping centres, restaurants, cafes and nightclubs. By August 2000 there had been six explosions targeting civilians in the city centre. Elsewhere, many other bombings were aimed mainly at drug dealers and gang bosses. It seemed the whole of Cape Town was under siege.


    The victims of this urban terror campaign were innumerable. As for the survivors, their lives were changed forever and, unaware of the state’s struggle against the bombers, they suffered in silence. For them, the proverbial hand of fate played a role in some way: what if they had been killed?


    One I spoke with was Olivia Milner, who as a 16-year-old waitress was maimed in the 1999 St Elmo’s bombing. Milner, who had been desperate to find a job, was proud to have landed this one. It was her first night working at the restaurant, and she spoke of how her life irrevocably changed after the attack, how her family had moved home, and how losing her leg had plagued her ever since. When we spoke she was in a wheelchair, unable to wear her prosthesis because of an infection. The bombing may have been many years ago but she said it was still ‘something that I live with every day’. She ultimately reconciled herself to the challenges she faced, she said matter-of-factly, because, given the randomness of it, she was aware that she had not been targeted personally, that she was just ‘an unfortunate casualty’.10 Bruce Walsh told me something remarkably similar: that while he had been initially deeply angry, he had resolved that the bombing had not been targeted at him, and that he must live his life or be eaten by bitterness. He would go on to reach out to, and be contacted by, many other bombing and accident survivors, in particular amputees.


    You need serious courage to remake your existence after such trauma, acknowledging the chance that life brings with it and a removal of the certainty of outcomes on which so many of us depend – all the while determining to make the best of what you have. Milner told me about the long time she spent in hospital, how she wept when she discovered the extent of her injuries, and how other bomb victims, including Brian from the Blah Bar and Bruce Walsh, reached out to her for mutual support.


    Milner’s mother, Elana Newman, an elegant and energetic woman who was part of Cape Town’s classical music scene, told me how she encouraged her daughter to find work closer to home in Camps Bay rather than take a job in the city. On the day of the bombing, Newman had coffee in Kloof Street, where she bumped into some of Milner’s friends. They asked her how her daughter was doing. ‘Olivia was the person assigned at the pizzeria to take the phone orders for takeout pizzas, and I was just thinking about making a prank call to her with a Russian accent and asking for a ridiculous kind of pizza. Then I heard the blast,’ she said.11


    Newman raced there. ‘There were police at the scene. As I was frantically trying to enter to look for Olivia, a police officer grabbed me and held me back. I could see Olivia on a stretcher with a blanket over her.’12 Milner was rushed to hospital, her life hanging by a thread. Unsurprisingly, it was a life-changing moment for Elana, and she went on a quest to find out who planted the bomb. (She begged me to put her in touch with the suspected bomber, something I attempted through an intermediary. He refused to speak to her.)


    A police officer, Natasha Pillay, also lost her leg a few weeks later in another bomb incident. She responded after a Green Point restaurant received a bomb threat. The bomb, placed in a dustbin, exploded while the police were searching for it and Pillay took the full impact of the blast. ‘You are trained for this sort of thing but you can never be prepared. You never think it can happen to you,’ she said.13 


    Stick that in your pipe bomb


    While the police were struggling to find the perpetrators behind the string of attacks, something of a defiant response to the bombs set in among the South African public and the media. A popular women’s magazine, Femina, launched an awareness campaign featuring portraits of the injured, with words taking the place of missing or severed limbs. The police emergency number was given next to the portraits. Bruce Walsh was photographed on a stool; characteristically, he said that he was embarrassed by the attention he received and did not want to be seen as a victim.


    An editorial in Femina by Jane Raphaely, a prominent magazine publisher and public figure, concluded: ‘What we like about the whole [awareness campaign] is that it sends a message to the bombers that they cannot win a war against people who refuse to give in.’ It ended with a note of defiance: ‘Stick that in your pipe bomb.’14


    In another creative response to the bombings, artist Dorothee Kreutzfeldt prepared a montage of photographs combined with recordings of survivors’ voices and it was displayed at the South African National Gallery in Cape Town. The installation did not sensationalise the bombings, contain pictures of the bomb sites or speculate as to the perpetrators.15 An accompanying commentary said: ‘There is a lack of resolution to the bombings. No one has been charged. Situated by other perceptions about the city, situated by the media’s reportage of events surrounding each of the bombings, the narrative is without conclusion.’ Then the statement: ‘The nature of urban terror – and of bomb blasts in particular – is that they are public events and media spectacles. But they are also private traumas that profoundly affect the lives of individuals and their families.’16


    Some survivors declined to take part in Kreutzfeldt’s work because they felt the project might ‘further the objectives of the bombers by giving them more attention’ or because it was too painful to revisit the event in detail.17 For the most part, the stories of survivors, often out of their own volition, seldom reached the public. Most struggled on in silence despite serious afflictions and endless visits to hospitals and doctors over many years. If the known survivors did not speak out, there was an even quieter category of affected people: the anonymous victims. The street hawker killed outside police offices in Bellville has
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    The photo of Bruce Walsh used in Femina’s bomb awareness campaign. Walsh was reported by several survivors to be a quiet source of strength and support. The following words replace his missing left limb: ‘No-one ever believes that this kind of thing could really happen to them, but the harsh reality is bombs don’t discriminate. You can never predict a bomb attack, but by being aware you can prevent one.’18 Picture: Bester Burke


    not been named. And across the Cape Flats, the bombings and shootings affected untold numbers of unknown families and children.


    For the survivors, the bombings often led to years of uncertainty and fear. ‘It’s like I’m waiting for the next bomb to go off. I’m afraid of people because I can’t put a face to the bomber. It could be anyone. I don’t know who to trust,’ said Michelle Hunter, a police officer caught in the same blast as her colleague Natasha Pillay in Green Point.19


    Of all the accounts, most touching perhaps are those of victims who helped and supported one another, turning up in hospital wards and at survivors’ homes to console and share their experiences of losing limbs. Bruce Walsh was referred to recurringly as a quiet hero who did much hidden work behind the scenes. Several survivors also spoke of people who had had limbs amputated in other accidents; they shared their experiences with the bomb survivors and explained how their lives would still be liveable. One amputee, a former ballet dancer, was said to dance on tables with her prosthetic limbs, bringing laughter and hope to bomb survivors.


    Despite the defiance and mutual support, however, there was also an atmosphere of fear. The identity of the bombers remained shrouded in mystery. Several survivors interviewed in 2007 hinted at but would not name the perpetrators out of fear.20


    Most suspected Pagad, but stories also did the rounds that the bombing campaign was the work of prominent underworld figures attempting to extort money from businesses. Seeking clarity but convinced Pagad was to blame, Elana Newman remembers confronting Safety and Security minister Steve Tshwete at a private meeting: ‘I said, “We’re under siege by these bombers, whoever they are: nameless, faceless, who don’t claim anything.” And you know what, what was there to claim? We have the most democratic constitution in the world, so what did they want? What the hell did they want – Pagad or whoever it was?’21 Tshwete, a minister for whom I had worked, was a gruff and tough-talking man. He quietly listened to Newman. But later in public, and unlike his predecessors who had been reluctant to lay blame, he raged against the bombers and said they belonged to Pagad.


    The victims of bombings targeting popular public venues were overwhelmingly white, in part a stark reflection of the city’s strongly demarcated georacial divide (the legacy of apartheid), which defines the civilian places that were bombed. Those who experienced the bombings who were not white had a different outlook: ‘I don’t know if it’s [about] race,’ one woman told a researcher. ‘We as Coloured people are used to these things … the gangsters fighting every day … if they shoot it’s normal that these things happen. Innocent people could get hurt.’22 The bomb she experienced was not a disruptive event, concluded the study for which she was interviewed, because it was a single incident that formed part of ‘a [continual] experience of varying degrees of violence in the city’ that the woman was exposed to.23


    The bombing campaign is now only a distant memory for most. The Centre for Popular Memory at the University of Cape Town (UCT) taped survivors and others reflecting on the period. While most of these recordings have been lost, those that remain provide an insight into the time and people’s responses to it. One young man, Thabo Manetsi, said he moved to Cape Town to explore opportunities but the bombings changed the way he behaved, adding a layer of fear to everyday life. After one of the V&A Waterfront bombings, Manetsi said his family tried to get hold of him to ask if he was all right. Ordinary people like him seemed to have little doubt that Pagad was to blame.24 A study of the period based on survivors’ testimony concluded: ‘Capetonians generally witnessed these events with the sobering knowledge that they themselves could have been the victims.’25


    What is remarkable is how little reach the attacks had; several bombs at the V&A Waterfront today would be a massive global story. Was this because South Africa had recently emerged from a period of political transition which, despite the ‘miracle’ mantra placed on it, also featured significant violence? Was there just too much going on nationally for an exclusive focus on a Western Cape bombing campaign? Interviews with several people in the security establishment highlighted the degree to which other simultaneous threats dominated their thinking and competed for attention: violence in KwaZulu-Natal, the threat of the white right wing and a surge in taxi-related violence. The bombings were confined to the Western Cape, and the fact that hundreds of the explosions occurred in the Cape Flats and gang areas, places already characterised by abnormally high levels of violence, meant they often did not make it into mainstream media reporting.


    That does not make the story or the collective suffering any less important – even from a distance of almost a quarter of a century. But its wider impact (and media appeal) could have been very different if just one of the many blasts had succeeded in being truly massive in scale. The bombers certainly hoped they could achieve this, and it would only have been a question of time before they did.


    The bomb that failed to detonate 


    If the Blah Bar was designed for conversations over a quiet drink, Bronx in Green Point was the ultimate party venue. According to Russell Shapiro of Café Manhattan,26 it was the essential apex to the BAD triangle, and it rocked. The bar attracted the keen interest of Cape Town’s gay community and did not escape the notice of the bombers.


    When you see photos of Bronx in police files, it looks, through the lens of time (and the eye of a crime scene photographer), like a jaded kind of place. It occupied the corner of Somerset Road and Napier Street, with pillars set against a green awning, 1930s style. There were curtains at the entrance and a stool for the bouncer. A sign above the door read ‘The Action Bar’, and it meant what it said, everyone I spoke to assured me. Of the three BAD venues, Bronx was the busiest.


    The club had a manic atmosphere but it was also famed for its Monday evening karaoke. And it was a money-printing machine, said several of the entrepreneurs who watched enviously from the sidelines. Drinks were served so quickly that bar staff simply threw cash into a box and balanced up later. According to some, the absence of tills meant money was often siphoned off.27


    Bronx had a reputation for drugs in the versions provided to me by partygoers and the police. All kinds of illicit substances were available there at a time when the local drug economy was taking off alongside the opened-up economy. For all that, though, it remained a remarkably friendly and violence-free kind of place, open and future-facing – a dwarf star on steroids.


    By the time Bronx was targeted in mid-2000, the Pagad bomb makers had honed their skills and were turning out more sophisticated devices. A pipe bomb, while deadly, is limited in its impact by the amount of explosives that can be packed inside a small tubular container. Car bombs offer much more destructive potential, and by late 1999 and early 2000 they were being used in Cape Town. ‘It was a natural step,’ explained a former SAPS bomb disposal expert. ‘A car provides space for explosives, it’s mobile, and there are lots of them on the roads.’28 For Pagad, car bombs meant a significant escalation of its terror campaign.


    ‘Vehicle bombs’, concludes urban theorist Mike Davis in his classic study of the car bomb, Buda’s Wagon, ‘offer extraordinary sociopolitical leverage to small, even ad hoc groups without significant constituencies or mass political legitimacy. Poorly equipped and unpopular conspiracies … now possess a simple and reliable DIY arsenal for wreaking spectacular destruction.’29 Davis points to the multiple advantages of car bombs: they are weapons of stealth; they give out a politically powerful message because their level of destructiveness is huge; and they are remarkably cheap, operationally simple and indiscriminate. As Davis’s work indicates, car bombs also allow the enfranchisement of marginal actors.30
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    The remains of a car in which a bomb was placed in Heerengracht, central Cape Town, on 29 August 2000. Picture: Author collection


    At the time of the Pagad campaign, car bombs were not new to South Africa. Far-right-wing groups had attempted to disrupt the new order in 1995 with a series of car bombs in Johannesburg, Pretoria and elsewhere. The ANC also experimented with car bombs in the 1980s but their use led to considerable disagreement and controversy within the movement.31 For reasons we will explore later, no such ethical qualms affected the Cape Town bombers. I spoke with one of the drivers who parked a car bomb in this period and he described the fear he experienced as he drove. What was interesting, however, was his anger; he said he thought his comrades were trying to kill him by detonating the bomb while he was still close by. It was a sign of the paranoia that developed among the bombers.


    About a year after the pipe-bombing of the Blah Bar, the Pagad bombers plotted a much bigger attack. On Saturday 19 August 2000, a car packed with explosives was parked outside Bronx. By that time, the city was on the alert for suspicious packages, and Bronx doorman Brian Abrahams said he checked parked vehicles for strange parcels. He noticed a light-green Nissan Sentra outside the main entrance and inspected it twice, but could not identify anything conspicuously out of place about the vehicle. He then turned his back on the car to concentrate on the club DJ, who was unloading kit from his nearby vehicle. In a news report at the time, Abrahams said: ‘Seconds later there was a thunderous crash. I ran a few metres to get away. I felt no pain and didn’t at first realise that I was hurt.’32


    It is unclear at precisely what time the car was parked outside the club. The rudimentary timing device was an alarm clock, which by its design would have allowed exactly one hour for the bomber to make his escape. Working backwards, the car must have been left there around 9 pm, before the club was crowded, with the timer set for the bomb to detonate at 10 pm. A few minutes before the explosion, a man telephoned CapeTalk, a local radio station, and warned the producer that a bomb was about to go off. The same man had phoned with a warning a few weeks earlier, and several hours later a car parked at the upmarket Constantia Village shopping centre detonated, injuring two, including a ten-year-old boy.


    The boot of the car outside Bronx was packed with ammonium nitrate, derived from commercial fertiliser. I don’t know the exact amount but a boot of that size would be able to take around 200 kilograms of explosives. ‘It was the biggest bomb we had ever seen,’ said a bomb technician who experienced Pagad’s Cape Town campaign.33 To provide some idea of the impact of a bomb that size, the recommended evacuation distance would have been a radius of about 500 metres.34 The explosion would have destroyed an enormous area around the pink district.


    In terms of the damage that could have been caused, the bomb would have had a lethal air blast range of about 30 metres, easily reaching Bronx and causing the building to collapse – something that was ‘highly likely’, an experienced police bomb technician told me.35
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    The Nissan Sentra used in the bomb attack on Bronx on 19 August 2000. The white powder around the scene is ammonium nitrate that had been packed in the boot. Had the detonation occurred as planned, there would likely have been great loss of life. Picture: Author collection


    What actually happened when doorman Brian Abrahams heard the loud crash? It was not reported at the time, but the device did not activate properly. The blast was what bomb disposal experts call a ‘low order initiation’, a limited explosion of a bomb that has not been set up correctly. In fact it was the explosion of a small one-kilogram pipe bomb, which was meant to detonate the ammonium nitrate, but the bombers got the mix wrong. Bystanders reported a strong smell of sulphur, and fertiliser debris was scattered around the ruined car. I have been asked to skip the details on why the device didn’t go off properly, so as not to provide technical information to other would-be bombers, but the bomb makers missed a crucial link. Had the attack gone to plan, the explosion would have left many dead and hundreds injured. It would have gone down as the worst bombing in South African history.
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