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​I Love Louis: the Serial Killer Apartheid Made Possible 

Between 1986 and 1989, a private security guard named Louis van Schoor shot more than one hundred people in the darkened shops of East London, South Africa. Every victim was Black or Coloured. Not one was armed. At least thirty-nine died. The police accepted his reports without investigation. A magistrate declared twenty-five of the killings justifiable in a single sitting. His white community put stickers on their cars that read: I Love Louis.

This book is the full reckoning that the 1992 trial, which convicted Van Schoor of just seven murders, never delivered. Drawing on the landmark BBC investigation that finally identified buried victims and confronted Van Schoor in his final years, it reconstructs the killings in forensic and human detail, examines the legal framework that licensed the slaughter, and traces the institutional complicity of the police, the magistracy, and the business community that made the killing possible and the accountability impossible. It follows the thirty-five-year search of a family for a man buried in an unmarked grave, the intergenerational violence of Van Schoor's daughter Sabrina, and the thirty-two deaths still officially classified as justifiable homicide today.

Van Schoor died in July 2024, unrepentant and unaccountable. The debt he left behind remains unpaid. This is the story of who he was, what produced him, and what justice still requires.

––––––––
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​Chapter 1: The Port at the Edge of the World, East London and the Eastern Cape
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There is a quality to port cities that inland places never quite achieve: a restlessness, a sense of the provisional, a knowledge that the horizon is not a limit but a door. East London, the only river port in South Africa, sits at the mouth of the Buffalo River where it empties into the Indian Ocean, and for more than a century it had been a place defined by the movement of things, cotton and wool and maize going out, settlers and soldiers and manufactured goods coming in. By the mid-1980s the ships still came and went, and the harbour cranes still swung their loads against the sky, and the city's white residents still occupied their comfortable suburbs with their gardens and their servants and their carefully maintained sense that this was, in some permanent and God-ordained way, their place. But the horizon had shifted. What was coming in now was not goods or settlers but history, and it was moving faster than anyone in the comfortable suburbs was prepared to admit.

East London in 1985 was a city of roughly three hundred thousand people, though any figure attached to a South African city of that period requires immediate qualification. The official population counted those the apartheid state considered legitimate residents: white South Africans, Coloured South Africans, Indian South Africans, and the Black South Africans who held the correct permits and passes and whose presence had been sanctioned by the machinery of influx control. The hundreds of thousands who lived in Mdantsane and Duncan Village, the vast townships that pressed against the city's edges, were, in the bureaucratic fiction of the apartheid system, not quite part of East London at all. Mdantsane had been designated a township within the nominally independent homeland of Ciskei, a cartographic sleight of hand that allowed the state to insist that the Black workers who cleaned white homes, staffed white factories, and served white customers were technically foreign nationals commuting across a border each morning. Duncan Village, closer to the city centre and correspondingly harder to excise from the official map, was a different kind of place: denser, older, more politically combustible, a community that had been fighting the terms of its own existence for decades.

To move through East London in those years was to move through a city that had been architecturally arranged to enforce a social theory. The central business district, the CBD, in the shorthand of the time, belonged to white commerce. Its streets held the banks and the insurance offices, the department stores and the restaurants, the Wimpy hamburger outlets and the bottle stores and the hardware merchants whose premises would soon become infamous in ways their owners could not have anticipated. The pavements belonged, during business hours, to the Black and Coloured workers who cleaned and stocked and served in these establishments, who carried parcels and swept floors and drove delivery vehicles. After business hours, when the shutters came down and the silent alarms were set, the pavements belonged to no one, or were supposed to. The residential suburbs of Stirling and Gonubie and Beacon Bay, set back from the seafront on their quiet, tree-lined streets, belonged to white families who drove to work each morning through a city that existed for their benefit and who drove home each evening to neighbourhoods their neighbours were legally required to resemble. The townships on the periphery belonged to everyone else, which in practice meant they belonged to the state, which managed them as it saw fit, which was badly and with indifference.

This geography was not accidental. It was the product of more than a century of deliberate policy, of legislation and eviction and the controlled allocation of space according to race, and it had been built on a foundation of violence that most of the city's white residents had long since ceased to think about or even remember. East London's origins lay in the British military campaigns of the nineteenth century, in the series of wars, the Frontier Wars, the Xhosa Wars, the wars that the victors recorded as the pacification of a savage country and the vanquished experienced as the destruction of a world. The Xhosa people, whose territory had encompassed the fertile land along the Buffalo River and the Amathole Mountains to the north, had been fighting British expansion since the 1770s. The wars came in waves, nine of them across nearly a century, and each wave pushed the Xhosa further from their ancestral lands, reduced their cattle herds, undermined their political structures, and transferred their territory to white settlers who were brought in by the thousand to occupy what had been taken. By the time the Union of South Africa was formed in 1910, the dispossession was essentially complete. The Xhosa were not gone, they were too numerous, too deeply rooted, and too indispensable as labourers to be simply removed, but they were landless in a land they had inhabited for centuries, dependent for their survival on wages paid by the people who had taken everything else.

This is where the story of East London truly begins: not with the port cranes or the beachfront hotels or the comfortable postwar prosperity of the white suburbs, but with the specific, traceable history of how a people were stripped of their land and their autonomy and their political self-determination and then required to continue living in the place where those things had been taken from them, serving the interests of those who had done the taking. Apartheid, when it came after 1948, did not invent this arrangement. It systematised it, gave it a comprehensive legal architecture, and pushed it to its logical conclusion with a thoroughness that the more casual racism of the colonial period had never managed. The pass laws and the Group Areas Act and the Bantustans and influx control were not a new dispensation but an intensification of something very old, and in the Eastern Cape, where the dispossession had been so thorough and so long ago, the intensification landed on communities that had already been living under the conditions of defeat for generations.

The Eastern Cape had also produced, from those very conditions, one of the most politically sophisticated and resilient liberation movements in the world. The ANC had deep roots in the region. Many of its founding figures had come from the Eastern Cape, educated at the mission schools that dotted the landscape, Fort Hare University, near Alice, had produced Nelson Mandela and Oliver Tambo and Walter Sisulu and a generation of leaders whose names would come to define the liberation struggle. The Eastern Cape chapter of the ANC had sustained underground activity through the years of banning and exile, maintaining networks of communication and solidarity that the security apparatus was never fully able to penetrate. By the 1980s, the United Democratic Front, a broad coalition of community organisations, trade unions, student groups, and civic associations that served as the ANC's internal proxy, had established a formidable presence in the region, coordinating resistance with a sophistication that regularly caught the state off-guard.

East London itself was a central node in this network. The city's industrial sector, anchored by the Volkswagen assembly plant at Uitenhage to the west and the various textile and manufacturing operations in and around the city, had produced a trade union movement of considerable strength. COSATU, the Congress of South African Trade Unions, formed in 1985, drew much of its Eastern Cape membership from these workplaces, and the intersection of labour organisation and political resistance gave the liberation movement in the region a structural depth that purely political organisations often lacked. When COSATU called a stayaway, the factories fell silent. When the UDF organised a consumer boycott, the white-owned shops in the CBD felt it in their receipts. The connection between economic power and political resistance was understood by both sides, which was why the state moved so aggressively to suppress trade union activity alongside political organisation.

The schools were another front. The Soweto uprising of 1976 had introduced a generation of Black youth to the idea that refusal itself was a form of political action, and by the 1980s the school boycott had become one of the primary instruments of resistance across the country. In Duncan Village and Mdantsane, the school halls that should have been full of students preparing for their futures were empty, the students instead attending rallies and marches and the political education sessions that the UDF and its affiliate organisations ran in township halls and church buildings and wherever else they could find space. The government's response was to declare the schools open and arrest those who refused to attend, which had the predictable effect of deepening the radicalisation of the very young people the state claimed to be educating. A generation that came of age in this crucible, that experienced its formative years as a state of war, would carry that experience for the rest of its life.

The funerals deserve particular attention, because in the Eastern Cape of the 1980s the funeral had become something stranger and more politically charged than anywhere else in South Africa. When young activists were killed by the security forces, shot at demonstrations, tortured to death in detention, murdered by the mysterious organisations that the state funded to do what it could not quite do openly, their funerals became occasions for mass political mobilisation. Thousands of people would gather at a township church or community hall, and the speeches over the coffin would be speeches about liberation, about resistance, about the determination of the living to complete what the dead had begun. The security forces knew this and sought to suppress it: funerals were banned, restricted, subjected to limitations on attendance and duration and the content of speeches. The restrictions were defied. The cycle of death and defiance and further death had a momentum that no State of Emergency could quite arrest.

The first State of Emergency was declared in July 1985, initially covering only the Eastern Cape and the Witwatersrand. It was a measure of the particular intensity of the situation in the Eastern Cape that the region was included from the beginning. The Emergency gave the security forces powers that were, in any ordinary legal sense, extraordinary: the power to detain without charge, to hold in incommunicado confinement, to search without warrant, to prohibit gatherings, to restrict individuals' movements, to act in ways that would in any other context be considered criminal and that were insulated from legal challenge by the Emergency's indemnity provisions. A second, nationwide Emergency followed in June 1986 and was renewed annually until 1990. For four years, South Africa lived under a form of legal martial law, and the Eastern Cape, as one of the most politically active regions in the country, bore the brunt of its application with particular severity.

In East London, the Emergency was experienced differently depending on which part of the city you lived in. For white residents, it was largely an abstraction: a legal status that appeared in the newspapers, that justified the increased police presence on certain streets, that explained why certain funerals had been cancelled and certain organisations had been silenced. Life in the white suburbs continued much as before. The restaurants were open. The beaches, still segregated by the social practice that formal policy had not quite managed to abolish everywhere, were full on weekends. The municipal swimming pools, officially desegregated but effectively white by custom and proximity, were busy in the summer heat. The Wimpy on the high street served its burgers and its milkshakes to its white customers, and the staff who cooked and cleaned and carried the plates home to Mdantsane each evening.

For the residents of Duncan Village and Mdantsane, the Emergency was no abstraction. It was the helicopter overhead in the early hours of the morning. It was the police vehicle that stopped and demanded to see your pass on the way to work. It was the knock on the door before dawn and the son or the brother or the husband taken away for questioning, sometimes returned after a few days and sometimes not. It was the rally that was banned and the march that was dispersed with birdshot and the comrade who had been at the meeting last Thursday and was in the hospital by Friday with wounds he declined to explain. It was the accumulation of small and large violences that constituted daily life in a community that the state had designated as a problem to be managed rather than a population to be governed.

It was into this landscape that the story of Louis van Schoor properly belongs. He was not the only instrument of racial violence operating in East London in the second half of the 1980s. He was surrounded by institutions, the police, the magistracy, the legal system, the political establishment, the business community, the white electorate, that were all, in their various ways, engaged in the same fundamental project: the maintenance of a racial order that was simultaneously brutal in its application and increasingly desperate in its defence. What distinguished Van Schoor from most of the other instruments of that order was not the nature of his violence but its particular visibility, the concentration of his killing in a small geographic area, over a short period of time, through a method sufficiently systematic and sufficiently documented to eventually become impossible to ignore.

The central business district of East London after dark was a different city from the one that white shoppers and office workers moved through during daylight hours. The shops shuttered early. The restaurants lingered later, their lights warm against the evening street, but by ten or eleven o'clock even they were closed, and the CBD settled into a peculiar nocturnal quiet that was different from the quiet of the townships. The townships were never entirely quiet, there was always movement, always voices, always the sounds of a densely inhabited place making its way through the night. The CBD was quiet in the way of emptied spaces: the street furniture and the shop fronts and the pavements all present and correct, but the human life drained away, leaving a stage set waiting for a play that had not yet been announced.

The silent alarms were part of this landscape. By the mid-1980s, most of the CBD's businesses had installed electronic security systems connected to private monitoring stations, and when a sensor was triggered after hours, the call went out to whoever had been contracted to respond. For a growing number of businesses in East London, that contractor was a heavyset man in his mid-thirties with a background in the police dog unit, a 9mm pistol, and an approach to property protection that the business community found admirably decisive. He drove through the empty streets of the after-midnight CBD in his vehicle, sometimes with a dog beside him, and when he arrived at a triggered alarm, he went in. What happened inside those darkened premises, the shots fired, the bodies on the floor, the reports filled out at the Cambridge Police Station in the small hours of the morning, would not become a matter of public record for years. But it had already begun. The hunting season in East London had opened, and no one in authority was making any serious effort to close it.

That story, of how a city created the conditions for systematic killing, how its institutions enabled and protected the killer, and how its most vulnerable residents paid the price, is what the chapters that follow will tell. It begins, as so many South African stories begin, not with the first shot but with everything that made the shot possible: the history, the law, the ideology, the economics, the particular architecture of fear and power and racial contempt that apartheid had spent forty years constructing in this port city at the edge of the Indian Ocean. The bodies came later. The conditions for the bodies came first, and they had been in preparation for a very long time.
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​Chapter 2: The Architecture of Fear, White Identity and the Siege Mentality
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Fear is not a simple thing. It presents itself as a response to the world as it is, but it is always also a construction, something built from materials that have been selected, shaped, and arranged by hands that often have an interest in the building. The fear that white East London carried through the 1980s was real in the sense that it was genuinely felt, that it shaped behaviour and coloured perception and determined political choices, that it kept people awake at night and influenced where they went and when they went there and what they kept beside the bed. But it was not simply a response to circumstances. It was the product of a long and deliberate manufacture, assembled over decades from the raw materials of colonial history, racial ideology, and the apartheid state's systematic investment in the political utility of white anxiety. To understand why a community looked at a man who had killed dozens of people and saw a hero, it is necessary to understand how that community had been taught to see the world, and who had done the teaching, and why.

The white population of the Eastern Cape in the 1980s was not a monolith. It was divided by language, by denomination, by class, and by the different historical experiences that had produced its constituent communities. The Afrikaner population traced its identity through the long arc of the Great Trek, the Anglo-Boer Wars, and the political project of Afrikaner nationalism that had found its culmination in the electoral victory of the National Party in 1948. The English-speaking population, descended from the 1820 settlers and subsequent waves of British immigration, carried a different set of historical narratives, a different relationship to empire, a different set of cultural touchstones, and a sometimes uneasy relationship with Afrikaner political dominance. In the Eastern Cape, which had been the primary theatre of British colonial settlement in the nineteenth century, the English-speaking community was proportionally larger and historically more prominent than in most other regions, and the city of East London bore the particular stamp of its British origins in its street names and its civic institutions and the lingering traces of its colonial architecture.

These two communities had not always been allies. The memory of the Anglo-Boer Wars, in which British imperial forces had fought Afrikaner republics and confined Afrikaner civilians, including women and children, to concentration camps where thousands died, remained a live wound in Afrikaner political culture well into the twentieth century. The National Party had built much of its early appeal on the exploitation of this memory, positioning Afrikaner nationalism as the culmination of a struggle for survival against both British imperialism and what it characterised as the Black threat to civilisation. English-speaking whites in South Africa had by and large accommodated themselves to National Party rule after 1948, calculating that the racial and class privileges it secured were worth the cultural subordination it implied, and by the 1980s the distinctions between the two white communities, while not entirely erased, had been substantially overlaid by the solidarity of shared interest. What they shared, what overrode the differences of language and history and denomination, was whiteness, and everything that whiteness meant in a state organised entirely around its preservation.

The Eastern Cape's specific history gave white identity in the region a particular flavour. The frontier was not a distant abstraction here but a living memory, encoded in the landscape itself. The names of the towns, King William's Town, Fort Beaufort, Grahamstown, were the names of military victories. The monuments in the town squares commemorated soldiers and settlers who had fought and died to hold a line against the Xhosa, and the descendants of those soldiers and settlers understood themselves as heirs to that struggle, as people who lived where they lived because their ancestors had fought for it and who therefore had both a historical claim to the land and a corresponding obligation to defend it. This mythology of the frontier, of civilisation holding a line against savagery, of white settlement as an act of both conquest and civilising mission, was not something that had been consciously invented in the 1980s. It was the sediment of a century and a half of colonial self-justification, and it was so thoroughly embedded in the cultural life of white Eastern Cape society that most of its carriers were entirely unaware of carrying it.

The Dutch Reformed Church, the Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk, was the primary institutional vehicle through which Afrikaner identity was reproduced across the generations. In its theology, the apartheid order was not merely a political arrangement but a divine one, rooted in the reading of scripture that held the separation of peoples to be the will of God, that the Afrikaner nation was a chosen people with a particular destiny on the southern tip of Africa, and that the maintenance of racial boundaries was an obligation of faith as much as a matter of political preference. The DRC in the Eastern Cape was a powerful institution, its ministers figures of enormous social authority, its Sunday services the primary social gathering of Afrikaner community life. The church did not simply reflect the racial attitudes of its congregation; it actively shaped and sanctified them, providing a theological vocabulary in which fear of racial mixing and determination to maintain separation could be expressed as piety rather than prejudice.

The English-speaking Protestant denominations, the Methodist Church, the Anglican Church, the Presbyterian Church, occupied a more complicated position. Their official positions on apartheid were often more critical than the DRC's, and the Anglican Church in particular had produced figures like Desmond Tutu who were among the most prominent voices of opposition to the regime. But the congregations in the white suburbs of East London were not, for the most part, strongholds of liberal dissent. The gap between the official denominational positions and the actual attitudes of white congregants was wide, and it was bridged by a practical theology of accommodation that found ways to remain comfortable with the racial order while maintaining the self-image of a Christian community committed to human dignity. The church, whatever its denomination, was where you went to affirm your values and your community; it was rarely the place where you were challenged to act against your interests.

The civic life of white East London reinforced the same boundaries. The ratepayers' associations and the business chambers and the country clubs and the sports associations were all, formally or informally, white institutions, and the social life conducted within them, the golf weekends and the charity dinners and the school committee meetings, was the social life of a community that experienced itself as a community precisely because it had been so thoroughly insulated from the people who lived alongside it in the same city. This insulation was not experienced as privilege, or not primarily. It was experienced as normality, as the natural order of things, and the effort required to maintain it was invisible because it had been institutionalised so completely that it no longer registered as effort. The roads in the white suburbs were better maintained than the roads in the townships. The schools were better resourced. The hospitals had better equipment. These were simply facts about the world, encountered rather than examined.

The domestic sphere was where the insulation became most paradoxical. White households in East London, like white households across South Africa, routinely employed Black domestic workers: women who cleaned and cooked and cared for children, men who tended gardens and washed cars and ran errands. These workers were present in the most intimate spaces of white family life, the kitchen where the meals were prepared, the children's bedrooms where the nannies sat with sick infants, the family table where they served and cleared and overheard everything. The relationships formed in these spaces were often, in their way, genuinely affectionate. White families spoke warmly of their domestic workers, remembered their names and birthdays, gave them clothing and food and small gifts at Christmas. And yet the fundamental inequality of the relationship was total and unexamined. The domestic worker did not sit at the table; she stood beside it. She did not sleep in the house; she slept in the backyard room, smaller than the smallest bedroom of the main house, with an outside toilet and perhaps a tap. She was paid a fraction of the legal minimum wage for skilled labour. She had no job security, no pension, no sick leave worth the name. The warmth of the relationship coexisted with this radical inequality not through hypocrisy but through the more profound operation of a worldview that had simply never considered the inequality to require justification.

It was against this backdrop, the specific texture of daily life in white East London, its comforts and its assumptions and its carefully maintained boundaries, that the state's ideological apparatus operated most effectively. The apartheid government's control of the media was comprehensive. The South African Broadcasting Corporation was a state instrument, its news broadcasts indistinguishable from official propaganda, its political programming a sustained exercise in the cultivation of white fear and the legitimation of white power. The SABC did not need to fabricate threats; it needed only to select and frame the real ones, to present the rising political resistance of the Black majority in the language of criminality and savagery rather than in the language of legitimate grievance. The news spoke of unrest and violence in the townships. It did not speak of the poverty and dispossession that had produced the unrest, or of the state violence that had provoked the violence. It spoke of a threat to order, to security, to civilisation, to the way of life that white South Africans had built and that they had an obligation to defend.

The print media was somewhat less monolithic, and the alternative press, the Weekly Mail, Vrye Weekblad, the South African journalism of conscience, was producing, in the 1980s, some of the most important investigative reporting in the country's history. But the alternative press reached a relatively small and already politically engaged readership. The mainstream newspapers that arrived on white suburban doorsteps every morning framed the world in ways that were broadly consistent with the SABC, and the cumulative effect of decades of media consumption within a framework of racial fear was a community that had been comprehensively educated in seeing the Black population not as neighbours and fellow citizens but as a source of threat.

The crime statistics were the most effective instrument of this education. Across South Africa in the 1980s, property crime was rising, and in East London as elsewhere this was a real phenomenon with real victims. Shops were broken into. Cars were stolen. Houses were burgled. These were genuine experiences of loss and violation, and the fear they generated was genuine. But the official and media presentation of this crime wave stripped it systematically of its economic context. The rising rate of property crime was inseparable from the conditions that apartheid had created: the overcrowding and unemployment of the townships, the collapse of influx control that brought increasing numbers of desperate people to the cities without providing them any legal means of economic participation, the structural poverty that was the intended and inevitable consequence of a system designed to confine Black South Africans to the role of cheap labour while denying them access to the education, property rights, and economic opportunity that might have made cheap labour unnecessary. None of this appeared in the crime statistics as presented. What appeared instead was a number, attached to a category, burglary, theft, housebreaking, and framed in a discourse that made the category feel racial rather than economic, that made the thief who broke a shop window to steal food feel like an expression of Black menace rather than an expression of white-created poverty.

The political use of this framing was sophisticated and sustained. Local National Party politicians in East London understood that their electoral base required regular reminders of what was at stake, what would be lost if the racial order were challenged, and the crime figures provided a convenient and renewable source of such reminders. The argument was circular and self-reinforcing: the Black population was dangerous, the government alone could protect white South Africans from that danger, and those who questioned the government's methods were, whether they knew it or not, agents of the chaos they claimed to oppose. This argument did not require the explicit articulation of racial contempt; it operated through the coded language of order and security and civilisation, terms whose racial loading was universally understood by their intended audience without ever needing to be stated.

The business community of East London's CBD occupied a particular position within this ideological landscape. These were men and women, mostly men, who had a direct and immediate financial interest in the security of their premises, who experienced the rising rate of break-ins as a threat not only to their property but to their livelihoods and their standing, and who looked to the state for protection and found it insufficient. The South African Police in the Eastern Cape in the 1980s were stretched across multiple fronts: the political emergency in the townships, the surveillance of activist organisations, the administration of detention without trial, the management of public order at demonstrations and funerals. The protection of private commercial property after hours was not a priority, and the business owners of the CBD felt this in their insurance premiums and their shattered windows and their depleted tills. They wanted a solution, and they were prepared to pay for one.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Possible
By Billy Goff





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





