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			To those who, despite it all, keep trying.
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			“Our crime is ravaging our country, and it seems like we are watching this movie in front of us in slow motion, and those of us in power that should be doing something about it are powerless to do anything about it… that the criminals are taking over our country, organised criminals.”

			Former National Director of Public Prosecutions Shamila Batohi, testifying on 11 November 2025 before Parliament’s ad hoc committee investigating claims that a criminal cartel has infiltrated the state

		

	
		
			Foreword

			‘Based on what I tell you next; you’ll either run or stay and listen.’1 My first impulse is to run. Clutch my bag to my chest and run towards the other people milling around in the distance. But security cameras are monitoring this space, and I’m not sure what these accented words precede. Maybe I’m overreacting. So instead, I try to conceal an anxious gulp, and I stand there hoping my face is arranged in a nonchalant expression. The less said about this individual who’s approached me, the better – for their safety, and mine. The individual references drug trafficking in and via South Africa, something I’ve spent much of my career investigating. By this point in 2023 I’ve written books and stacks of news articles on those dank avenues that I’ve slowly, cautiously and nauseatingly felt my way along, the very same avenues where bullets direct many traffickers to gruesome dead ends. These blood-spattered passageways twist, turn, cross borders into other countries – and somehow always lead towards politicians and government workers. My thoughts scatter, realign, and scatter again as this individual continues speaking. We make disjointed small talk as I ask hesitant questions, trying to suss out what’s really happening. They mention Afghanistan, the global nature of crime, a specific suburb in the South African city of Cape Town where international murders have recently taken place, and a political party. I think they want information from me. My gut instinct remains – to run. When they’re done talking, I make some non-committal reply, say goodbye and swallow my impulse. I walk. Each step away reinforces my overriding self-commitment that I do not plan to see or communicate with this individual again. I’m left with the distinct impression that I’m being watched. That I’ve been watched for a while. 

			Digging into organised crime in South Africa is unnerving and dangerous. As soon as you think you’ve hit the rock bottom of the cesspit, you realise there are more acrid layers, and these can give way at any point. One wrong move and the muck can turn on you. I’ve had many strange, sad and scary encounters in my work as a journalist over more than two decades. In this time I’ve learnt and exposed reams about South Africa’s so-called underworld – ‘so-called’ because it plays out around us, blended into legal activity and our everyday lives. It has saturated just about every sector, including mining, farming, food, transport, housing and entertainment – almost all of what we consume, experience. We don’t necessarily realise this until violence rips off criminality’s disguise. In my line of work, though, the mask slips often. I was once warned I’d be shot for writing about how cops allegedly smuggled guns to gangsters. Then there’s the time my pet went missing from my home only to turn up several suburbs away, in a business district, right next to where I’d interviewed an individual who was later accused of various crimes, including a murder conspiracy. It was also close to where a bouncer was fatally stabbed. A crazy coincidence, or something more sinister? At this point, I’d rather not know. 

			Through my work, I’ve been to many murder scenes, so images of bodies, some yet to be draped in a layer of dignity and others covered with blankets or towels, are now catalogued in the crevices of my mind. Accompanying these visuals are stills from the many related funerals I’ve attended. Too many of them children’s final send-offs. Experience – the responsibility of conveying trauma-crafted realities – is spliced between these snapshots. But that awkward rendezvous in 2023 slices through all this. It cuts cleanly through the heavy, textured fabric of my career and exposes an uncomfortable underlying factor linked to my work on drug trafficking. The rendezvous reminds me that information I painstakingly glean and piece together isn’t simply read or viewed. It’s sometimes analysed. Scrutinised. Despised. By the very people I’m writing about – drug traffickers, some of whom I name and others whose identities are a mystery because my work may focus on their minions or only their preferred smuggling routes. 

			But if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that traffickers come in every disguise. The purported investigator. The pious businessperson. The slick politician. I also know that trafficking across the globe relies on corruption – a captured state – to thrive. And the irrefutable truth of corruption, I always say, is a murder toll. Cold bodies equal hard facts. South Africa’s numbers are constantly climbing. No wonder I’m often told to watch my back. 

			If all the decades of trafficking tales circling the country are pulled together, from racist rule to present-day democracy, the names of presidents from here and elsewhere start piling up. And a full, terrifying storyline emerges – of how filthy politicians, dirty police officers, rogue intelligence operatives, violent gangsters and dodgy business figures from multiple countries have always joined forces, creating the connective tissue that keeps the crucial organs of South Africa’s drug trade in their place. To extract the facts lodged in this bloated body of criminality, I’ve pincered out crucial details from a career’s worth of experience. I’ve scrutinised court documents and government statements from across the world. And I’ve paired this with information scalpelled from face-to-face interviews with individuals ranging from past and present police officers to some of the country’s most notorious criminals, convicted and/or accused. Several have since been murdered. I’ve looked into their killings, as well as many others. A fatal shooting outside a mosque. Bodies found bound in a river. DJs in firing lines allegedly connected to cocaine lines. These ruthlessly enforced deaths appear unrelated. But there’s a glue fusing them together. Check the fine print on the back label, and you’ll see illicit drugs are the most crucial binding agent. 

			From here, the words ‘suspicion’, ‘belief’ and ‘alleged’ will be used a lot because many individuals in this matrix are ‘untouchable’ – they’ve never been held to account. Or the very opposite has happened. They’ve been eliminated, killed along with aspects of truth. These overlapping realities are frenetic. I wish I could distil them into a simple, linear chronology, but as you’ll see, lots is happening at the same time. There are drug wars within wars ripping through gang battles, and policing plus politics is constantly pummelling it all from different directions. So, this book is detail-dense. As the saying goes, ‘The devil is in the details.’ And you’re about to encounter many devils squirming among these details. Hopefully my words can usher some of them out into full view. 

			I’ve been warned that certain information can put me – and others – in harm’s way. ‘That’s dangerous’ is the constant caution. So, where necessary, names and details are omitted for security, and of course, legal, reasons. But as far as possible, these pages will expose, in granular detail, the architects – the who’s who – of drug trafficking in South Africa. And the connections, spanning decades and stretching across the globe, that they’ve tried to hide.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Pale, sun-parched branches reflect off the smooth surface. A concrete barrier to the side casts a shadow across part of this murky brown mirror – a darkness that stretches over to an elongated object, horizontal, partially submerged near two jutting rocks. Thick mesh-like material is wrapped tightly around it. Gritty rusting chains hold the mesh secure.

			Around 2.15pm on 11 October 2024, someone walks near this spot along the Klip River in Oranjeville, a town in the South African province of the Free State. They notice the bound object in the water near a bridge. They realise it’s shaped like a body. Too much like a body. The South African Police Service’s dive unit is called. They survey the eerie scene and spot a second, nearly identical object a few metres from the first. The shrouded shapes are lifted from the watery gloom and later unwrapped. Decomposition has distorted the features. Hands cuffed. Feet bound. One corpse has no teeth but several tattoos: On the right calf, a cross and fire; on the back, ‘Billie 08/06/2016’. Tattoos also mark the second body. A flame along the left leg. And across the back, near the shoulders: ‘International crook’.

			Relatives later identify the pair through the tell-tale ink markings. The one is William Petersen. The second – the ‘international crook’ – is his better-known associate, Peter Jaggers. Both men are from South Africa’s gangsterism epicentre, the Western Cape, so their remains are more than 800 kilometres from home. Roughly three months earlier, they had flown between cities, from Cape Town to Johannesburg, where they were kidnapped. What followed was their probable torture. And a confirmed fatal end. Word gets around that Petersen and Jaggers suffered the ultimate retribution: they were meant to ensure a European cartel’s cocaine consignment was retrieved off the country’s coast – a mass shipment. But it was lost at sea. Or stolen.

			There’s more. Jaggers was a suspected leader of the Terrible Josters – a gang known for violence, drug trafficking and involvement in South Africa’s deeply politicised Mandrax trade. This is a noxious arena of local and international thugs, including public office bearers who have spent decades concealing their involvement in trafficking. And who will stop at nothing to keep their identities secret. 

			Some of Jaggers’ last recorded words describe, with haunting precision, exactly what he and these individuals have inflicted on South Africa. In a raspy voice, between laborious breaths, he utters: ‘Julle maak innocent mense dood.’ Translated from Afrikaans: ‘You’re killing innocent people.’2

		

	
		
			Introduction 

			Sleeping dogs stir

			They’re seated together, bent over, talking. The kind of conversation that makes you feel intrusive, like you should tiptoe away. It’s a Thursday evening and we’re in a dimly-lit yet glittering hotel lounge; a posh place that attracts both locals and, judging by heavy accents, tourists. Well-spaced tables and chairs spill out from a lavish, circular bar. I feel out of place. Not just because of the glitz, but because the pair – the suspect and the cop – aren’t meant to know I’m here. I’ve been tipped off about their meeting. The timing is a red flag – it coincides with surging suspicions of cops colluding with crooks. I’m seated at another table with a friend, trying to blend in with who I assume are other patrons trying to unwind after a busy workday. I muster up the courage to feign a casual walkabout so I can discreetly position myself to photograph the two men. I get a few shaky-handed snaps on my cellphone, but it turns out one of them – or both – may have eyes on the area. My attempt at discretion fails.

			A few men – who look at odds with the genteel vibe of the hotel – briskly walk in a row around the lounge area. Agitated. They’re looking directly at me. I quickly walk back to my friend and insist we leave.

			I later find out that some of the other ‘patrons’ there that night were likely undercover police officers. The couple having a relaxed night out? Probably cops. I think I was in the middle of some strange police investigation focusing on individuals including a fellow police officer. The next morning I send the suspect questions about his meeting with the senior cop: What were they doing together? The suspect replies to my email with an attachment – a photograph of me inside the hotel the night before. It turns out I took photographs of the suspect and the policeman, while someone took at least one photograph of me. The body of the suspect’s email simply says: ‘WE HAVE EYES EVERY WHR HAVE A GREAT DAY FURTHER.’3

			[image: A timeline of events in South Africa.]
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			What made me go to the hotel that evening back in 2017? I’ve always been intrigued by the two sides of the crime-and-corruption spectrum. On the one side: granular assertions we often hear about but struggle to prove, like a cop colluding with a gangster, or a politician linked to a gunman. All the way on the other side: allegations of how governments and their mega-corporate cronies – who first and foremost target a country’s mineral riches – also ultimately control drug routes carved around global criminal empires atop which they, the so-called elite, sit smugly. It’s what’s in between these two points that really holds my interest, because these details close the gap between street-level gangsterism and grand State Capture, so that the one melts into the other.

			In South Africa, this ominous segue is very real. There’s mounting proof. Police officers themselves are revealing their suspicions that colleagues are intentionally scuppering global drug-trafficking cases. Millions of rand worth of cocaine has been stolen from state storage – and that’s just what we know about. Before I continue, I must emphasise just how immersed South Africa is in the world of transnational trafficking. According to a European law enforcement agency, drug trafficking is ‘big business, bringing in a fifth of all profits from organised crime’ globally. This large-scale law-breaking ‘ravishes communities, endangers businesses, strains government institutions, and drags down the wider economy’.4 The key components of South Africa’s toxic drug trade are different locations, chemicals, and conflict. Distilling it into crisp reality, a cop once told me that just about every cartel in the world has a base in South Africa, which opens the country up to unlimited, and often invisible, threats. 

			As a journalist, I’ve written about trafficking ties to Brazil, Serbia, Bulgaria, India, Nigeria, Australia, New Zealand, the United States, and the United Arab Emirates. I’ve also documented increasing evidence, in the form of arrests and drug-manufacturing crackdowns, that suggests globally notorious Mexican mobs – Sinaloa and the Jalisco New Generation Cartel – are active here. 

			Sections of remote farms have been converted into production facilities. Think big pots and ‘cooking’ set-ups and even underground rooms with secret entrances.5 Cartels broker deals with terrorist organisations creating a potent criminal combination that the US warned is emerging in Africa… and threatening to rupture the continent’s fragile security.

			Godfrey Lebeya, the former head of South Africa’s priority crime-fighting unit, the Hawks, has been upfront about the kinds of drugs moving through the country. Cocaine, dagga (marijuana), heroin, and something especially deadly: ‘A more highly potent synthetic opioid called fentanyl has entered the trafficking conveyor belts.’ Lebeya warned that ‘one kilogram of fentanyl has the potential to kill 500,000 people’.6 These noxious substances pump around the country at any given time. Cocaine from Brazil is often smuggled in shipping containers via the coastal city of Durban in KwaZulu-Natal. This city has a pulsating seaport – ‘the busiest in Africa and the largest container facility in […] Southern Africa’7 – that captivates cartel honchos. I once reported that ‘sources linked to security have questioned whether officials involved in policing and other activities at Durban Harbour are being paid off to ensure drugs pass through there smoothly.’8 

			[image: qr CODE]

			As Hawks spokesperson Katlego Mogale told me: ‘Police officers have previously been arrested in cocaine interceptions, particularly related to Durban.’9 This was years before South Africa’s most audacious narco scandal erupted into the public domain. So, the country’s cop-cartel collusion suspicions are a long-known open secret, repeatedly outed in publicly accessible news articles. As you’ll see, though, the South African state tends to keep its hands away from incriminating truth.

			It’s not an absurd notion that officials – even whole governments – would choose to immerse themselves in crime, especially narco-trafficking. This could be tactical, to neutralise the threat. Embedding into trafficking also means tapping into another country’s dirty secrets, which can then be used for political manoeuvring and manipulation. Illicit drugs, of course, lead to masses of money, which attract the greedy and the power-hungry. That ol’ ‘follow the money’ adage is all too accurate. Cash conduits – no matter how these are concealed – lead from desperate, downtrodden foot soldiers all the way up the criminal hierarchy, to the real power: those whose pockets are often already crammed full of generational wealth, built on the oppression of others. 

			They’re dotted around the world, with lineages as old as the centuries. Think the Opium Wars in China, from which Britain emerged the bully. Britain smuggled opium from India into China against the latter’s wishes, essentially sparking war in the 1800s. China ended up signing a treaty that involved ceding Hong Kong to Britain until 1997, and was basically forced to legalise opium. There are heaps of other examples of how governments embroil themselves in narco matters, and South Africa is no exception.

			The conversations I’ve had with all sorts and sundry – the good, the bad, the bit-of-both – about drugs and corruption are dizzying. They impart long narco yarns that cut so deeply into South Africa’s policing and political spectrum that the different parts start bleeding into each other. One political party often stands out in all this haemorrhaging. But this doesn’t mean it’s standing in isolation – it’s just taller, easier to spot. A frustrated former police officer is among those who’ve told me trafficking tales that lead straight back to the state. ‘Yah, [corrupt figures] basically control… the drug trade,’ the ex-cop once spat out, bitterly, while we talked about decades-old narco networks strangling South Africa, murders multiplying in their wake.10 

			As you read on, it’s worth keeping in mind that when it comes to policing and intelligence-type sources, I’m exceptionally wary. Some of them give you what they think you want. They chameleonise their personas to suit the situation and reflect what they feel you’re looking for. I know that the former cop I spoke to may not have been telling me the truth. However, a lot of what he said lines up with what several others have told me.

			One of the most memorable conversations I’ve ever had about shadowy narco corners was with a former government employee who was once fervently loyal to democratic South Africa’s first ruling political party – the African National Congress (ANC). The party lost its majority vote in 2024, and a multi-party Government of National Unity was assembled to guide the country. Seated in a nondescript home in middle-class suburbia in Cape Town, where squat shrubs and stoic trees preside over clipped lawns, the ex-government official confided in me during that pivotal political year. He made claims that grated against our serene surroundings. ‘You see, Caryn, at one point just about everyone [I associated with in those days] was dealing in drugs. Everyone. Including me.’11 He’d paused, hesitantly made eye contact after these words fell from his mouth. A brittle veneer of defiance kept his blank expression in place. I think he’d tried very hard not to flinch. ‘No one else will admit it, but first it was about breaking this country free. Democracy. Then it was about money. Greed. It is to this very day,’ he told me. The ANC had, by then, denied any ties to illicit drugs. And somewhat weakening this man’s words is that he didn’t want to attach his name to them because of his family, whose safety he was worried about – and, above that, I suspect, their judgment and disappointment. 

			He’d explained how during apartheid – when South Africa was ruled by a white-supremacist regime from 1948 to 1994 – some of his allies got so embedded in narco networking that they basically became de facto drug traffickers for the leaders of the very regime they were fighting – the National Party (NP). The NP produced masses of Mandrax, a drug also known as Quaalude, methaqualone, or buttons, and when mixed with cannabis, as white pipe. It’s a hypnotic sedative. ‘No longer legally available, but still produced in India, Mandrax is most commonly used in South Africa, particularly in the Western Cape, where it is also referred to as “buttons” because of the round shape of the pill,’ a South African government document reads. ‘The pill is usually crushed and smoked with cannabis using the broken-off neck of a glass bottle. Mandrax has been commonly used to relax and self-medicate for decades by gang members in the Western Cape, and is therefore reported to provide significant revenue essential to the economic survival of gangs.’12 

			The man, meanwhile, speaking to me in 2024 about his apparent recollections and the unjust havoc apartheid unleashed, said that at first, he and his allies were forced towards drug trafficking. ‘We were outlaws.’ The apartheid state banned them, so they resorted to unorthodox methods to get money to tackle the racist regime. Drug trafficking was a solution. As the story goes, they got hold of narco consignments, sold them and used the money to fund projects, some involving bombs and an array of weapons, to push for democracy. Except, it wasn’t that simple. Drug trafficking never is. According to the man, some got sucked into the cesspool, becoming prime dealers, thereby furthering the NP’s agenda to flood the lives of black residents with drugs. Others got high off their own supplies. ‘None of us are innocent,’ the man said to me, a frail sigh replacing the full stop at the end of his five words.13 

			Drug accusations have circled above South Africa’s political landscape for decades. In the 1980s an incriminating affidavit named several individuals including, and linked to, former presidents of democratic South Africa, and various government officials from other countries. Crumbs leading out from this affidavit led me to a man from India, a convicted Mandrax mastermind who not too long ago admitted his deadly intent to dominate South Africa’s drug trade. Suspicions around this persisted. A South African police captain’s statement from July 1997 said that in June that year a detective inspector asked her whether she knew why a source, referred to as PI9, was being pushed to infiltrate the drug scene. ‘[The detective inspector] informed me that the reason was the fact that the African National Congress was in financial difficulty and they required money urgently for the 1999 elections. By this I understood he meant that PI9 was going to buy and sell drugs for funds.’ The ANC denied it.14 In 2001, 20,000 Mandrax tablets were found on the premises of a parliamentary member’s Cape Town home; this ANC politician denied having anything to do with it.15 The case fizzled out. 

			The ANC, meanwhile, has steadfastly stuck to a flat path of denial. In 2024, the party’s spokesperson Mahlengi Bhengu-Motsiri told me that insinuations of ANC involvement in illicit drugs were ‘sick’ and that the ‘lies’ had no place in the country.16 And she could well be right. A former police warrant officer was of this view, recalling that during apartheid, ‘We never picked up information that the ANC per se were smuggling, but individuals did, but that was for their own gain.’17 Things may have changed since then. The ANC, meanwhile, has lied to protect its own. Previous renovations at then-president Jacob Zuma’s KwaZulu-Natal residence in Nkandla included what was initially sold to the public as a security-related ‘fire pool’ – a pool not for pleasure, but for putting out blazes. Years later, ANC Secretary-General Fikile Mbalula admitted ‘this was a lie […] People have lost their careers because of that thing.’18 The ANC – or people connected to it – lied to the public to protect Zuma (who later turned his back on the party and became the head of a rival one). This begs the question: How far are political parties prepared to go to conceal the truth?

			In 2025, an accusation of asteroidal proportions threatened to obliterate drug denial paths. A high-ranking policeman, Nhlanhla Mkhwanazi, publicly alleged a drug-trafficking cartel had infiltrated South Africa’s criminal justice system, its politics and even private security. While some put his words down to a grand hoax or a distraction to make sure attention stayed away from other criminality deep within the state, I had heard so many similar accusations before... but never like this. I could hardly believe what was happening. Mkhwanazi referenced the very avenues, the very allegations, I have covered over 20 years of reporting and in my four previous books, The Enforcers (warped private security and gangsters), To the Wolves (infiltrated policing), Clash of the Cartels (drug trafficking) and Man Alone (a mix of policing, politics and organised crime). The contents underpinning those books meant Mkhwanazi’s accusations, while untested, neatly slotted into my own understanding of what’s been happening around us. His assertions were, in a word, shattering. Keep in mind, a cartel isn’t just a bunch of colluding criminals. It’s a conglomerate of ruthless clans, mobs, gangs, syndicates and their subsidiaries spread across several sectors. Cartels are essentially dirty multinationals – massive, globally operating companies that buy off politicians in power to manipulate governments.

			Among those Mkhwanazi implicated in his staggering accusations, and who denied wrongdoing, was the country’s police minister at the time, Senzo Mchunu, an ANC politician. The party’s tone about crime changed somewhat after this emerged. Its secretary-general, Mbalula, piped up again: ‘We know that our organisation is infiltrated by criminal elements and it extends to cartels, sometimes not in the knowledge of comrades who are in positions of leadership and they’ve become victims of these criminals. If this is the moment to get rid of such, let it be.’19 

			The cartel that Mkhwanazi was outing is called the Big Five, presumably named after a famous grouping of five majestic African animals: lions, leopards, elephants, buffaloes and rhinoceroses. Africa’s most iconic wildlife, pressed into the service of its most wanted. Anyway, the 2025 accusations, that state officials were in cahoots with the Big Five, developed into an unprecedented scandal with seismic repercussions. Serrated factions in the South African Police Service (SAPS) cut into each other, and the divisions among officers became undeniable. Vague notions that certain cops were protecting specific suspects, and going after others for nefarious reasons, came into sharp focus. It was democratic South Africa’s day of reckoning. Mchunu was quickly swept aside as police minister. Cops were suspended and arrested. South Africa’s entire top tier of policing imploded. Accusations overflowed. There were murders. Fear. The shockwaves of this scandal were felt internationally. 

			[image: QR CODE FOR VIDEO]

			President Cyril Ramaphosa launched a whole commission of inquiry, while Parliament held its own investigation. Out of these parallel hearings, it emerged that many of South Africa’s most senior police officers believed a cartel had calcified into state structures. ‘This syndicate has captured key elements of the criminal justice system in a systematic effort to ensure that crimes committed are not investigated, and if investigated, not prosecuted, and if prosecuted, no findings of guilt are made.’20 

			I, meanwhile, was aware that the explosive had been primed decades earlier. Reference to the Big Five was nothing new. Sure, now there were fresh faces and novel accusations. But the broader, unreported scandal was how long elements of it had secretly stalked South Africa.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Zambia’s secrets, India’s Mandrax master Vicky Goswami, and the Nelson Mandela photograph

			‘Is the Big Five cartel the same one?’ I ask myself this until the question grates my mind raw. It’s late September 2025. The sidelined head of South Africa’s Crime Intelligence unit Dumisani Khumalo has just publicly set out how a cartel known as the Big Five (later revealed to be part of a larger network called The Farm, or The Firm) has allegedly infiltrated the country’s criminal justice system, politics and private sector, including security companies. This is apparently part of a terrifying plot: ‘A sophisticated agenda to render the country lawless.’21 If true, it officially means thugs are gutting South Africa’s justice system from within. It means we’re no longer a sovereign state, but a mafia fiefdom. Khumalo’s exact words are: ‘The Big Five has already penetrated the political sphere and there are documented cases of high-profile connections in the political arena, [with] senior politicians alleged to be complicit and/or wilfully blind to the syndicate operations.’22 

			I’m watching him testify, via livestream, at the official state commission of inquiry that’s happening in another province. My heart is hammering. My mind sprints. I’d heard about the Big Five and The Firm long before this. The names are nothing new. In the circles I’ve hesitantly prodded, it’s rather well known that these gang empires were active at roughly the same time South Africa became a democracy, and even before that. After this colossal revelation from Khumalo, I ask a few key contacts the same question: is this Big Five the same mob from decades ago that’s still active now? In fact, I’d asked about the Big Five intermittently over the years, even before the latest statements, because I’ve spotted clues about its potential activities in gangland quarters. Various strands of evidence – and various sources – bring us to the same nauseating conclusion: Yes, it is. The Big Five now is another iteration of the Big Five from then. This theory dissolves the lines between South Africa’s past and present. It pollutes nearly every section of politics, dragging the country deeper into a global cesspool more grotesque than initially thought. Somewhere deep in that gutter is Mandrax.

			Police investigators will tell you that while Mandrax is being made, the drug has a distinct acrid smell… and it fuels fierce gang battles across the world. The Mandrax the National Party manufactured during apartheid was intended to chemically control those opposing it – black- and brown-skinned people. Wouter Basson, who headed the apartheid government’s chemical and biological warfare programmed called Project Coast, is referenced in my book Clash of the Cartels. It’s important to note that he went on to be charged with several crimes and was subsequently acquitted; some of these matters, though, still hover around. In Clash, I wrote that in the early 1990s ‘Basson had also been sent to Croatia “to close a deal with renegade Croatians (including high-ranking government officials) for the purchase of 500kg of methaqualone, which was brought back to South Africa”. In court proceedings that unfolded years later, part of the defence to clear Basson of criminal charges was that in about 1985, he had 100,000 tablets created to look like Mandrax to catch out members of the ANC’s armed wing, known as uMkhonto we Sizwe, who were suspected of bringing Mandrax into SA. The story went that the plan was to get the mimicked Mandrax into uMkhonto we Sizwe hands so it could then be tracked, and the uMkhonto we Sizwe smuggling routes pieced together. Basson’s legal representative Jaap Cilliers had said Basson and his colleagues wouldn’t have needed to manufacture their own Mandrax, because the police service at that stage had already effectively supplied them with about 200,000 Mandrax tablets.’ 

			Basson once told a court about police wanting to use teargas and Mandrax ‘for crowd control’. He also spoke about how he tried to get his hands on drugs from other countries. ‘The politicians and defence force wanted to do it. I only acted as agent.’ Basson got in touch with drug dealers through his sources in various countries. ‘My Libyan and East German principals, the English, Russians and Swiss intelligence services – I contacted every source I knew in the world.’ In 1992, Basson trafficked 80 kilograms of cocaine, hidden in a shipment of bananas, from a military intelligence officer in Peru. ‘I did not have a permit for the importation of the cocaine, but… [a police general] … knew about it. Some of the cocaine was even tested for purity at the police’s forensic laboratory.’23 If that’s not hands-on state-sanctioned transnational drug trafficking, I don’t know what is.

			South Africa’s illicit drug trade – or, I should say, the part of the global drug landscape that’s located in South Africa – now has spoor leading in all directions. One of the most trampled tracks that I’ve followed runs through some of South Africa’s most cut-throat ganglands before fracturing out to India, Zambia, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, the UAE, Kenya and the US. I’ve been able to recreate this Mandrax map through years of meticulously monitoring local and international drug suspicions, accusations, arrests, confiscations and related court cases.

			At the centre of this geographical narco chart is Vijaygiri Anandgiri Goswami, better known as Vicky Goswami. He was born in Rajkot, India, and his curriculum vitae is a long list of drug enterprises. Based on claims Goswami himself has made, including that he’s connected to Japanese Yakuza syndicates and that India’s intelligence agency asked him to help them track down terrorism suspects in Turkey, Syria and Thailand, he comes across as an international man of mystery. Except, he’s let on a lot about South Africa.24 

			History was probably the pointsman that switched Goswami onto a main narco line early on. You see, India and South Africa became fast drug friends decades ago. Local ex-investigators say the quality of Mandrax produced in Mumbai was superior to that produced elsewhere at the time. In 1994, when we transitioned to a democracy, a special news report from India stated: ‘The major concern is that India is the world’s largest producer of Mandrax. Though South Africa continues to be the biggest consumer, neighbouring African nations such as Kenya, Mozambique and Zambia, which so far were merely transit points of the Mandrax trail, are also turning into users now.’25 These are some of the exact countries I flagged, decades later, when plotting South Africa on the global trafficking map, meaning old drug networks rarely die – they outlive the regimes that hosted them. 

			Mandrax remains South Africa’s most politicised illicit drug. Parliament even previously referenced the long shadow that grainy little tablet still casts. A 2001 SAPS briefing on organised crime and drugs explained that methaqualone (used to make Mandrax) confiscations rose in the late 1980s, then dropped between 1992 and 1996 – South Africa’s transition to democracy falls in this window. The confiscations picked up again after this. Parliament heard: ‘These patterns coincide with anecdotal reports of alleged involvement of some groups on the side of the apartheid government and some groups opposed to the government to use methaqualone manufacture and trafficking as a means to weaken the respective enemy, i.e. by either providing disadvantaged communities with Mandrax in order to subdue them, or, on the other hand, to raise necessary finances for the fight against the apartheid regime […] Because of its political history, the origins of Mandrax in South Africa will perhaps always remain controversial, not to say mysterious.’26 The drug is still prevalent in South Africa, and its furtive past hovers silently around several prominent figures.

			To this day, Goswami’s name haunts South Africa’s narco nooks, always close to political crannies. Say it to certain people, and mention of some key politician isn’t far behind. There are so many stories spun around Goswami – about counterfeit Rolex watches, murders, Bollywood liaisons, his involvement with aviation, and even how he once set up a beauty pageant in South Africa – that it’s easy to feel dizzy trying to unravel fact from fiction. Ask police officers about him, and you’ll get further entangled. Their answers run in different directions: kidnappings carried out in the country and abroad, corrupted cops, turncoat politicians, and deadly drug networks that stretch from fields in Afghanistan right into homes and shops in various South African suburbs. Looking into Goswami has at times left me feeling so disoriented that I’ve mulled over whether he’s a construct – a character purpose-built by some or other government agency to look like a criminal while gathering intelligence. There may be some aspects of truth in this theory (some former cops say Goswami was once an informant to local police bosses), but it is unlikely to be that simple, because Goswami’s confessed to drug smuggling and has sat in jail. Perhaps he’s just a trafficker with a reputation, perched atop stacks of alternating truths and tall tales. 

			I’m going to get a little ahead of myself here and point out that Goswami traversed the world and eventually landed up in US custody. This is where he sang about his ties to South Africa’s Mandrax trade. ‘Nobody can fuck with us in this area,’ he once said, according to US authorities, after a drug rival was murdered in South Africa.27 These words smack of bravado, arrogance and entitlement – traits tattooed to top traffickers. And even though Goswami’s spoken during official US court proceedings, publicly, about his deadly desire to dominate South Africa’s drug trade, our government seems to have looked the other way. At least, at the time of typing this, the South African government hadn’t ever issued any strong official statement about Goswami. There’s no documented reaction to his assertions about controlling the country’s illicit drug scene. I’ve written about Goswami extensively over several years and still, this hasn’t resulted in any open government indignation. It’s as if South Africa has decided Goswami is a subject best left untouched. His proximity to politics may explain why.

			Goswami has been, and maybe still is, a globetrotter. Before landing in the US, he criss-crossed through various countries and courtrooms. Let’s rewind several decades, when he spent time in Zambia. ‘He first moved to Zambia in the 1970s, where he later rose to prominence as a businessman well connected in political and football circles. He was arrested on suspicion of Mandrax dealing in 1989 but later released.’28 That landlocked country has a special bond with South Africa, because under apartheid the banned ANC set up its headquarters there. Kenneth Kaunda was Zambia’s president at the time (he died in 2021). The ANC appears eternally grateful, and rightly so, to Zambia for opening its doors when it most needed refuge to refuel its resistance against racism. ‘Our shared history with Zambia is one rooted in profound solidarity, fraternal relations and mutual support during the most difficult periods of Africa’s liberation struggles,’ the ANC said in 2024. ‘President Kaunda’s government provided not just a safe haven but also unwavering political, military and material support to the ANC and other liberation movements across the continent, ensuring that the fires of resistance to apartheid and colonialism continued to burn brightly.’29 During the time that the ANC was exiled in Zambia, illicit drugs were a problem in the country. South African businessman Vuyo Ndzeku’s 1980s affidavit delves into this. 

			Ndzeku resurfaced decades later – in 2020 – as a witness in a commission investigating State Capture in South Africa. He did not come across well in that exercise. Ndzeku previously claimed that he got involved in Mandrax dealings umbilically connected to Zambia – and a range of government figures from different countries. A crucial part of his affidavit alleged: ‘A lot of the Mandrax dealers are people working for the ANC, and the money they make on these tablets is used to buy arms with. A lot of cars get stolen in South Africa which are then taken to Zambia and swapped for tablets. These cars are used by the ANC.’30 The contentious affidavit referenced an individual known as ‘Iboo’. This was the alias of Ibrahim Sildky Yusuf, a businessman originally from Zambia. According to court papers from there, Yusuf was among a group suspected of getting hold of Mandrax in the mid-1980s in a sprawling conspiracy with ties to countries including India and South Africa. This plot also involved ‘a West German national commonly known as Professor Brueck’. Together the group planned ‘to illegally import into Zambia from West Germany and… other foreign countries… 2,000,000 (two million) tablets of a poisonous drug called methaqualone hydrochloride, which is also called MRelax, but is popularly known as Mandrax.’31 

			Yusuf moved from Zambia to South Africa around 2000. The Mail & Guardian reported that it appeared that ‘Yusuf’s relocation to South Africa was eased by the contacts he had made with ANC figures in exile in Zambia’.32 He made his mark in South Africa. Yusuf’s company Intratrek held ‘exclusive distribution rights to the Tara KLamp, a questionable male circumcision device which the KwaZulu-Natal health department has procured for its mass campaign to prevent HIV transmission.’ This despite the device not doing well ‘in the only independent clinical trial in South Africa’.33

			A policing source also told me directly: ‘Iboo himself had close ANC ties at that time. His network was vast; he held a lot of political influence and had political connections. […] Around 1995/1996 we identified more than 10 premises with vehicles he had […] these vehicles were hijacked in South Africa then driven out to Lusaka, to his home. All the evidence was there at the time, but for some or other reason he never got charged. Friends in high places?’34 Allegations and suspicions aside, Yusuf had been friends with35 former ANC intelligence operative Lawrence Pietersen, whose background had a few blemishes. Pietersen was among those the ANC Department of Intelligence and Security was probing over ‘drug smuggling allegations in 1994’, and later that year he was suspended as a bodyguard to Nelson Mandela. The drug smuggling may have linked to Mandrax intercepted at an airport in Gauteng.36 Yusuf was also in business with figures including Billy Masetlha, a former South African National Intelligence Agency head once exiled in Zambia37 and widely viewed as an ally of Jacob Zuma. It appears the venture they were involved in was registered in 2009, coincidentally the year Zuma became president.38 (Pietersen, Yusuf and Masetlha are now deceased.39) I had also previously reported that Yusuf and Vicky Goswami were ‘at one stage brothers-in-law’.40

			As for Ndzeku, he’d said that to elevate himself in the Mandrax trade, he decided to get close to Princess Nakatindi, married to Zambian politician Sikota Wina, who he alleged was accessing Mandrax via a German man41 (possibly the Professor Brueck whom Yusuf was dealing with). Wina was briefly caught up in a drug case in 1984. A news report said he ‘was nabbed for drugs in India, but managed to flee to Zambia, dressed in a Northern Sudanese djellaba (long white gown), complete with turban, and using a forged Sudanese passport.’42 The Wina-Mandrax saga deepens. It was discovered that ‘top secret’ information about investigations linked to the Wina couple was leaked back to them, with a court in Zambia later finding that ‘the investigations had been compromised’ and that it was ‘obvious that an important investigative wing or wings such as the Drug Enforcement Commission [of Zambia] or their South African counterparts have been infiltrated by people with interests in illicit drug trafficking’.43 

			This was more than three decades ago, an early warning considering what has since befallen South Africa: serious allegations that a drug cartel has thoroughly infiltrated its criminal justice system. Ndzeku, meanwhile, in his 1980s affidavit, also asserted that at the Wina residence he met an individual, ‘a very big man in the ANC’, who went on to become a president of South Africa – Thabo Mbeki. It’s not clear what Mbeki was doing at the Winas’ home. He wasn’t accused of criminality. Author and former judge Chris Nicholson, in his book Who Really Killed Chris Hani, explored some of Mbeki’s Zambia links, saying he has ties to the Kaunda family apparently dating back to 1962. Nicholson wrote, ‘There is a famous photograph of Thabo Mbeki and his father Govan taken in Kaunda’s State House in Lusaka. Nelson Mandela even asked Kaunda for advice on his appointment of a deputy president, and Kaunda gave his seal of approval to Thabo.’44 

			The Mandrax issues in Zambia became a major scandal: drug-dealing suspicions were leaking out of political circles and demanded an urgent clean-up. A news report outlined what was potting: ‘Zambia earned a slot on the international drug map in the 1980s, when several Zambians were arrested for trafficking in Europe and the Far East. Many were prominent figures with strong political connections.’45 Then-president Kaunda constituted a commission of inquiry to investigate drug trafficking and money laundering (a premonition of what would happen in South Africa four decades later). Among those implicated in this controversy was Kaunda’s son Panji, who denied wrongdoing; and a businessman, Tom Mtine, who also intermittently chaired the Football Association of Zambia. ‘According to Mtine’s accuser… [Mtine] accompanied President Kaunda to President Indira Gandhi’s funeral last year and brought back quantities of Mandrax from India, where the pills, worth about R10 each in South Africa, can be bought for a few cents,’ a news report said. ‘Mtine denied even having been to India for the funeral, and no Zambian newspaper seems to have been able to check whether he was among the large official contingent on Kaunda’s plane.’46 The commission submitted its report to Kaunda in 1985. ‘Among the findings of the Chaila Commission of Inquiry was that several people of Zambian and foreign origin were engaging themselves in drug trafficking and money-laundering activities. These included some government officials who were using their Diplomatic Passports to avoid being searched at border checkpoints into the country.’47 

			Several figures from South Africa, or with South African ties, were tangled up in Zambia’s drug suspicions. A former ANC intelligence agent, the late Major General André Lincoln, who became a prominent policeman in democratic South Africa, once told me about an individual, linked to apartheid operatives, who’d had a club in Zambia before 1985 (apparently with a relative of Kaunda). This individual left Zambia and made his way to South Africa where he allegedly burrowed deep into the Gauteng drug scene. Cocaine was his narcotic of choice. He also apparently dealt in Mandrax but wasn’t entirely trusted in these circles because he gained a reputation for short-changing clients, for example, selling 1,000 tablets in a stash that really contained only 800. His right-hand man was involved in a Mandrax factory in Maputo, Mozambique. Despite investigations into this individual, who based on various accounts was open about his drug ties, he was never arrested, which is why I’m not naming him here for legal reasons. Lincoln described this person as a pure ‘untouchable’ – meaning he was somehow positioned well beyond the law’s reach. Cases like this have left various policing sources questioning what really went down in Zambia when many ANC individuals were exiled there, and whether some dubious deals were brokered.48 Deals that could’ve included apartheid agents.

			Goswami’s time in Zambia seems to have coincided with when ANC figures were there. (As we know, Zuma, who headed the ANC’s intelligence department, was also in Zambia before returning to South Africa.) According to Goswami, he gave the ANC money. ‘I know a number of ANC members. Remember, I contributed to the ANC when I was in Zambia. I knew some of the ANC leaders and ministers when I was in South Africa from our days in Zambia,’ he was once quoted as saying. ‘I gave money to the ANC and contributed to the struggle.’49 This implies that Goswami, a drug trafficker, aided South Africa’s fight for democracy. It may sound alarming, but it isn’t that controversial when viewed in the context of the racist former regime. Remember, under apartheid the ANC was banned, meaning its members may have turned to traffickers (who they may not even have known were traffickers) to help fund their fight for South Africa’s freedom. Some individuals insist this is what happened. But they also insist that some of these narco alliances remained active long after apartheid’s end. If they’re right, it means that illicit drugs taint our democracy. The country’s freedom is cut with narcotics.

			Goswami’s ties to Zambia dating back to the 1990s knotted into several other matters that have since resurfaced. Decades after his time there, he claimed to know a prominent businessman from that country, Harry Valden Findlay, who was a friend of another former Zambian president, Edgar Lungu. But Findlay reportedly contradicted that notion and denied knowing Goswami.50 (I, meanwhile, established how Findlay was connected to South Africa – he was the director of an import-export business in the country.51) Findlay was later accused of having Zambian passports, one with a ‘fake’ endorsement stamp, in a matter that morphed into a court case.52 He went on to be convicted and fined over the passport saga.53 In 2026, Findlay was taken into custody in Zambia – this time, in an espionage case.54 He took to social media to distance himself from this scandal, saying, ‘I am out now on [bail], charged with espionage, an offence I have vehemently denied and have absolutely nothing to do with nor have any idea of.’55 

			But it’s really the Goswami issue that cropped up before all this that caused a media and political furore in Zambia. A politician there, Chishimba Kambwili, essentially pointed to Findlay as a drug dealer and ‘further alleged that Mr Findlay had captured the Presidency of the Republic of Zambia’. Findlay vehemently denied this56 and took legal action against Kambwili, who subsequently apologised to him.57 Meanwhile, Kaweche Kaunda, another son of Zambia’s first president Kaunda, had publicly hit back at Findlay’s reported assertion that he didn’t know Goswami. Kaweche Kaunda claimed he met Findlay through Goswami. While it was unclear when this allegedly happened, the Lusaka Times in 2019 reported: ‘Mr. Kaweche said there was no way Findlay would deny knowing Mr. Goswami because the two have met at Mr. Goswami’s house in South Africa.’58

			After his time in Zambia, Goswami made his way to South Africa, the country he said he’d helped by giving money to the ANC. Suspicions later surfaced that Goswami actually fled Zambia in November 1993 ‘right before an armed paramilitary unit surrounded [his] home to serve a deportation order’, and that he’d ‘bribed the officials in South Africa at the time… to get a visa to come from Zambia to South Africa’. Goswami denied any bribery.59 

			Once in South Africa, Goswami was suspected of cosying up to people of power; in other words, figures in government. Backing this theory are telling questions that a lawyer once asked him. ‘Isn’t it a fact that the reason that you involved yourself with the government of South Africa during this period of time was because you wanted protection?’ Another question was: ‘Didn’t you meet with important people in South Africa such as [former presidents Thabo] Mbeki, [Nelson] Mandela, and others, in order to ingratiate yourself in them in the event that you should get in trouble in South Africa for drug dealing?’ Goswami reacted to each of these queries with a single syllable – ‘No.’ But he did recall being photographed with Mandela.60 I’ve seen this image myself. It used to be quite easy to find online, but isn’t anymore. The snap was reportedly taken at the FNB Stadium in Johannesburg, ‘during the African Cup of Nations final in 1996’.61 It shows a smiling grey-haired Mandela wearing a sports top of sorts. On his left-hand side is a smiling Goswami wearing a beige suit.62 Some former police officers told me they believed that apartheid loyalists orchestrated the photo in the hopes of publicly embarrassing the first president of democratic South Africa by placing him next to a drug trafficker. Who knows? Maybe the origin of that snap is more innocent than that… or far more interesting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			SA’s original Big Five killers and infiltrators emerge before Rocks Dlamini disappears

			‘Don’t make eye contact with them. If you do by accident, just stare them down.’ I’m seated in a courtroom on a bench designated for journalists. A state prosecutor’s bodyguard whispers this advice to me through the side of his mouth as a group of grinning, smirking, and scowling men shuffle into the dock. A few of them have hollow eyes and sunken cheeks. I accidentally make eye contact and clench my jaw so that I don’t openly flinch as they start whistling, asking me questions (‘What’s your name?’) and making gestures. Some of them are hitmen. Killers. They’re members of the notorious 28s gang and at this stage, before being convicted, they stand charged with a far-reaching and vicious crime spree. Heading them is George ‘Geweld’ Thomas. His nickname, translated into English, sums up what he’s known for – ‘violence’. As the trial against these men unfolds, half a dozen state witnesses are murdered – silenced.63 The shots are believed to have been called from behind bars. These thugs are a reminder that prisons in South Africa don’t always rehabilitate inmates. They often do the opposite: they bolster and empower them. I will never forget the chill I got when a former gangster described jail to me as ‘a birthplace for the worst’.64

			Mention Vicky Goswami, and gangsterism is never far behind. But before I pick up on his time in South Africa, I’ll shift focus to the most ruthless gangs the country has produced. To understand his time in this country, we must first understand some more about these gangs. Some of them are famously named numerically, and rather mundanely. But don’t be fooled: The 26s, the 27s and the 28s are known for searing violence and extreme menace – and they’re nothing new. ‘The history of the numbers gangs in the country’s prisons stretches back to the colonial period,’ a cop once explained.65 These groups have expanded since then, bursting from jail cells, flooding streets, and even wading out to operate at sea. They spawn syndicates and splinter groups. The numbers gangs especially epitomise organised crime. They’re governed by strict rituals and ‘laws’: the 26 gang is viewed as the ‘economics’ or ‘business’ sector; the 27s are ‘men of blood… soldiers’ who act as (often violent) mediators between the 26s and 28s; while the 28s are ‘a paramilitary structure’ and the ‘political authority’ of the numbers mobs.66 These gangs, like many others, put some of their members through school and even finance further studies. In some instances, this produces lawyers, perfect for when fellow gangsters are arrested and need legal assistance. It does make you wonder where else gangs might strategically guide their members to. My guess would be the police service, prosecuting sector, and banking. All this may sound very calculated and cut-throat, but even these gangs have their hang-ups. Some 28s gangsters are said to be so superstitious that they regularly seek out the services of a sangoma (traditional healer). According to the stories, a sangoma will tell them which days are ‘lucky’ for killing rivals. Fridays, apparently, were favoured at one point. 

			There are many other gangs gouging into South Africa. Some have rather obvious names, some names are adopted, and others are simply unique. There are the Junky Funky Kids, the Mongrels, the Fast Guns, the Hard Livings, the Americans, the Sexy Boys, and even Boko Haram, known internationally as a terrorist group based in Nigeria and locally as a dangerous extortionist beast (no relation between the two). Reference to another gang is made in a harrowing 1985 Supreme Court of Appeal judgment which deals with five men who murdered another in a Gauteng jail. This judgment gives us a crucial glimpse into what was already fermenting behind bars decades ago. The five murderers ‘were members of the Big 5 prison gang.’ (Bear with me, because records alternate between the numeral 5 and the word five; this text follows the source.) According to the 1985 judgment, Big 5 prison gangsters were ‘distinguished by tattoos’ on their bodies, including on their arms and hands. The tattoo associated with this gang was the figure five. Another number, another menace. This gang also had a hierarchy, with lower ranking members forced to obey their leader… or else. Punishment ranged from hard work to assault and even to murder. ‘The Big 5 and 28 gangs are bitter enemies, and it is a rule of the Big 5 that when a member of 28 is found in their cell, he must be assaulted.’67 This is some evidence that the Big Five (or 5), or a group operating under that name, at least, existed in South Africa as far back as the 1980s. It may well have been in operation before then. The 1985 judgment, though, is an important Big Five sighting.

			A couple of years later, another Supreme Court judgment referenced a prisoner awaiting trial in Durban, the KwaZulu-Natal city with the harbour that is so irresistible to traffickers. This inmate witnessed a prison warder’s murder and was also ‘a member of the gang known as “Big Five”.’68 Incidents elsewhere link this gang to violence. A Human Rights Watch report, from around the time when South Africa became a democracy in the mid-90s, said there’d been a fight in a jail in Kroonstad, which is in the Free State. About 200 prisoners were transferred from the Cape to Kroonstad, but the move created problems. ‘The newly arrived prisoners largely belonged to the 26s, and challenged the previous hegemony in the prison of the Big Fives.’ Ten prisoners were hurt in an ensuing battle and needed medical treatment.69 

			The clashes continued. Another fight between Big Five gangsters and the 28s broke out in 1992 at yet another South African prison in yet another province, Mpumalanga. ‘The very existence of a gang, the Big Five, whose stated aim is to collaborate with the authorities, is suggestive of a less than whole-hearted opposition to the gang system. Ex-prisoners, including members of
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South Africa’s drug crisis didn’t arrive overnight. It was built over at least 30 years,
through corrupt officials, compromised police, and a networked syndicate that learnt
to operate faster than the state could respond.
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Brian ‘Steroid King’ Wainstein
murdered in Cape Town. Mark
Lifman, André Naude and
Jerome ‘Donkie’ Booysen
allegedly part of the plot. They
deny it. Booysen also faces
Mandrax allegations.

Goswami testifies about
trying to dominate SA’s drug
trade while jailed in Dubai;
he and his allies allegedly
then sought to control SA’s
trade from Kenya.

Terrible Josters suspect Ernest
‘Ernie Lastig’ Solomon murdered
in Gauteng after a rumoured

- drug-related trip to Kenya. Theories
his killing is linked to Mandrax, and
a Gauteng taxi figure ordered it.
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Hawks building in KZN, allegedly judgment warns
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] thwarted key global drug-trafficking cases.
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