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    Author’s note


    About midway through writing this book I received word that the Shoprite Group had agreed to let me interview some of its executives. This is never guaranteed; corporations are famously suspicious of authors seeking to tell the story of their enterprises. Unless, of course, they are paid to do so by the enterprise, which I wasn’t.


    One can tell a story of a company by interviewing people such as analysts, journalists, anonymous staff and ex-employees, and through physical and virtual research. Or, given enough access to management, one can tell the story as seen from the executive suites. I was fortunate to get both perspectives.


    I kept the interviews with executives for the end of the book (though they are sometimes quoted along the way). Surprisingly, the story they tell is not all that different from the one I extracted from other sources, not all of them praise singers.


    There are slight differences in tone and interpretation, of course, but seemingly still one version of the truth.


    Throughout this book I use ‘the Shoprite Group’ (rather than ‘Shoprite Checkers’) when referring to the entire company – Shoprite, Checkers, Usave and other businesses – as well as ‘Shoprite Holdings’ for the listed entity. When I am referring to a specific chain – Shoprite, Usave, MediRite etc – I use its brand name.


    Finally, my desktop research was assisted by AI – ChatGPT (paid tier), Claude (paid tier), Gemini, DeepSeek and Qwen. All statistics, claims and quotes are referenced to their original source at the end of the book.
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    Disneyland


    My first real memory of a place with shelves and goods to buy and eat involves a tiny general store a few blocks from my childhood home in Johannesburg. It was in the front room of a run-down residential home at the end of a cul-de-sac and was run by an Indian man and his wife. This would have been unremarkable, except it was the time of the Group Areas Act and we lived in a white neighbourhood in the northern suburbs. That probably explains why one day the shop was suddenly no longer there, the owners presumably evicted.


    In any event, I was probably no older than five or six, and my older sister and I were inexplicably allowed to walk to the shop alone with perhaps 25 cents each to spend. There was a special excitement in running in, smelling the odours of stacked shelves, and heading to the impossibly brightly coloured array of sweets – Wicks, Chappies, Rolos, Butterscotch, Peppermint Crisp. Add this bonanza of choice to the independence we were briefly granted and the coins lying heavy in our pockets, and food shopping was imprinted on me as a pleasurable experience. Which continues today. For other types of shopping, I would rather be at the dentist, but if a trip to a food store is mooted – I’m in.


    Later, there was the Portuguese cafe across the road from Rosebank Primary School where my friends and I occasionally hung out while waiting for our parents to pick us up. And the greengrocer where Thrupps now holds court. The Rosebank branch of OK Bazaars is remembered in tiny shards: many shelves, corridors, trolleys and tills, and a drive to the receiving area at the back where our stuff arrived in boxes, to be packed into the boot of our car by good-natured workers in branded overalls. The whole experience seemed like magic.


    Unknown to me at the time, one of the founders of OK Bazaars was Michael Miller, the father of a close friend of my parents, Len Miller. Len, who was a frequent visitor to our dinner table, had done well from the family business (he was a director until 1970) and cashed out long before it ran into problems.


    I also remember a story often told by Len. ‘Shoprite bought OK Bazaars for one rand,’ he said. ‘I would have given them two.’ Peals of laughter all round.


    That deal, now legendary, was done by Whitey Basson in 1997. He could have paid R2 but that would have been too much. He paid R1. It is, in many ways, the story of the Shoprite Group, as we will discover presently.


    As I grew older the food chains receded into a competitive blur, dotting the entire South African landscape from megamalls in the big urban centres to petrol station forecourts and dusty one-street dorps; from Limpopo to Cape Town, and Durban to Upington. I became a Pick n Pay and Woolworths loyalist; these were considered the best by my social bubble, and there was no need to question that. So they were my go-tos by default. SPAR, Checkers and others were only occasionally frequented. I never really thought about it that much. Shopping for food and general merchandise was simply part of the background tapestry of life – necessary, unremarkable and habitual.


    I left for the US to study and remained there for nearly two decades. The retail chains there were the ultimate cornucopia, with a seemingly infinite array of produce for every taste as far as the eye could see. Upmarket supermarket chains, middle-income markets, cheap and cheerful chains, health food chains, speciality food chains. From giant industrial warehouses to beautifully lit architectural gems looking more like interior-design showpieces.


    It seemed to me that merchandising and selling food was the crowning testament to a working society – a full menu of venues for every taste, pocket and location. Even on a recent trip to Los Angeles, my wife and I were sent to buy ice cream from a nearby store called Albertsons, part of one of the largest supermarket chains in the US. We stood mute and bewildered in front of a 30-metre fridge containing scores, perhaps hundreds, of differently flavoured and textured ice creams and yoghurts, feeling not unlike country rubes visiting the big city for the first time.


    In 2024 we moved from Johannesburg to Fish Hoek in Cape Town. In the days after the arrival of our furniture we poked around the neighbourhood, discovering the places where we would shop. Longbeach Mall, a couple of kilometres from our home, was chosen as our go-to venue for serious food shopping. It has Pick n Pay, Woolworths, Food Lover’s Market, and a few stores offering speciality items such as nuts, biltong, tea and Chinese food.


    Across the road is Sun Valley Mall. We didn’t bother going there but we did join the neighbouring Virgin Active, and one morning after gym I needed to buy something or other and popped into Checkers Hyper to get it.


    After walking around the massive store in something of a daze of disbelief at the abundance on display, I took out my iPhone and called my wife, who was at home unpacking the last boxes from Johannesburg.


    ‘You have to come down to Sun Valley Mall.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Because you have to see the Checkers. I am inside.’


    There was a long silence.


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Because it’s fucking Disneyland in here, that’s why. I want to move in here.’


    Fast forward to the end of 2025, when I received a call from Jeremy Boraine, publisher at Jonathan Ball Publishers, and for whom I had previously written a book. He suggested that I consider writing a book about the Shoprite Group and its startling rise to the top of the mountain.


    How high was this mountain? High enough to be South Africa’s largest employer – 170 000 people. High enough to have exceeded R250 billion in revenue – dwarfing every other retailer. High enough to be a destination for 35 million shoppers – the majority of South Africans. High enough to have vanquished its peers, leaving them gasping in the distance. High enough to have given birth to the business and cultural phenomenon called Sixty60.


    Yup, OK. I was primed.
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    Whitey’s long shadow


    In writing a book about a successful and iconic company like the Shoprite group, it seems prudent to do the obvious – start at the beginning and move through time. Easy to structure and certainly matching the expectation of most readers.


    But I thought perhaps I could do it differently. This idea was sparked by a story I heard of a birthday party for a little boy that was built around a Checkers Sixty60 theme, with all the boys racing around on their teal Sixty60-branded plastic motorcycles, and the delivery guy from Checkers being mobbed like a pop star when he arrived with the cake. Unbeknown to me (my children are now adults), these parties are happening all over the country. The little plastic motorcycle, locally produced, is the Shoprite Group’s top-selling children’s toy, outcompeting even those with millions of rands of marketing spend behind them. Perhaps this is the story, the entry of a supermarket brand into the culture of children dreaming of being Sixty60 delivery riders.


    Notwithstanding the meteoric success of Sixty60 and its portents for the future of the company, however, there were too many other interlocking contributors to the group’s trajectory, and choosing any one of them to begin this story would seem a little biased. So, I am going to go with a vaguely chronological approach, occasionally dashing off to tell interesting parallel stories that help pattern the greater modern tapestry.


    But there was still the question of where to begin, and the answer to that was easier. We start with the retirement of legendary chief executive officer Whitey Basson in 2016. Much has been written about his time at the helm, including a book by Niel Joubert. More importantly, the fresh paint that was applied under the leadership of Basson’s successor, Pieter Engelbrecht, is now reasonably dry, and it has its own distinctive colour.


    There was also the question of what part of this sprawling empire to write about. The Shoprite Group is an empire of many strands. They include supermarkets in three segments of the market, liquor retailers, furniture stores (at least until recently), pharmacies, speciality categories (outdoor, pets, babies/children and clothing), ticketing, distribution, catering, financial services, fresh produce procurement, franchising and (perhaps most importantly for the future) digital commerce. Operations are also spread across eight African countries.


    It would take a multivolume effort to cover all of these in detail, so some will be given regrettably short shrift and others will be examined in more detail, especially Checkers, Sixty60, and the group’s obsessive collection of and use of data (for the many reasons which will unfold in these pages). The other businesses are important and they will not be ignored. They create colour, musculature and synergy, but if you want to understand the core of today’s business, it has to be Checkers and the nuclear fuel of digital commerce.


    But Basson casts a long shadow. He was one of the giants of South African entrepreneurship, perhaps the biggest and most colourful, given the frothy mix of his larger-than-life persona, eccentricities and business genius. There was nothing bland about him – his manner, his dress, his sense of humour, his microscopic understanding of the business he built, his vision, his leadership and his tactical nous were all aspects of a personality that captured the imagination of analysts, journalists and consumers alike.


    His shoes were huge – how on earth could anyone have been expected to step into them and not stumble? Easy, you don’t step into them – you wear your own. Which is, of course, the story of the Shoprite Group under Pieter Engelbrecht. But we can’t launch without a look at Whitey and the company he built.
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    Basson’s history at the company reads a little like fiction – a story of a scrappy outsider grabbing the reins of a tiny eight-store chain of discount food stores and dragging and kicking it into greatness by keeping it simple and selling a quality range of food inexpensively. Easy to say, but in practice it requires that most elusive combination of leadership skills – a complete and obsessive command of minutiae, a laser focus on the vision, and the balls to take the right risks – to take a swing at fast-moving opportunities before they disappear from view.


    Whitey (born James Wellwood Basson, though nobody ever called him that) is not just remembered as the man who turned Shoprite into Africa’s biggest supermarket chain but as a corporate folk hero who ran his empire like a general and lived like a farmer.


    He was born in 1946 in Porterville, a rural town in the Western Cape where people knew the price of milk without needing to consult a spreadsheet. His upbringing gave him a feel for scarcity, value and the power of a good bargain. He studied accounting at Stellenbosch University, extracting from his studies the ability to drill down into the sort of financial details most entrepreneurs eschew. After a short career as an accountant, Basson joined PEP Stores under the legendary Renier van Rooyen, and his stint there taught him two things: that discount retailing was a goldmine if done properly, and that he didn’t much care for corporate suits or pretension. He would spend the rest of his life proving both points.


    In 1979, Basson was handed the reins of Shoprite, which at the time was not so much a retail empire as a handful of underwhelming Cape Town grocery stores. He didn’t inherit a giant, he inherited a project.


    He quickly realised that retail was about scale, efficiency and an obsession with price so intense that he made it seem like an obsessive-compulsive disorder. Over the next three decades he orchestrated relentless expansion. Shoprite gobbled up OK Bazaars then Checkers, slowly cementing itself as the go-to grocer for the majority of South Africans.


    By the time he retired, Basson had taken what is now the Shoprite Group from eight stores to nearly 2 000 representing several brands across Africa. The company’s revenue as of July 2017 was R141 billion, its trading profit was R8.1 billion, and its market capitalisation around R98 billion.


    Basson has been accurately hailed as one of the most successful CEOs the continent has produced and it feels a little unfair to end his story here, after only a few paragraphs. In addition to Joubert’s book, there is a library’s worth of interviews, articles, news reports, features and speeches that clamour to be re-examined in the light of where the company is now.


    But we have to end the Whitey story because there is another story to tell – that of the continued ascent of the Shoprite Group under Pieter Engelbrecht and his team.
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    Changing of the guard


    Every great dynasty reaches a juncture where the founder steps down and an heir steps up. In retail, that moment often has the whiff of risk and reanimation. Such was the moment in the Shoprite Group in late 2016 when Whitey Basson announced his retirement and Pieter Engelbrecht prepared to take the throne. When the transfer of power involves a publicly listed company the stakes are much higher. Analysts and investors hang on every word, facial expression and semaphore – all ready to call in sell orders at the slightest hint of uncertainty.


    During my corporate life I have sat through numerous announcements of this kind, including some where I was an executive at the company holding the AGM. These public presentations are carefully crafted, often pored over by any number of senior people before being approved. Everyone fears the big oops – a misplaced adjective or an ambiguous phrase that can send the market spiralling into panic.


    It was in this atmosphere, on 31 October 2016 at the AGM in Cape Town, that Whitey Basson said he would step down as CEO at year’s end. This had already been rumoured and discussed in business circles, but there had been no formal announcement from the company. The official press release framed it as the inevitable end of a storied 45-year career.


    ‘I have been privileged to lead the Shoprite Group from small beginnings to one of the continent’s greatest companies. After so many years … it’s time to pass the baton to a new generation of leadership,’ Basson told the AGM.


    Notice the language: ‘pass the baton’, ‘privileged’, ‘new generation’. It was gracious and idealistic – but also strategic. Whitey was subtly reminding the audience who it was that had built the empire, and now he was handing it over. He also announced that he would stay on as non-executive vice-chair to ‘share his knowledge’ and ensure ‘orderly succession’.


    Here was Whitey letting go of the daily micromanagement, the margin fights, having to justify every decision. But he was also planting the seeds of confidence – Pieter ‘already handles half the issues’, implying continuity and assuring his audience that his successor was battle-tested. It was a way of framing the change not as rupture but as extension.


    The press release from Shoprite Holdings introduced Engelbrecht to the public: ‘The board has appointed Pieter Engelbrecht (47), former chief operating officer, as the incoming CEO as of the first of January 2017. He has been with the company for 20 years and has played a leading role in the company’s growth under Basson’s leadership.’ This framed Engelbrecht not only as a Whitey mentee but as a well-schooled and experienced operator.


    Basson’s short address and the press release achieved their goal – he had done the job, he would still be a resource, the future was in good hands. There would be no market jitters.


    Later, in a media interview, he said bluntly: ‘I am tired – the business is now so large and there are so many issues that take up too much time … Pieter is a very driven guy. I’d say about 50 per cent of the operating issues he’s already taken over.’


    This was an interesting comment. CEOs step down for all sorts of reasons. Their companies stagnate or worse, or they find themselves attached to a scandal, or they are forced out by the board for one reason or another, or they want to start a new venture. Sometimes they leave ‘for personal reasons’. Or they are too old. Whitey was 70. That is well above the average retirement age for CEOs (about 63) but not that unusual; others have led spectacular growth from nothing to something for decades. Sean Summers is 73, back at the helm of Pick n Pay after retiring. Michael Mark of Truworths is 74, Terry Moolman of Caxton is 82, Jebb McIntosh of Combined Motor Holdings is 80.


    But ‘I am tired’ is unusual phrasing. He had talked about his desire for farm life, dabbling in winemaking, spending more time with family. (What, specifically, was he tired of, one wonders. Perhaps the Steinhoff saga, which we will get to, had contributed). No matter, the exit was cautious and low-key (especially for a personality like Whitey, who never shied away from media attention). Those with a stake in the company – from the roughly 144 000 employees in 2016 to the millions of consumers and the investment community – did not seem unduly concerned.


    Perhaps looking for hidden meanings in Whitey’s public statements is a step too far, so I offer this as a pithy takeaway: he built a fortress of scale, systems and profit; its future depended on discipline more than on charisma. The fatigue admission doubled as a primer in succession humility (which is not something Basson was known for): the company is bigger than the man. That he’d remain for a while as vice-chair was a pledge to steady the ship while the new captain found his sea legs; or perhaps to more cynical observers, a warning that he would still be operating some levers.


    When the reins were handed to Engelbrecht on 1 January 2017, everyone was eager to hear his plans.


    [image: ]


    Engelbrecht did not speak to the press much in the period leading up to his first set of financial results in October 2017 (and he remains famously taciturn to this day, at least when it comes to public statements). What little he said, however, gave some hints as to his thinking.


    One of his most revealing comments was this: ‘A lot of those [wealthier] customers actually frequent our stores already, but not exclusively. Our job is to get a better share of their wallets … and then impress them so that they come back again.’


    This is a clear statement of intent – you have the customer already. Provide attractive enough options for product upsell and cross-sell, and enable a pleasurable shopping experience that engenders loyalty. There are other ways to grow a company (acquisitions, new business lines or geographic expansion, for instance) but they bring far greater risk than simply offering something more tempting to the customers you already have, nudging them to a bigger basket.


    Even though Engelbrecht has talked about expansion through acquisition, one wonders how committed he was to that strategy – a clear departure from Basson’s swashbuckling tear through the mergers and acquisitions landscape. In April 2017 he said (in relation to eastern European and Latin American expansion plans that had been mooted): ‘We will go slow … first establish a couple of stores and make sure the market likes us, and if we find acceptance then one can look at a merger or acquisition.’


    Whether it was Covid or simple risk aversion that scuppered these plans is difficult to say, but one thing is clear: the golden vein that remained unmined on home turf was a more attractive option.


    He also drew a bull’s-eye on Woolworths’ back – a high-profile target, the supermarket that held the ‘quality’ reputation – saying in June 2017: ‘Woolworths over time has constantly moved the price … up and up, which gives us the opportunity to come in.’


    I expect some Woolworths execs might have dismissed this as bravado. It was not.


    Finally, at his first results presentation, Engelbrecht said: ‘We have shielded customers from R1.8 billion of potential additional expenses, had our prices tracked inflation.’


    Not only had he grown the company by over 10 per cent, he had done it without raising prices at the same rate as inflation. In an interview with the SABC at the time, he quoted a chief operating officer’s pithy line: in the Shoprite Group ‘every rand has to fight for its life’. This could have come directly from Whitey Basson – frugality, cost-consciousness, and passing savings on to the customer.


    While Engelbrecht’s first year showed hints of independence, this was one pillar that was not going to fall. It was in the company’s DNA.
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    Extrovert to enigma


    All the chief executives I have met or seen on screen have shared certain ineffable characteristics. It has nothing to do with height, weight, dress, age, ethnicity or attractiveness. It is a certain look, a musculature around the eyes and mouth that seems to convey a steely intelligence, a directness and self-confidence and resolve. And a complete lack of fear. It is hard to pin down.


    I watched Pieter Engelbrecht for the first time on a YouTube video of his interview with the SABC after the 2017 financial results presentation. He does not have this look at all. He is trim and athletic looking (he once wanted to be a Springbok rugby player). But his face is simply a disarming picture of schoolboy innocence, wide-eyed and uncomplicated. His delivery too – quiet, unhurried, spare, without bravado, even a little halting.


    Which immediately made me wonder – is this guy cut from entirely different cloth, one of a ‘new generation’ of leaders untethered from expectations of the past? Is he really any different from the class of CEOs who have built successful companies elsewhere?


    I set out to research his background. Parents, wife, children, hobbies, anecdotes – that sort of thing. There is a river of personal background about his predecessor, who talked volubly about family affairs, and whose personal life was strongly linked to his approach to business.


    Which brings me, somewhat amusingly, to this, the shortest chapter in history. There is nothing on Engelbrecht. Nada. Zilch. No public record of marriage, children, birthplace. No social media profile. Nothing other than his business life.


    AI has become a critical tool for this sort of research, so here are my desperate and failed attempts to find out something about Engelbrecht’s personal life (this is a summary of a series of ChatGPT prompts and responses). I also tried DeepSeek, Gemini and Anthropic, some of the other major artificial intelligence (AI) systems. They also basically said, ‘who is this guy?’




    Me: Where did Pieter Engelbrecht of the Shoprite Group grow up? Who are his parents? Who is he married to? Where was he born? Does he have children? Are there any anecdotes from his school or university life?


    ChatGPT:


    Childhood location/upbringing: There is no reliable source naming his hometown, family farm or schooling prior to university.


    Parents: I found no credible reporting or public document that names his parents or gives details about them.


    Marital status and children: There is no confirmed public disclosure of a spouse, family, children or personal anecdotes beyond his corporate biography.


    School/university anecdotes: While his university credentials are known, I found no feature article or alumni story capturing noteworthy school-life episodes (e.g., sports captaincy, student leadership).


    Me: Please search all media produced in the last 25 years or written in Afrikaans only, translate, and respond to me in English.


    ChatGPT (after consulting and listing a slew of Afrikaans sources):


    Family, parents, spouse, children: No trustworthy Afrikaans-language articles, clips or excerpts publicly available include explicit details about his parents, marriage or children. The Afrikaans coverage is almost entirely corporate and community focused.


    Birthplace, youth, hobbies: Likewise sparse; available stories are about operations, not personal life.


    At the risk of being redundant, let me say this again. I cannot find out if Engelbrecht is even married, let alone where he was born. By the time I finish this book, I will probably know more, because I hope to chat to some folks who know him, but this tabula rasa of a CEO is fascinating in itself. Why? Because you cannot be this private without having gone to some trouble to have the internet scrubbed of personal information. Which you can do if you hire a scrubber, someone who knows how to scour and clean.


    Why would Engelbrecht (or his delegates) do this? Perhaps he wants his entire public legacy to be about his business life only. Perhaps he values his and his family’s privacy obsessively. Perhaps there are other reasons that might provide fuel for some imaginative screenwriter. I don’t know. But our story must proceed without these details, which is fine, because it is filled with enough colour anyway.
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    A world of opportunity


    What did the world look like when Pieter Engelbrecht took the reins in 2017? He was being given the responsibility to keep the ship on (at least) an even growth keel and to continue operating efficiently, but also an opportunity to innovate, to bring his own new ideas into the business. Engelbrecht was youngish when he took over (47), Basson was not young when he left (70). What would the new CEO’s relative youth add, other than an infusion of energy?


    What Engelbrecht brought was a deeper understanding of the possibilities around him – particularly in the world of advanced digital technology and the endlessly combustive potential of data. While Basson surely would have noted these developments, it is not a great leap to assume that technology ran more deeply in Engelbrecht’s DNA than in someone who had started at the company in the age of rotary telephones.


    In 2017, Jacob Zuma was in the last year of a chaotic and kleptocratic presidency and would soon make way for Cyril Ramaphosa. South Africa had 56 million citizens and an (official) unemployment rate of 27.7 per cent, the highest in 15 years. Thirty million people were living in poverty. The economy was awful, with GDP growth at a projected 0.7 per cent and sliding. Inflation was uncomfortably high at 6.7 per cent.


    On the international front, Donald Trump had started his first presidency, the iPhone X was launched, as was the Tesla 3. Space X reused an orbital rocket for the first time. Social media investment was alight, with Snap closing a massively successful $3.4 billion initial public offering. A new gene editing tool, CRISPR, was used by US scientists for the first time, Microsoft rolled out Teams, Bitcoin’s price approached $20 000, and the video game Fortnite was released. Voice home assistants Alexa and Google Assistant exploded onto the market. AI had started to filter into the zeitgeist, with DeepMind’s AlphaGo defeating world Go champion Lee Sedol. Some 37 per cent of the world was on social media and half the world’s population was using the internet daily (when Checkers was acquired by Shoprite in 1991, that figure was zero).


    In short, the world was fuelled and inspired by new technologies sprouting everywhere. And then there was this. Bear with me, we are heading over to Silicon Valley.
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    In June 2017 Amazon announced that it would acquire Whole Foods Market for $13.7 billion … and the ground shifted under the global retail industry. This wasn’t just a merger, it was a reset of strategic assumptions. Until that moment, many traditional grocers believed that ecommerce would nibble at the edges of food retail for years – slow penetration, logistical complexity, thin margins. Amazon disagreed, and suddenly everyone else had to as well.


    Whole Foods gave Amazon three capabilities it had lacked. First, it acquired a national physical footprint, with more than 460 premium grocery stores in dense, affluent neighbourhoods. And they weren’t just shops; they were potential micro-distribution hubs aligned with online demand. Second, it acquired immediate trust and supply chain expertise in perishables – an area where Amazon Fresh had struggled for nearly a decade. Overnight, Amazon gained fresh food credibility. Third, it acquired a platform for omnichannel experimentation – Amazon Prime benefits, smart carts, automated checkout, lockers, returns and more. Whole Foods became a testbed for Amazon’s technology-first retail playbook.


    The broader industry impact was instant. The day the deal was announced, US supermarket stocks (Walmart, Kroger, Target, Costco) all fell sharply – a collective acknowledgement that the moat around traditional grocery had been breached. Suddenly, standing still was not an option. Competitive reactions soon followed. Walmart accelerated ecommerce investment and pushed aggressively into sidewalk pickup, and Kroger (with more than 1 000 stores in the US) launched Restock Kroger, doubling down on digital, data and private label.


    The deal also reframed a central strategic question: was physical retail part of Amazon’s future, or was Amazon part of physical retail’s future? The answer was both.


    Amazon wasn’t buying a grocery chain – it was acquiring infrastructure: a network that could support same-day fulfilment, proximity to consumers, and sensors and automation deployed at scale. Whole Foods became Amazon’s most extensive real-world interface, linking Amazon Prime identity, purchasing data and logistics into a flywheel that no grocer had attempted before.


    The acquisition also helped normalise data-driven, AI-enhanced grocery sales: dynamic pricing, forecasting powered by online demand signals, personalised offers, frictionless checkout – all ideas that have since proliferated globally.


    In retrospect, the Whole Foods deal marked the end of the idea that online and offline retail were separate industries. It cemented an era in which technology companies are retailers and retailers must become technology companies.


    Around the same time (and presumably strategically tethered to the Whole Foods acquisition), Amazon unveiled Amazon Go, which sounded like science fiction. Shoppers would simply walk into a store, scanning an app as they did so, pick up what they wanted, and walk out. No queues, no checkouts, no awkward self-scan misfires. Behind the scenes, ceiling-mounted cameras, computer vision, sensor fusion and machine-learning algorithms would detect every item lifted from or returned to a shelf. Amazon called it ‘just walk out’ technology, and the launch signalled a bold ambition: eliminate checkout friction entirely, and in doing so rewrite the economics and experience of physical retail.


    The first store opened to Amazon employees in Seattle as a long beta test. It was only in January 2018 that the concept finally became available to the public – and the excitement was immediate. Here was a retailer automating the most universally disliked part of shopping: queueing and paying. The message was clear: automation wasn’t only for warehouses and robots, it could reshape how everyday people interacted with stores.


    Between 2018 and 2022, Amazon Go expanded cautiously but symbolically. Stores appeared in US cities such as Seattle, Chicago, San Francisco and New York. The format evolved: some locations remained small express-style stores targeting office workers and grab-and-go traffic, while others tested larger assortments, including coffee bars, meal kits and alcohol. Amazon even launched a UK variant in 2021 under the Amazon Fresh brand, bringing cashless grocery to London streets.


    The ambition did not go unnoticed. Traditional grocers raced for a response: smart carts, scan-and-go apps, electronic shelf labels and partnerships with tech vendors proliferated. In China, Alibaba and JD doubled down on ‘new retail’, fusing digital identity, data analytics and automated fulfilment – parallel experiments with different tech DNA.


    It is certain that Engelbrecht and his team would have been watching closely in 2017. The Shoprite Group was a massive company when Whitey Basson retired, but it was largely a traditional food retailer that served a broad and deep spectrum of South Africa’s consumers, even though it had tinkered with ecommerce and data analytics in what seemed like halfhearted efforts. But here was the clarion call – enter the maelstrom of cutting-edge technology innovation and shape it for the group’s very African circumstances … or risk falling behind.


    Every plot needs a twist, and it was this. The hard part of retailing – the physical stores, merchandising, supplier networks, distribution, cold chains, the understanding of in-store customers – had all been wrestled to the ground under Basson with the proverbial blood, sweat and tears. If Amazon had the balls to enter physical retail from its digital comfort zone, surely the Shoprite Group could burst into digital retailing. It could flip the script and go to the moon.


    We will dive deep into this journey, but keep this in mind: while Whole Foods is still an Amazon brand, Amazon Go was ultimately a disappointment. With all stores now shuttered, the tech that drove the big idea has been licensed to other retailers. Building up a physical retail giant is hard work – it takes decades of sweat, capital and grim determination. Perhaps the inability to gain traction with Amazon Go is a reflection of ‘you don’t know what you don’t know’.


    Of course, the Shoprite Group’s digital products and services were not simple – entry into new businesses is never easy. But as we will see, a series of canny decisions, some calculated risks, and the serendipitous arrival of a global disaster gave the group exactly the recipe it needed to jump ahead of its competitors.
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    Weighing the baton


    If we are to begin this story with the baton passing from Whitey Basson to Pieter Engelbrecht, we need to understand what the baton looked like, what it weighed, and whether it was easy to grasp. This means we need to dive into the state of the empire between October 2016 and October 2017, as represented by the annual results presentation (the trading results are for the year to July 2017).


    The preparation of public company annual results is a painstaking and fascinating process that starts months before the event. I have witnessed it first-hand as an executive committee member at a medium-sized public company.


    Two sometimes contradictory forces are at play. First, the figures must be accurate – hence they are audited by external companies. (This is not a guarantee of accuracy, or even honesty, but such exceptions are extremely rare and sanctions for violations are not trivial.) But even within that constraint there are obvious incentives which leave room for ‘creative’ ways to present the best possible picture for shareholders and other stakeholders. These are often embedded in phrases such as ‘difficult trading conditions’ which, I submit, have become almost mandatory in introductory remarks to these presentations.


    Deeper in the weeds we find ‘notes’ to the financial statements, which are often as important as the numbers. It is here where financial analysts try to outdo each other in their interpretations, keen to discover what the notes imply and whether they amplify or obfuscate anything. Having sat through public results presentations, I can attest to the phenomenon of duelling analysts as they stand up to ask questions that are often designed to show off their expertise, sometimes at the expense of the CEO or chief financial officer at the podium.


    The second factor is that for almost everyone, and apart from the highlights, the numbers are numbingly boring. Tell me about revenue, profit, a couple of key margin percentages. Also liabilities, or at least whether there has been a massive change. Maybe a couple of other things – customer numbers, acquisitions and disposals, that sort of thing. And that is the extent of the average person’s interest in annual financial results, if they’re interested at all. Shareholders, who include average citizens, may express a little more interest, but generally they have only three concerns: share price, dividends, and whether the company is optimistic about the year ahead (a question generally deflected by executives to avoid liability concerns).


    I tell you this in preparation for my attempt to present a snapshot of what the Shoprite Group looked like when Engelbrecht took over, and what faint whiffs of trouble would later become pungent.


    The company had five supermarket brands that sold food to various market segments (Checkers Hyper, Checkers, Shoprite, Usave and OK Foods/OK Franchise). There was a hodgepodge of non food brands, including Shoprite and Checkers LiquorShops, OK Furniture and House and Home, MediRite pharmacies, Hungry Lion fast food outlets (OK, that’s food, but different) and Computicket.


    The group operated in 15 countries, the most recent expansion having been to the Republic of the Congo in 2012, with a public promise of more stores and more countries (such as Kenya) to come.


    It is easy to analyse the group’s financial year with the benefit of hindsight. At the time, the company was still riding high on what would turn out to be the last year of sustained growth before reality (in the form of currency crises, political upheaval and the stubborn refusal of African economies to behave as projected) came knocking rather insistently on the boardroom door.


    Let’s start with the headline figures. In the year ending June 2016, Basson’s last hurrah, the group posted turnover of R130 billion, trading profit of R7.28 billion and a trading margin of 5.6 per cent. Fast forward to the year ending June 2017 and sales reached R141 billion (up 8.4 per cent), trading profit climbed to R8.13 billion, and trading margin reached 5.76 per cent. Profit after tax jumped a healthy 12 per cent to R5.435 billion.


    On paper, these are precisely the sort of numbers that make analysts reach for their ‘strong buy’ stamps and CEOs practise their victory speeches. Revenue growth? Check. Margin expansion? Check. Double-digit profit growth? Check. The company even managed to keep South African food price inflation to just 5.9 per cent while official government figures showed 10 per cent – a feat that would make any retailer’s chest puff with pride.


    But here’s where things get interesting.


    The Shoprite Group’s international operations – those glamorous stores scattered across 14 countries beyond South Africa’s borders – delivered turnover growth of 13.5 per cent on a 52-week basis. They were firing on all cylinders, at least from an outsider’s perspective. The company was operating 2 689 stores across 15 countries, serving 35 million customers. It was opening its 1 001st South African supermarket. Everything pointed skyward.


    And yet …


    The problem with African expansion – as the group would learn rather expensively over the next few years – is that impressive revenue growth in local currency terms can look rather less impressive when those currencies decide to take an unscheduled holiday against the South African rand. In 2017, currency headwinds were already building, particularly in Nigeria, Angola and Zambia. When the Nigerian naira or Angolan kwanza loses 20–30 per cent of its value, your ‘successful’ local operation suddenly looks rather less successful when its earnings are converted into the currency with which you pay dividends and service debt. But in that golden year, these were merely ‘challenges to be managed’ rather than ‘reasons to flee from several countries’.


    There was more, and here’s where an attentive reader of financial statements might have raised an eyebrow or three. While the group was busily expanding its empire – adding stores, building distribution centres, investing in supply chain infrastructure – its cash flow conversion was beginning to look a little suboptimal for a food retailer.


    The company’s capital expenditure programme was ambitious. It reflected the sort of ambition that suggests management believed the African retail revolution was
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