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‘Two vowed to go down shooting’
It is impossible to know how many people’s
lives were affected by 23-year-old hijacker,
Vuyani ‘Vivi’ Mthembu, shot dead in January
this year. He had been released only months
earlier from a jail sentence for the fatal stabbing
of 14-year-old William Hammond. While police
say they could link this expert hijacker to at
least 21 cases, they provided little detail and
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MAGINE you are a cop,
and your wife and child
have been threatened by a
young man suspected of
serial hijackings.
This was the situation that
Sergeant Lindani Mhlongo said
he faced in tracking down the
two hijackers, Vivi Mthembu,
23, and Sphelele Shezi, 19.
Mhlongo, also known as
Venter, was the cop who
arranged the police stakeout
near the N3 outside Durban at
which Mthembu and Shezi
were finally killed on January
6 this year.
He said three days before
this, Mthembu had phoned
him.
“He told me that my wife is
driving a red Audi, and what
school my kid is at. I sold that
car the very next day because I
felt my family was at risk,” said
Mhlongo.
He denies accusations from
the Mthembu family that execution style killings took place.
Both Mthembu and Shezi had
vowed that they would go down
shooting, he said.

The day before the police
stakeout, Mthembu and Shezi
had hijacked a car in Caversham Glen, Pinetown.
“We had given chase,” said
Mhlongo.
“They shot at us and we
backed off. (On the day of the
shooting) they thought the
same strategy would work
again, but this time we knew
what we were going to do,” said
Mhlongo.
He had received information that the two would be heading for KwaNdengezi, near
Shongweni, to collect money
from someone who had just
sold a stolen silver BMW in
Swaziland. That car had been
hijacked in Sydenham two
weeks earlier, said Mhlongo.
He also knew the two would
be driving a silver VW Polo,
hijacked in Chatsworth two
weeks before.
So a roadblock was set up on
their route, at the turnoff to
KwaNdengezi.
“There was no other way
they could come. We parked
here,” he said, standing oppo-

victims’ stories remain largely untold.
This second part of a case study of Mthembu’s
life focuses on how he died. Interviewing police
and family were Durban University of
Technology students Sabelo Nsele,
Sandile Gumede and Joel Burton,,
supervised by Roving Reporters director, Fre d
Koc kott

PART 2

Sphelele Shezi lies dead next to a stolen vehicle near KwaNdengezi. He was shot
while exchanging fire with police.

site the turn-off. “Here there
were two cars, and over there
more SAPS cars, ready to block
them.”

“We waited from early
morning till one o’clock,” said
Mhlongo.
Having been shot at the day

before, the officers were tense.
But this time the cops had
firepower – “much more than
(Mthembu and Shezi) had”,

Tale
of
TWO

HIJACKERS

LAST MOMENTS: Sergeant Lindani ‘Venter’ Mhlongo points to the
spot where the hijacked car rolled before Vuyani Mthembu
staggered out, seriously wounded.
said Mhlongo. “We were ready
for them.”
As the hours passed, Mhlongo began to wonder if their
tip-off was correct.

Then the car they were waiting for came around the corner,
100m from where the police
stood armed and ready.
“The passenger window was

open,” said Mhlongo. “I just
saw the hat, Sphelele’s hat. Vivi
always used to drive.
“When they saw us, they did
not stop but took the turn up
the hill there towards KwaNdengezi.”
“We put sirens and blue
lights on to show that we were
following. Sphelele, he opened
the door and started shooting,”
said Mhlongo.
So the police opened fire,
shooting to kill.
As he took the first sharp
corner on the hill, Mthembu
lost control and hit the road
barrier. The Polo veered across
the road and up a bank 20m further down, overturning and
landing on its roof.
Shards of windscreen glass
and associated debris, including a licence disc from the Polo,
still lie at the scene where
Shezi half fell out of the car,
dead.
“Vivi clambered out,” said
Mhlongo, imitating the hunching and shuffling of the dying
man.
“I said: ‘Hawu, it’s finished”
but I did not want to expose myself. Vivi was carrying a .38 special. He fired one shot, then
tried to run, but had nowhere
to go. There was still a car coming from the top to back us up,
and a car coming from this
side. That’s where he fell
down,” said Mhlongo, pointing
to a spot by the roadside where
Mthembu died.
Postmortem records show
that Mthembu sustained
wounds to the back of the head,
stomach and thigh. Shezi sustained multiple bullet wounds
to the face and head, left arm
and chest.

A night to be treasured, a ‘You always have
day that is hard to forget to watch your
NEW YEAR’S Eve of 2010 was
a night 12-year-old Zanele
Mthembu will never forget.
It was the last time she saw
her brother, Vuyani “Vivi”
Mthembu. They had danced.
“Vivi said he was lucky to be
alive, that he thought he would
have been dead by then.”
He promised to take her
shopping at Aca Joe, but it was
not be. Six days later the hijacker was shot dead by police
alongside his childhood partner in crime, Sphelele Shezi.
Zanele was manning the
family tuckshop at the Hammarsdale home where Mthembu was born in December 1987.
We had come to interview
her sister, Vuyisile, 22, the closest of all family members to
Vivi, born a year apart.
In the yard, a relative played
with a makeshift toy car. Another kid posed for photos with
a broken plastic gun.
Automatic gunfire sounded
from the audio track of a video
being played in outside room. It
was Gone in Sixty Seconds – a
movie about an ex-convict who
must get back into the crime
business to steal 50 cars in one
night to save his brother’s life.
In the family’s lounge, small
and closeted as most township
living rooms are, Vuyisile
pulled out a box full of mementos, photos, school reports and
Vivi’s birth certificate.
“That was Vivi a few weeks
before he was shot,” she said.
“Here’s Vivi and I at our
christening. We were often mistaken as twins. People thought
I was the boy, and Vivi the girl.
He was much lighter skinned,”
said Vuyisile. “This was the
first girlfriend Vivi introduced
to the family.”
“When we were small, Vivi
and I did everything together.
We also fought a lot – you know
how kids are. But if I did something wrong, he would stand up
for me, saying ‘I did it!’
“He would get the spanking
for it, but later he would make
sure he got me back.”
Vuyisile said in early years
at school in Clermont, Durban,
Vivi would wait for her after
class. But as they got older, her
brother did not always like
Vuyisile trailing them.
“He would sometimes ignore me, even tell me to buzz
off. I would still follow him
though, like a shadow, but from
a distance,” said Vuyisile.
“Then Vivi got caught up
with girls and other stuff,” said
Vuyisile.
The other stuff included
regular jaunts to neighbouring
Pinetown and New Germany,

back’

LOVING AUNT: Vuyani’s siblings Vuyisile, left, and Thulani, with Vuyani’s child.
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the order of the day among
Clermont’s township teens
back then.
“To be honest, I had a clue
they were doing it (stealing
bikes), but not actually robbing
people, taking bikes off them
physically. I thought it was just
taking bikes parked outside
shops,” said Vuyisile.
On October 2, 2002, 14-yearold Mthembu stabbed dead
William Hammond, also 14.
“He said he’d been only involved in a fight – nothing
more,” said Vuyisile.
“My mom asked: ‘Then how
come police are looking for
you?’”
Vivi and Sphelele ended up
in the Pinetown Regional
Magistrate’s Court, charged
with murder, attempted armed
robbery and assault.
“My mom was very disappointed, quite shattered in
fact,” said Vuyisile.
Given their ages, the two
were released into the custody
of their parents. Sphelele remained at the Mthembu home.
“I guess my father (also a
car thief) had this mentality of
letting them be,” said Vuyisile.
“I am not saying he was promoting what they were doing,
but he did not stop it.”
Vuyisile said while awaiting
trial in the Hammond murder,
she would often return from
school to find Mthembu in her
room with older friends, talking about things they did not
want her to hear.
“When I entered, they would
hide everything – guns, bags,
jewellery and stuff. All the talking would stop,” said Vuyisile.
“I would even overhear

about what goes on during hijackings,” said Vuyisile.
“I got worried, but I was still
tender (young). I thought it was
normal, something that every
other township boy was doing.”

Re-arrested
Vuyisile said Vivi failed
Grade 10 at Sithokozile Secondary School in 2003 and 2004.
“My father asked him if he
wanted to go back to school. He
said: ‘No.’ My father asked why.
“He said because police
were turning up at school to
question him all the time. My
father asked: ‘What are you going to do?’
“Vivi said: ‘You’ll see.’”
When Mthembu and Shezi
were re-arrested for hijacking
in 2005, they were kept in custody to await the outcome of
the Hammond murder trial.
On October 26, 2006 – not
long after his mother had died
from cancer – Mthembu was
finally convicted for murder
and sent to jail for seven years.
Shezi was convicted of
grievous assault and attempted
armed robbery. He got off with
a three-year jail sentence,
wholly suspended for five years
as he was only 15.
Three-and-a-half years later
Mthembu was out of jail, released on early parole in time
to join the 2010 World Cup celebrations. “When Vivi first got
out, he had matured.He would
hug me and kiss me every time
we met.”
He never used to do that before. But Vuyisile also soon
learned that her brother was
back in the crime business, big
time.

“Each and every time I
called him I would ask: ‘Why
are you doing this? Why did
you hijack that car?’ He said he
was doing it for us.
“I asked him: ‘How can you
say that? Who is it affecting?’”
said Vuyisile.
She feels the Department of
Correctional Services should
have made sure her brother
did not return to Clermont.
“When he came out, he was
not supposed to go back there.
He was supposed to come and
stay with us in Hammarsdale,
or go study,” said Vuyisile.
“In the end he was brought
back into a world that took him
straight back to his old life, to
start all over again. It was history repeated,” she said.
“If he had surrounded himself with different people it
would have been a whole lot
better, but he never paid attention to that,” said Vuyisile.
“And the lectures we gave
him, he paid no attention to
that.
“If he had listened and
learned from his mistakes, he
would not be dead, I’m telling
you he would not be dead.”
Vuyisile said she still cried
every time she drove past the
Shongweni turnoff on the N3,
not far from where her brother
and Shezi were killed.
Moments from childhood
flood her memory at times like
this, taking her back to a school
day when juice had spilled over
her sandwiches.
“Vivi came up and offered
his to me. I know it sounds like
such an insignificant thing, but
I will never forget that,” said
Vuyisile.

HE TAKES it with him to fetch
the newspaper every morning
and has it beside him when he
takes a bath in the evening.
He practises with it at least
once a week.
His .38 special is so close to
him, he calls it his “wife”.
Talking to sharp-shooter
and police reservist Constable
Grant Ngubane is an eyeopener. In interviews with
Sergeant Lindani Mhlongo –
the cop who ultimately nailed
hijackers Vivi Mthembu and
Sphelele Shezi – Ngubane was
there, mostly a silent, watchful
observer.
But now and then he spoke
out, sharing his own experiences, at one stage stating: “I’ve
killed more criminals than I
can count on my hands.”
Just after speaking at the
scene where Mthembu and
Shezi were killed earlier this
year, Ngubane complained that
he had “missed the action”.
After Mhlongo described
what had happened that day,
Ngubane got chatting to the
students again, this time about
how crooked cops were his
worst nightmare.
“Police are not all the same.
“You see, some other policemen, they are corrupt. You will
see criminals carrying a police
firearm. When you are squeezing him... he will say: ‘No, I got
this firearm from so and so ...
and mention a policeman’s
name,” said Ngubane.
“There is one cop staying in
KwaDabeka, Clermont. This

f****** bastard, he’s the one
who’s moving with the crooks.
We’ve given him a warning.
“That’s why I can’t work
with someone if I don’t trust
him. That’s why I prefer to
work with this man,” he said,
referring to Mhlongo.
“I know when I am facing
this side, this man is covering
my back. If he is facing this
side, I am covering his back.
And if anything happens, I will
not leave him.”
“And we are not drinking.
We’re not smoking. We live
100 percent clean. So if there’s
a function and people are
drinking, you won’t see us
there. We are different people.
We don’t trust nobody.
“That’s why they
say we are not easy
targets. We are hard
targets. So if you
want to kill this ou,
you must know you
are not finished, you
must come back for
me.”
Ngubane had interesting things to say
about the police shooting of well-known gangster Boyzie Mkhize and others.
He and Jabulani Bhengu and
Dumi Mgobhozi were killed by
police in July after allegedly
trailing a businessman carrying substantial cash with a
view to robbing him. They
were intercepted by the police
in Umhlanga.
Pictures showed Mkhize,
dead in a dustbin, head down.

HARD TARGET: Sharp shooter and police reservist, Constable
Grant Ngubane.
Ngubane described what
had happened.
“You see, one of the ous who
died there at Umhlanga, Mje
(Bhengu) was like a leader, one
of the big fish there in Clermont. He was in charge, like.
“If you want five cars today,
he will send you and you and
you, and say: ‘Go check Pinetown. Go check Kloof. Go check
this way. Go check
that way’.
“He was a
main man that
one.
“So, now Mje, he got
information that this
larney was going to
get big money in cash,
so Mje said: ‘Let’s go to
rob this ou. Then one
guy moving with them
changed his mind, and told
cops, the organised crime ous,
the whole story.”
“So now organised crime,
they went there. They were
waiting for them. The rest is
history,” said Ngubane.
Ngubane said Mthembu and
Shezi had not moved with
Boyzie Mkhize or the others.
“No, Vivi and Sphelele were
not reporting to him. They
were arranging their own
thing, there with other laaitjies
from Clermont,” said Ngubane.
“It’s like someone will say:
‘I’ve got a Polo, but my Polo en-

gine is f***** up, so I want a
new one for parts. They will
then tell Vivi and his crew will
go and hijack the car. Maybe
they will get R2 000 or R3 000,”
said Ngubane.
After the two hijackers were
killed, police said they had
expected a radical decrease in
hijackings.
But that next weekend, at
least one car was hijacked, allegedly to give Mthembu a
“good send off ” at his funeral.
Mhlongo said this was a car
hijacked outside a house in
Glenashley. “It was Vivi’s mates
who pulled that off. We’ve got
one of them in custody again.
We want to link him to cases. I
must go there now. The lawyer
is there. They want to release
him, but I am saying he must
not go out today, because if he
goes out, he’s going to go out
and hijack another car tonight
for Mje’s funeral tomorrow.”
“You must go to the funeral,” he urged the students.
“You can just stand and
look. There will be plenty of
people there, some even coming
from Johannesburg. You will
hear my name often, people
saying, ‘Venter did this. Venter
killed this ou. They’ll be shooting off guns, and, hey, feel
sorry for Durban tonight. Guys
will be hijacking cars like nothing, one way.”

An apology that will never come
“I AM looking you straight in
the eye. Go and say sorry.”
These were among the final
words uttered by Magistrate
KQ Hadebe to the two accused
in the William Hammond trial,
Vivi Mthembu and Sphelele
Shezi, then 19 and 15 years old.
Hadebe had said the fact
that Hammond’s parents had
never “heard a word of sorry,
neither from the accused themselves, nor from their parents,
nor anyone else involved” was
the saddest aspect of the trial.
Hadebe’s order that some

kind of apology be offered fell
on deaf ears.
And the numerous victims
of their crimes committed
since then will not be getting
any form of apology either.
In Mthembu’s home in Hammarsdale, the family were
shown pictures of William,
dead.
Vuyisile, 12 at the time of
the murder, said she had hoped
her brother would have sought
out Hammond’s parents after
he had got out of jail, and apologised.

“Once he had settled down
and talked about it properly, I
thought that’s what he would
do,” said Vuyisile.
Mthembu’s brother, Thulani, said that he had once spoken to his father, Dumisani
Mbikwana, about talking to the
Hammond family when his
younger brother was still
standing trial .
“I asked him why don’t we
go and speak to the white boy’s
family, show that it’s not like
that we don’t care, as if nothing
has happened. He told me:

“Hey, that will be like we are
threatening them about the
court case,” said Thulani.
It was left at that, he said.
Thulani took the reporters
to the spot where Hammond
died on October 2, 2002 – a patch
of grass on the roadside opposite New Germany Sports Club.
“There was a cross with
flowers here. It was here for a
long time,” he said.
It was a poignant moment,
Thulani’s expression, perhaps,
the closest the family might
ever come to an apology.
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