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Graphic ‘Outcomes’
Nick Bicanic explores the intriguing world of 

mercenaries in new graphic novel ‘Executive Outcomes’

With a story by Nick Bicanic, ‘Executive Outcomes’ features a script by M. Zachary 
Sherman and art by Emmanuel Xerx Javier.

The ‘Executive Outcomes’ team pictured in July at Comic-Com International in San 
Diego. Pictured from left is Nick Bicanic, M. Zachary Sherman and Emmanuel Xerx 
Javier.                                                                                                     photo by Michael Hixon

by Michael Hixon

Nick Bicanic became intrigued by the 
world of private military contrac-
tors – modern day soldiers for hire, 

also known as mercenaries – and spent several 
years traveling around war zones such as Iraq, 
South Africa and Mozambique. The result of 
his exploration was the documentary “Shadow 
Company” that was released in 2006 to critical 
acclaim.

“I didn’t intend to set out to make this 
important political piece everybody would use 
as a reference,” recalled Bicanic, who made his 
home in Hermosa Beach for nearly four years. 
“All I was interested in doing was to tell an 
interesting story. I was just chasing something 
down that fascinated me and in particular I was 
fascinated by the guys. Who are these guys and 
what do they do and why? As a journalist, it’s 
the human angle that’s most interesting.”

Through his travels, Bicanic was connected 
to Cobus Claassens, commander of the pri-
vate military company, Executive Outcomes, 
whose team of 150 mercenaries was hired by 
the government of Sierra Leone in the early 
1990s to prevent more than 15,000 rebels from 
committing genocide in the small West African 
country.

At first, Bicanic planned another film on 
Executive Outcomes, but he decided to take a 
different route, the graphic novel.

“I like my education to entertain me, and I 
like my entertainment to be educational. So I 
wondered if there was another way to tell the 
story and do it in a way that is slightly more 
palatable to the general public,” he said.

“Executive Outcomes” was released in 
August with the script by M. Zachary Sherman, 
who helped show Bicanic the ropes of the 
graphic novel world, and the art was done 
by Emmanuel Xerx Javier. Bicanic said the 
challenge was “compressing the story into 
something that works where people can under-
stand as a narrative in a limited number of 
pages.”

“You’re trying to tell a story from a histor-
ical perspective, and in order for it to resonate 
correctly, the key elements still have to hold 
true,” Bicanic said. “Converting a real 18 
months into a story that works in a limited 
number of pages, I would say was the hardest 
task ... (while) keeping factual integrity as well 
as ultimately making something that is read-
able, fun and understandable.”

Bicanic feels without the efforts of 
Executive Outcomes, there would have been 
mass genocide in the country since “nobody 
really wanted to help because nobody was par-
ticularly interested.”

“Just prior to Executive Outcomes starting 
their contract in Sierra Leone, the situation 
looked like it was going to go really bad in 
Rwanda,” Bicanic said. “Executive Outcomes 
happened to have some intel, guys on the 
ground who essentially reported back things 
were going to go bad to worse. They pitched 
the United Nations ... ‘we can put a team in 
there and we can stop this before it goes really 
bad and this is how much it’s going to cost.’”

The United Nations refused the offer and 
thousands of Rwandans died.

“While certainly I’m not advocating the 
idea that people should go out and hire merce-
naries to solve all the world problems, but I do 
think it’s important to consider that surgical and 
rapid application of force can sometimes solve 
problems,” he said. “Because guess what, there 
is at least one example where it saved thou-
sands of lives and at least one example where 
the non-application of it didn’t. ... Sometimes 
when you have brutal dictators who don’t care 
about the rule of law, they don’t particularly 
listen to sensible discussion that people in 
Geneva or Washington, D.C., or London might 
want them to have. They abuse western coun-
tries gentleness if they can.”

“Shadow Company” opened many doors 
for Bicanic. Edward Zwick used the documen-
tary as research for his film “Blood Diamond,” 
which was set during the Sierra Leone Civil 
War. He won four Leo Awards from the British 
Columbia film and television industry. He also 
testified as a subject matter expert in front of 
the U.S. Senate about the usage of security con-
tractors in warfare and hosted a screening on 
Capitol Hill.

“It became a touch point for the broader dis-
cussion – what does all of this mean when you 
privatize force, what does it mean when a profit 
motive is involved in public policy?” he said. 

Bicanic said the term “mercenary” has 
become a “loaded word” and something 
“Shadow Company” touches upon. Blackwater, 
back in 2007, received much negative press 
when some of its contractors reportedly killed 
or injured nearly 40 Iraqi civilians.

“The moment you use the word mercenary, 
it’s a bit like using the word whore,” he said. 
“It implies something that is extremely nega-

ing up with, ‘Hey, it’s an important story about 
mercenaries.’ Yeah, we’re definitely fighting an 
uphill battle.”

While Bicanic still is in the process of turn-
ing “Executive Outcomes” into a feature film, 
he’s been busy with numerous other projects 
including producing an episode of HBO’s 
“Vice News,” which was on the cable chan-
nel earlier this year. The episode, “The War 
Against Boko Haram,” details the Nigerian 
government’s fight against the militant Islamist 
group, infamously known for kidnapping hun-
dreds of girls in 2014 from their school, most 
of which are still missing.

For more information, visit executiveout-
comesthemovie.com.

tive simply because you’re taking money to do 
a particular job. It implies a guy that has a knife 
between his teeth, who doesn’t care who he 
works for and essentially will kill on command, 
which is very far from the truth for 99.9 percent 
of what is now known as the private contract-
ing military industry. Yes, for sure, there are 
always going to be … bad apples.”

Bicanic concedes that real-world subjects 
like genocide can be a hard sell in the comic or 
graphic novel industry.

“When you’re fighting against guys in span-
dex suits saving the world as far as content is 
concerned, it’s a tough battle … the industry 
is conditioned to want the future adventures of 
‘The Avengers’ and ‘Superman.’ We’re com-
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