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Foreword


This is the personal story of Shumba and doesn’t presume to recount all historical context accurately.


The events of May 5, 1979 were recorded as true to detail as is possible after the passage of time. They have been waiting to be told.


Anja Martens


Schleswig-Holstein, November 2022





Prologue


Germany, 2015


A gut-wrenching meowing woke him from his sleep. Even after all these years his senses were still heightened, and the smallest sound, the slightest movement put him on high alert. Within a split second he lay awake in the dark and his eyes followed the smooth movement of the curtains when he again heard a familiar meowing. Quietly he got dressed but still unintentionally woke up his slumbering wife. “What’s happening?”, she asked as she sat up in bed. “Nothing bad, go back to sleep,” he replied. She let herself fall back onto her pillow and sunk into a deep sleep again.


His heart beat rapidly, he followed the meowing and in short order held his tomcat in his arms that disappeared weeks prior. He hardly recognized him, his fur was torn; paws and neck of the emaciated animal showed red welts. His heart ached at the sight of these serious injuries. He carefully stroked his coat and whispered to him in a foreign language. “Who does something like this? Who takes delight in torturing a helpless animal?” Outrage and a feeling of helplessness spread inside him.


Absent-mindedly he searched for cat food in the cupboard and eventually filled a dish. The newly revived cat leaped hungrily to the food dish, greedily devoured every last crumb and then snuggled into his cozy basket. The man lingered in the dark for a moment and watched the rhythmic rising of his protégée’s chest. Relieved, he opened the door to the bedroom and slipped under the now cooled off covers. Still shivering from the cold, he pulled the blanket up to his chin, closed his eyes and tried to go back to sleep. But his thoughts went in circles and mental images from his childhood powerfully returned, pictures he had already considered forgotten.


Southern Rhodesia, 1979


Shumba woke up at dawn, got dressed while half-walking and quietly sneaked out to the mooing cows, which he had to take care of before school like every morning. Barefoot he marched over to the stables of the farm, aware of the possible presence of tree snakes, cobras or puff adders. He was relieved to hear birds chirping, for he knew all too well the ominous silence of animals ahead of a wild cat attack.


Warm air and the sounds of cows rummaging around in the straw surrounded him. He expertly grabbed a bucket and stool, slapped the first cow on the back and went to work, still fighting fatigue.


The stable door opened again and Shumba’s brothers did likewise as they spread out and started a milking contest.


“Hey Arran, don’t knock your bucket over again! That was quite a spill of milk soup on the floor last time”, Shumba called from his corner of the barn over to his younger brother, who replied with disdain, ”Ha-ha, very funny!”


Hours later Shumba sat in class at the British school in Salisbury, his head propped up on his hands, and followed the presentation of the teacher, while internally longing for the afternoon, when he would participate in a charity run for the new swimming pool. Indeed he preferred the afternoon classes a thousand times over the theoretical morning lectures. In the afternoons he could be a child, horse around, run, play Rugby or Cricket and do head-to-head races with his best friends, Lucas and Michael. He smiled in anticipation and shot a conspiratorial sideways grin at his brother Ross, ”Today we’ll show them that we’re still the Terrible Tigers!” Ross grinned back at him; he knew that the path to this nickname had been thorny, that they won this title only by dogged determination, speed, smooth moves and toughness. By now they had become formidable opponents for anyone on the track and field team. Each, alone, was a rival; together they were unbeatable.


Hours later, when the afternoon sun had passed its zenith, the school convoy came to a halt near Shumba’s farm. It consisted of two “crocodiles” and several small trucks. “What expenditure, just to take a few kids to school and back”, Shumba thought, and knew at the same moment that this was required in war-torn Southern Rhodesia if they, as the children of white immigrants, wanted to reach adulthood. Carefree moments were rare in his life and that of his classmates. Not seldom did Shumba wonder whether he would sit in class with his friends the next day or attend their funeral. Civil war and terror had left deep marks of fear, pain and sadness. His innate child-like primal trust had evaporated. This hidden phenomena he also discovered in his school friends, when during conversation a pall clouded their face or when they abruptly stopped a game in order to scan their surroundings. Despite it all he was a normal teenager whose joie de vivre outweighed all adversity.


Without thinking of the fact that the “crocodiles” were supposed to keep them safe from landmines, he and Arran jumped out of the vehicle. Shumba’s best friend Marcus kept on going and grimaced behind the window, causing the McDuncan brothers to laugh. Slowly the caravan of school transport vehicles gained speed, turned the corner and left a cloud of exhaust fumes in its wake. The two brothers grabbed their bikes that were leaning against a tree, mounted their saddles and energetically rode to the “Spirits Farm”. They sped up over the final 100 meters and Shumba shouted, ”The McDuncan brothers are dueling in a head-to-head race today! Both athletes have long been a legend in Southern Rhodesia. Who will be the victor today?”


Gasping, they reached the gate of their home farm, where Kossack came bounding toward them, barking and eventually settling into wagging his tail contentedly. Minutes later they stormed into their room and threw the tiresome school uniforms in the corner. The appetizing smell of lunch lingered in the air and wafted through every room. Shumba followed his nose and greeted his mother with a kiss as she puttered around the stove. Distracted by the display of affection, her finger momentarily grazed the hot stove plate, causing her to exclaim, “Crap!” as she switched over to the sink to tend to her only slightly injured hand. She exhaled with relief as cold water ran over her reddened hand. Shumba smiled on the inside; cooking and baking had never been his mom’s passion. Not entirely selflessly did the family reinforce her commitment to raising labradors while leaving Sophie in charge of the kitchen, the maid and nanny, who like the domestic assistant Samson belonged to the tribe of the Matabele. Sophie’s food simply tasted better, even if nobody dared to say so openly.


Shumba flung the screen door open with a loud bang and ran accompanied by Kossack to the horse stable. He stopped before opening the barn door and quietly entered the horse box, but not unnoticed by Apache. Already at a distance did Shumba notice Apache tilting his ears; an unmistakable sign that the horse sensed his presence. Shumba caressed the head of the pony and whispered, ”Hey, old boy!” into his ear before spoiling him with a carrot.


From a distance he heard the excited cackling of chickens, which reminded him of his daily duties. With one last friendly slap on his hindquarters he said goodbye to Apache and, carrying an old reed basket, shuffled over towards the chickens.


He opened the squeaky barn door behind which there was an abundance of fluttering and cackling and from whence a biting chicken stench hit him. Some of the poultry followed his every move from their perches on which they roosted, like overseers of a women’s prison. All that was missing was a frightening cudgel. Others peacefully sat on eggs in their nests and cackled indignantly when Shumba poked in their inner sanctum with a stick. “The absolute cheek!”, they seemed to think.


On his way to the main house he was surrounded by a quartet of chattering geese, consisting of Matthew, Marcus, Luke and John. The McDuncans had an unconventional way of naming animals. Thus the labradors they bred were named after alcoholic beverages in the beginning years and later after spices, and the geese after the four evangelists of the Bible, although only one gander lived on the ranch.


“Hey, what do you want from me, I have no time for you, get lost, I have homework!” But the four white evangelists waddled behind Shumba undeterred. Sophie, pausing at her wash tub, watched the spectacle of the intrusive geese and burst into laughter. “You silly geese folk, leave him alone! That’s quite enough”, she scolded authoritatively. Matthew, Marcus, Luke and John withdrew sulking and Sophie caught a glimpse of the swinging door. “How tall Shumba has gotten! And yet it wasn’t that long ago that he badgered me with questions. ‘Sophie, how do you say ‘friend’ in Shona? Sophie? Tell me a story! Sophie? Show me again how to drink from a leaf!’” Nostalgia overcame Sophie as she thought back on the growing teen who sometimes silently walked across the farm deep in thought. She still found the name Shumba fitting for him. The Matabele tribe gave every person an animal name in order to highlight their character - and Shumba meant lion in her tribe’s language. He symbolized a high sense of responsibility, paired with a pronounced protective instinct. Shumba’s parents had named him thus in keeping with the local rituals. “Yes, Shumba is a bonafide little lion, who will always do his best and protectively shield the people he loves”, thought the nanny and wiped the stubborn hair from her face. Lost in thought she returned to her slowly shrinking mound of laundry.


At the end of the day Shumba’s clothes hung tidily over the chair. His hands folded behind his head, he lay wide awake in his bed, listening to the quiet chirping of the crickets outside his window and to the melancholic song of a nightingale, as the enthralling scent of the Flame Lily wafted in, which would later be named the national flower of Zimbabwe, due to its spectacular flame-like petals. The bed creaked as Ross rolled over on his side and snored. Shumba sighed and also turned on his side, eventually drifting into a dreamless sleep.


______


Days later he was allowed to have a sleepover at Marcus’s. After he did all his chores with lightning speed, he packed his things since he wanted to go home with Marcus straight from school in order to spend the weekend there. The school hours crawled by like molasses. Finally it was time, his classmates and he stuffed their books into their bags and stormed out of the building.


A whole wonderful weekend lay before them, all unpleasant thoughts of school were flung into the corner along with the backpacks and gym bags.


The boys roughhoused through the huge barns, crept on quiet feet like true scouts and looked for tracks. Their open air meals consisted of whatever nature offered them and whatever Samson, the cook from the Matabele tribe, had taught Shumba. They snacked on berries, chewed grass and slurped water from leaves in Rhodesian manner. And yet their way of playing had changed in the last two years. As their bodies shot up in height and their voices dropped low, they now considered many a pastime as childish and unbecoming of their age. Talking took the place of their imaginative role play. They talked about school, animals and family, and increasingly dealt with more serious subjects like politics and the mystery of love. Shumba smiled as he remembered their former horseplay. In those days they fought side by side against the evil of this world and rode as Winnetou and Old Surehand across the vast farmland. Sometimes Shumba felt grown up and smiled condescendingly at his younger brothers and his own former self. Other times he pushed those thoughts aside. “Hey Marcus, first one to the fence wins.”


The weekend together went by in a flash and so on Sunday afternoon, Shumba packed his bag, this time clearly much more slowly and reluctantly, with his pajamas, change of clothes, toothbrush and - completely natural for a local 14 year old - a loaded pistol. It was late afternoon and would soon be dark.


“Come on Shumba, hurry. It’ll be dark soon and I don’t want to return late”, Marcus hastened his friend. Shortly thereafter they rode, on a motorcycle, though not of age, along the sandy roads that were getting emptier and emptier. It was still sweltering hot so they enjoyed the breeze that blew through their clothing.


Shumba held the loaded pistol in one hand and used the other to cling to Marcus, who was bent over and steering, concentrating on returning home before dark. Shumba called out something to his friend in the front but the wind swallowed up his words.


Suddenly, without warning, without any dark premonition, terrorists appeared, the much-feared “terros”, out of the ditches and opened fire on the two ambushed boys.


But as fast as it all started, it ended, and Shumba found himself in the ditch minutes later. A spooky silence enveloped him and a surreal feeling infused the situation. He felt the body of his friend on top of himself and whispered his name. But Marcus didn’t react, lay still across him, motionless, as an icy chill crept through his body. Despite the bizarre situation Shumba’s survival instincts kicked in and his thoughts were racing. Are the terros still nearby? Are they watching me? He summoned all his strength to not think about Marcus and tried with all his might to think clearly.
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