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Beryl Eunice and Hendrik Gabriel Grobbelaar
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Pegged to the Ground


AT THE RAYLTON SPORTS CLUB AMONG THE ELEGANT, TREE-LINED Avenues of Rhodesia’s capital, Salisbury, I found myself tied between two poles at the back of my dad’s goal. It was Saturday afternoon, the focal point of the week. My mother was playing hockey on an adjacent field and my dad was keeping goal in the football match. I could only run three metres back and forth – so most of the time I would sit and study his movements in front of the goal. I was a child of two goalies: my dad minded the goal when playing football and was a cricket wicketkeeper too; meanwhile my mother was a hockey keeper. In other words, I was literally born to be a goalkeeper.


*


Life consists of many challenges and my family took on a big one when I was just two months old, moving from Durban in South Africa to Salisbury, the capital of Rhodesia. My father had been a driver of double-decker buses in South Africa and moved north to Rhodesia when a position on the railways became available. It was December 1957 and we all held South African passports, which presented some hurdles to pass before Rhodesian citizenship was granted the following year. Although I’d live in South Africa again on several different occasions, Rhodesia, later to be named Zimbabwe, became and remained my country.


My father, Hendrik Gabriel Grobbelaar, was the youngest of eleven brothers. He was a very handsome man. His eyes were hazel, which is the same colour as a lion’s – half-brown and half-green, or like the colour of the grass in springtime in the savannah. He had a full head of dark hair. My dad was just a very free-living



man, a Casanova who enjoyed his women, smokes and alcohol. He was always well dressed in trousers and a shirt. The only time I saw him in shorts was in sports outfits, either playing tennis, football or cricket. He was an accomplished sportsman and also played baseball and lawn bowls.


My mother, Beryl Eunice, was a stunning lady of five foot six. She made her dark hair wavy, had a straight nose, really pretty teeth and dark-brown eyes; that’s where I got my eyes. She was the eldest of three girls. She dressed very elegantly and I remember the smart skirts she used to wear for her work as the accountant for a shoe store. She was very good at her job and later she opened up two shoe shops of her own in Bulawayo.


My family was vast. I had more than 70 first cousins whose roots stretched across southern Africa’s colonial past. Many had fought on opposing sides in the Boer War, six decades before my birth. My father was born in the Transvaal and was a proud Boer. My mother descended from a Welsh Fusilier stationed in Cape Town Castle with his wife, my great-grandmother, during the Boer War. She was originally from the island of St Helena. She had given birth to my grandfather, Edward Ernest Banning, in Cape Town Castle and because it was designated ‘home soil’ it would give me and my siblings a claim on British citizenship.


Having left for Rhodesia, we lived in Sinoia (now Chinhoyi) for three months before moving on to Salisbury, the capital city now known as Harare. Including my grandparents, we lived in two garden apartments on Baker Avenue, which is today Nelson Mandela Avenue. I was the middle child so I found out early that I had to fend for myself. My mother had become a parent aged 28 and she bonded tightly with her first born, my sister Jacqueline Bridget. I came along two years later, then eight years after me my brother Mark Edward arrived – and he was my mother’s little baby throughout our childhoods. Mum, of course, would only address us by our first and middle names when we were in trouble. I can still hear her now: ‘Come here, Jacqueline Bridget…’ It became a feature of our childhoods.


My first language was Afrikaans, and I spoke nothing else until I was seven. In the house we only spoke Afrikaans, as my Afrikaner father didn’t allow us to speak English. That was his rule. My mother on the other hand was English-speaking, so when we started at school, the rule changed and she allowed us to speak English at home. After that, I didn’t speak Afrikaans too often. I still remember it, even though I am a little rusty.


When I was six, we moved to another apartment. The same smells were always



there: the vendors cooking mieles, or corn porridge, on the side of the roads on a fire drum in the dark or being boiled in big pots. That smell and the one of wood fires always take me right back to Rhodesia and my first years.


I loved the hustle and bustle of the place. The Avenues, the suburb of Salisbury where we lived, was a very Americanised place. The streets were one-way and avenues went across the other way in a grid system like in New York. So all the streets go east to west and the avenues go north to south. The city is absolutely beautiful in spring, because of the jacaranda trees. October, the height of spring in the southern hemisphere, has always been the best month to see Salisbury, as the avenues going to the city centre are covered in purple flowers.


Just to the south of the city was the Chitungwiza township. West was Arcadia, the industrial area of the city and the main black area. Due north was Mount Pleasant and to the east, the Borrowdale horse racing course. The nicest houses were in the northeast. We were living just outside the city on the south side. That was until my father developed Buerger’s disease, an inflammation of the arteries and veins attributed to smoking. The pain, caused by a limited bloody supply to his legs, was troubling him, so he went to South Africa to have an operation when I was seven. My mother decided we were all returning to South Africa with him and we settled in Benoni, an old gold-mining town outside of Johannesburg, renowned for its lakes and horse stables.


I was enrolled at Rynfield Junior English School and it meant I was able to play football. In Benoni there was a junior Afrikaans school and a junior English school, and despite only speaking Afrikaans up to that point, I started going to the English school, which would prove vital for my football career. Had I gone to the Afrikaans school, I’d have played rugby instead.


We were in Benoni for about eighteen months and our neighbourhood was a real blue-collar place, with bungalow houses. Behind our backyard there was a big field we had to cross on our way to school. The only problem was that field was full of blue crane birds, and if the blue crane was bigger than you, it would chase you across the field and attempt to peck at you. The only ways to prevent an attack were by either carrying a broomstick or growing up fast.


*


AFTER MY FATHER’S OPERATION AND RECUPERATION WE RETURNED to Rhodesia. The Raylton Sports Club became the centre of our social lives.



In the club you could play tennis, snooker, football, baseball, lawn bowls and hockey. It became the routine for the whole family during the week: work or school followed by an evening at the sports club. We’d be there at weekends too, only breaking away on a Sunday for dinner at three o’clock in the afternoon. Even now, when I think of my mum, I think of her dressed in white, because white was the colour of her sports outfits. She looked like a doctor. She was very busy and worked hard – and then she relaxed at the sports club, as she was just as sporty as my dad. Having the club just round the corner from our home made it easy for my parents to enjoy their sports.


On a Saturday, the games would be competitive, and the different sports took place simultaneously. My dad would play football and my mum hockey. The substitutes on my mum’s hockey team took care of my sister, Jacqueline, on the sidelines, while I was pegged to the ground behind my dad when I was very young. He was my hero as a goalkeeper. I watched him over and over again, studying him. I watched other Rhodesian goalkeepers play, those competing against my father, but none of them appeared to be as good as him. It was only when my father introduced me to a film about Lev Yashin, the great Soviet Union goalkeeper, that I realised my father was not, in fact, the greatest goalkeeper in the world.


*


WE HAD A HOUSEBOY CALLED LUMICK. HE AND HIS FAMILY LIVED IN a small house at the back of the garden, called a kia. It was more of a concrete hut with a corrugated roof. When it rained the metal made a tremendous noise.


Lumick had two sons called Fanwere and Gordon. After school I used to go and eat food with them, and this way I learned a lot about the culture of the Rhodesian black man. Lumick cooked for our family because my mother was at work all the time. He would be given instructions what to buy, and routinely African boys made a stew. So stew it was. He would do a fish stew, beef stew, or a pork stew, with onions and garlic. Later, my stepfather taught Lumick how to make goulash. Whenever I went to Lumick’s kia at lunchtime, it was half a loaf of bread for us each and one bottle of Coca-Cola, and that’s what we ate – bread and coke. For dinner, he would say, ‘Oh, we’ve got something special for dinner.’ Another stew? ‘Yes…’


We considered Lumick almost as part of our family. When we left for that spell



in Benoni he had wept at our departure and we were all equally as sad. He had, of course, been unable to join us because of South Africa’s stringent apartheid laws.


Rhodesia wasn’t quite an apartheid state, but there was racial segregation and we were taught at school that there was a fundamental difference between white and black people, that we were superior. Integration was not encouraged.


Perhaps the situation in Rhodesia had more in common with the American Deep South than what was going on across the border in South Africa: Africans were not welcomed in white bars or restaurants. In cinemas a black man could show a white man to a seat but not sit in it himself. The rules on public transport followed a similar pattern. In Rhodesia, white and black men could sit on the same buses but the white man would be at the front and the black man at the back. In South Africa, there were white buses and there were black buses. In Rhodesia there were much higher standards in white schools than black ones, meaning that social and economic divisions were reinforced over time. But if black parents had enough money to send one of their children to a good school, it was possible to get in – unlike in South Africa, where the divide influenced every part of life.


I had no choice in where I was born and brought up and knew no better. It was accepted as normal. The sight of Lumick and his children walking around with no possessions wasn’t a shock because I knew nothing else. It was only later, through travel and experience, that I learned that this was all wrong.


*


‘PACK YOUR STUFF, WE’RE LEAVING!’


One day out of the blue, our mother told us the news that would change our family forever. With no warning whatsoever, my father had decided he wanted a new life, and he left us. He had met someone else. I was ten, my baby brother Mark was two and my sister twelve.


As much as this was a massive shock to us, I knew my mother and father weren’t getting on. He used to have wild parties with the hockey and football groups at the sports club. They fought. He drank and smoked, even though he was told not to by doctors because of his Buerger’s disease. One day I heard my mother say, ‘If you want this woman, you go…’


After my parents split all of a sudden I was transformed into a father figure for my brother. I had to look after him. I changed his nappies. They were the old-style towelling nappies, which you have to fold and put a pin into on either side to keep



everything in place.


My mum was the only one who got divorced in her family so it wasn’t an easy time for her. She grew up as a Catholic and it was compromising for her in the first place when she chose to marry my father, a Dutch Reform Afrikaner. Trying to find a place where they could marry had been a challenge. It proved easier for her to convert to Anglicanism and so they got married as Anglicans.


Finding out my mother was so strong at such a young age opened my eyes. Other women had always flocked around my dad, and he stepped over the line. Not just drinking beer. He smoked marijuana and there could have been other things my mother didn’t like. Seeing my mother go through such a hard time, how she had to struggle to get a new home to live in, was my life’s first real disappointment. But she was very determined, wanting to carry on with the same enthusiasm as before. Three children had to be fed, clothed and put through school. She knuckled down and became our hero.


We went to Dave Crommer’s home. He was a friend from the sports club and taught me how to play cricket. He was much older than my mother and I knew him as ‘Uncle’. He gave my mother two bedrooms of his house so we could get by – my father’s departure had left her high and dry and unable to afford the flat we had lived in. Dave was a widower, so he took my mother in. He had played cricket for Rhodesia as a spin bowler – and he asked me what position I played. I told him I was a wicketkeeper, and a batsman. He guided me and my cricketing improved a lot. Dave was a fantastic person. His kindness showed me that not every man was like my dad.


Gradually, my mother was able to put away money through her bookkeeping job. Getting a new flat was a sign she was back on her feet again. It was a white concrete duplex in The Avenues: 99 Livingstone Avenue. Downstairs there was a lounge on the left, and a balcony overlooking the street straight in front of you. Upstairs, there was a main bedroom and three smaller bedrooms, and then a shower and bathroom. My mum decorated the place and she had a lot of plants, which brightened it up and made it feel homely.


The flat was only 200 metres from my primary school, the David Livingstone School. It’s a black area now but back then it was a middle-to-poor all-white area.


Unfortunately for Lumick, our houseboy, there was no longer any accommodation for him because the block of flats had no outside space. He ended up living a few blocks away with a friend, cycling to work every day.




There were plenty of kids around and we played on the streets. We went in the drainpipes under the roads. There were rats, snakes and other creatures. Some street kids of my age used to sleep down there, unless it rained, when the pipes would rapidly fill up with water.


I only had one pair of shoes when I went to junior school so when I came home, Lumick used to take my shoes off me: ‘Right, outside, barefoot!’ This was to save them for school or any special occasion like when we went into town. It meant playing football in bare feet, going to the sports ground barefoot, riding your bike barefoot. Though eventually, when I started playing proper games, my mother bought me a pair of hand-me-down football boots. And so, my childhood was largely spent barefoot.


My parents still went to the same sports club, still drank in the same bar – but on opposite sides of the room. The Raylton Sports Club was now a ten-minute bicycle ride away. The journey involved navigating your way through streets where dogs would chase the bikes. You had to pick your route carefully. Once, a Doberman bit me and it got a good whack with a baseball bat when its teeth sank into my legs.


Until I was allowed to drink at eighteen, I used to wait outside the bar of the sports club and play in the swimming pool area, hoping my dad would come out and talk to me, since he never visited us in our new home. Yet my old man never came. Later, when I was old enough to enter the bar, conversations would be brief. I was desperate to see more of him, I missed him, like anybody would miss their dad. But he wouldn’t stick around long and, soon enough, he’d return to his game of snooker or shoot off to work.


Despite my wanting him in my life, I was also angry that he’d left us. He had been my role model and hero. He had let us down. My younger brother was too young to appreciate the impact but my sister and I felt a void. We reacted by rebelling.
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Running Away from Home


WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, MY MOTHER GOT A NEW BOYFRIEND AND I didn’t like him. They were in the same circle of friends in the sports club. He was a recluse, sat by himself; and my mother, being my mother, would go and speak to him because she was the caring type. He had dark hair, rimmed glasses, medium build; he was an average sportsman and dressed like an office worker. I was angry because she was going out with a man that I didn’t want her to be with; meanwhile my father had married a new woman, Rene, and had started a second family, settling in a little farming community in the Eastern Highlands, towards the border with Mozambique.


All these years later I realise that my mother was in a bad place at the time. She had three kids. My sister was fifteen and about to get pregnant. I was thirteen and for the first time dealing with the flood of hormones that hits teenage boys go through. I, of course, didn’t see that. Instead, I thought to myself, Hey, I’m out of here.


At eleven-thirty on a Friday night, I came back from the sports club and decided to write a note, placing it on my mother’s bed while she was sleeping. I climbed down the drainpipe, went out on the main road and hitchhiked from there, catching a bus that black people used, then a taxi, eventually taking me the 230 kilometres to Inyazura where my father lived.


The greeting there was not the one I expected. Rene, my father’s new wife, answered the door at 3:30am. ‘There is your bed,’ she said. A few hours later, my father came into the room, shouting: ‘Get up!’ Outside, he tied me to a tree, beating my backside with six strokes using a hose, saying words that I’ll never



forget: ‘Don’t ever do that to your mother again! Your mother brought you into this world. I helped, but your mother is the one you don’t disrespect ever again.’ And I haven’t. Those words are still with me now.


It wasn’t the first time I endured corporal punishment at the hands of my father. Beatings were his way, though only if we were really naughty. We were brought up with the cane or the strap. ‘Go into my cupboard and pick the belt you’re going to get hit with,’ he’d warn. ‘You’re going to be hit on your behind four times.’ Things that would qualify for a beating included lying and not being home for curfew. As soon as those street lights went on you had ten minutes to get back, otherwise you’d be picking a belt. It might shock some parents today but that’s how we grew up. My father came from a background where such punishment was routine. His family had been miners and manual labourers.


At school, the rules were the same. If you didn’t do your homework, you’d get summoned to the headmaster’s office where the girls would get a smack on their hands and the boys on their backside, only ten times harder.


Humiliation was another tactic. You would be called up in assembly on Monday morning in front of the school. The headmaster would stand there and say, ‘Right, after assembly I’d like to see Mr Bruce Grobbelaar at my office.’ There, the punishments would go up incrementally from two strikes of the cane to six. Once you were on six, you were always on six – whatever the offence. The cane would leave welts and if my mother ever saw a welt and find I’d misbehaved and been punished by the headmaster, I’d get punished by her as well. ‘Right, take the belt!’ and she would hit me straight on the welt, as a punishment for being punished. A double whammy!


Academically, my skills suited the sporting path I took. As a goalkeeper you need to be good at geometry – measuring distances and angles. You’ve got to get the distances right. Luckily, I was always good at maths. Maths was my favourite subject together with geography and history. You’ve got to know what happened in the past to make the world like it is today. You need to know your own family history, because that’s what shapes you.


My mother was from a nomadic family. Her father had fought in the Second World War and my great-grandfather was, of course, in the Fusiliers during the Boer War and had been stationed in Cape Town, where my grandfather was born. Grandfather played the saxophone and the trombone, and when the Boswell Wilkie Circus used to go on tour, he would travel with them, playing in the band.



My grandmother and her daughters went with him, my mother being the eldest of three sisters. My mother’s family travelled around and if they liked somewhere, they would stay. I was a bit like that: a football gypsy. Though the game would dictate where I settled for long periods of time, I wasn’t afraid of moving.


For me, school became really fun when I played sport. I played rugby, athletics, basketball and I swam. But football always had priority – even over school work. When I signed up with Salisbury Callies when I was fourteen, I sometimes had to skip school to play for them as I occasionally had to travel quite far to get to away games. Luckily I was being paid to play at that stage, so it made being called into the office to get a smack on the backside for missing lessons a little more bearable.


*


MORE PAIN WAS WAITING. AFTER I RAN AWAY, MY MOTHER TOLD HER new boyfriend he was not the one for her. They had been seeing each other for six months. So this person who I didn’t like disappeared. No longer on the scene. I thought nothing of it until years later when my mother told me what had actually happened. Devastated by her rejection, he had ended up shooting himself a couple of weeks later. It was so hard on my mother having to live with that.


Meanwhile, my dad still worked on the railways. He was hard-working and had been a good sportsman, but his health problems were starting to curtail him.


Nevertheless, his passion for football remained. I remember him encouraging me to go and watch a game that involved the local police in Yasura. I remember it because next to the field was bushland. When a lion appeared, everyone ran away and jumped on the bus carrying the away team. Some perched on the roof. The lion was tamed by a marksman with a tranquilliser and after that, the game recommenced.


Following my surprise arrival on my dad’s doorstep after running away from home, I had a few days’ holiday with him and he then put me in a boarding school in Umtali, now called Mutare, right on the border with Mozambique.


After six weeks at the school, I turned yellow. It was jaundice. I was sent back to stay with my father and stepmother. Though jaundice isn’t contagious, unfortunately my father didn’t have such medical understanding – so I was left to sleep on the porch. My whole body was in pain. The doctor came and gave me an injection and told me to drink lots of fluids – so I got orange juice. I was off school for about three weeks, and when I got better, my father put me



on the train back home to my mother in Salisbury, where my mother’s friend Denys Davies picked me up. He took me to the hospital, got me checked over and made sure I was OK and then drove me home, where my mother was waiting. Did I disappoint her? Yes, I probably did. When you’re thirteen and you leave a message explaining that you’ve run away to live with your father, it must hurt. Yet she forgave me, as good parents do.


I went back to my old school and it was the same old routine. Riding my bicycle for five miles to training and another five miles back. Jacqueline, my fifteen-year-old sister, became a parent in the same period and soon after would marry her boyfriend, Joe Roy, a singer in a rock band. He developed a liking for the Mormon faith – he was what we called a ‘Bush Mormon’, which meant he smoked, drank and swore and went to church when he felt guilty. He was a long-haired hippie-type and played the guitar, singing with his sister Bunny in the bars around Salisbury like Le Coq d’Or and La Boheme. He was not the sort of character my strait-laced family would have approved of, but what did they know? Today, nearly fifty years on, he is still happily married to my sister, and his rock’n’roll days are long behind him. Now he is a bishop in the Mormon Church.


Back then, with a pregnant daughter, a tearaway son and a toddler, it meant lots of pressure and lots of stress on my mother. Being a single parent in Rhodesia was no easy thing, but she took it in her stride. She carried on with her life and her friendship with Denys became something more. Denys Davies looked a little bit like Bob Paisley in appearance, with light-brown hair going grey, combed to one side. He loved working on trucks and was a mechanic, with a son and two daughters from his previous marriage, and he proved to be one of the nicest blokes you could ever meet. It was only after my mum got together with Denys that everything calmed down. He was a huge stabilising influence on me. Finally my anger faded. I had to be the man of the house before he joined us, and that was hard.


One day, returning from a cricket game for a team called Mount Pleasant, dressed in my whites, I found an empty house. I went to the back of the garden to ask Lumick where my family was. ‘Don’t worry; they’ll be home soon. Go and get changed into these clothes,’ he said. He presented me with a nice shirt, shorts, long socks and shoes.


‘What do you mean? These are good clothes.’


‘Yes; your mother told me to put you in these clothes.’


‘Where are we going?’




‘Don’t worry, your mother is coming.’


Next minute, my sister walked through the door with Gillian, Denys’s daughter and her best friend school, and they were dressed up all nicely. ‘Sorry you missed it, Bruce.’


‘What do you mean, missed it?’


‘Oh,’ Gill says, ‘your mother just married my father!’


In walked my mother. ‘Hello, Mum.’


She turns around and says with a smile, ‘Meet your new dad!’


‘Oh, nice; you didn’t even tell me.’


Denys said: ‘Why would we want to tell you? We knew that you had to go and play cricket, so we let you go and play. How did you do?’


‘We won.’


‘Well done!’


We jumped into the car and went to Raylton Sports Club to have a few drinks and celebrate. I had just turned fourteen when Denys and Mum got married. While I was out playing cricket all their other kids had been present, not that I minded. I thought it was quite funny and had to laugh, because I was happy from winning the cricket game and when I came back I had got a new dad.


*


I GREW UP HAVING A LOT OF FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY. I WAS also very fit. I’d ride my bike five miles to school, five miles back, then another ten miles in total there and back if the day involved a sports match.


Sports consumed me. I loved my sport and I excelled in everything. I was obsessed with sports because they gave me freedom while keeping me off the streets. If you didn’t have much, stealing and doing drugs was common. Some friends in my neighbourhood started smoking, drinking and taking marijuana; dagga – that’s the local slang for it. I got offered all sorts of drugs growing up. I never took it except when I was in the army, just to keep me awake. Some friends I’ve known for a long, long time are not very well now because they went down the wrong track when we were teenagers.


Mum was the backbone of our family. She kept us together and sane. We could have gone off the rails otherwise, and done stupid things like a lot of kids in the neighbourhood. Luckily, we led normal lives and I only ever wanted to go to the sports clubs.




I was never given anything easy in sport and standards were generally high. Alwyn Pichanick, who later became Zimbabwe Cricket’s honorary life president, was the selector for the junior national cricket team. He said to me, ‘Young man, we’re going to go and play in Northern Transvaal; I’m going to take you. You are my wicketkeeper, but I’m going to ask you if you can come down as the thirteenth man, because I want to give this other youngster a chance as a wicketkeeper.’ His name was David Houghton.


David would go on to captain Zimbabwe at Test level and have a top-class coaching career in England. But back then he was a round-faced, chubby little lad; one of those when you see the kid you think, oh, he can’t run; but he ended up playing both goalkeeper and wicketkeeper and he was good at both. We were going down by train from Salisbury, all the way to Pretoria. The journey took two nights. That was the really exciting part. Especially since the junior hockey girls were on the train as well. However, they put the dining compartment in between ours and their cars, so you couldn’t get to them – unless you got on top of the roof…


Pichanick was a legend. He was the boss and saw something in David Houghton and let him have the game instead of me. So when we went down there we had three games; David played two of them behind the stumps and I played one, just to try and even it out.


My passion earned me a place in the national team in three different sports at a young age. In rugby I was the youngest fly-half at the high school. Aged fourteen I was playing against sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds. They knew I played cricket for my country, so they knew I could play baseball as well. I loved the game and it gave me the opportunity to travel all over southern Africa; I represented both my province and then Rhodesia in a mini-series against South Africa. I was that annoying kid in your class who could play any ball game better than everyone else. Later, I was offered a baseball scholarship in the United States at North Adams College in Massachusetts, but that was after I had left the army and committed my future to the third sport at which I represented Rhodesia – football.


*


IN THE EVENINGS I USED TO SNEAK INTO THE PLAYING FIELDS OF MY old primary school, David Livingstone, and play football there as they had proper goals. One day I was messing about with two of my buddies, a little chap called



John Voight and another youngster called Mark Chapman. On the far side of the field, across the road, there was a car.


We’d been playing for an hour and this car hadn’t moved. We had a break to get some water and when we started playing again, we saw a man in a white shirt and black pants climb through the fence of the school grounds and walk the length of the football pitch. When he reached us he said, ‘Excuse me, young man, can I have a word?’ I thought we were going to get into trouble; I thought he might be a teacher telling us we couldn’t play on the school fields. But he said, ‘Listen, young man, I would like you to come and play for Salisbury Callies.’


He turned out to be Dave Russell, the Scotsman who coached Salisbury Callies under-14s. Salisbury Callies were the only white professional club in the Rhodesia National League, the best quality league in the country at the time. They were all white and virtually all Scottish, but their participation against black and Coloured teams was demonstrative of how racial barriers were starting to break down in this period. (‘Coloured’ is a name used to denote those of mixed race in southern Africa; it’s a distinct ethnic grouping and the ancestry is linked to mixed marriages between Khoisan women and European settlers in the seventeenth century.) They had won everything in sight when competing in the white leagues so they decided to challenge themselves and enter the black domain.


I was fourteen years of age and I said, ‘I don’t think my mother will allow that.’


‘Well, where do you live? I’ll come and ask your mother now.’


‘Just down the road – Livingstone Avenue, number ninety-nine; I’ll meet you there.’


So I jumped on my bike, the two other guys jumped on theirs, we rode through the school grounds, out of the front gate, down the road, and sure enough he’s parked at 99 Livingstone Avenue. I took him up and said, ‘Mum, this gentleman wants to speak to you, please.’


‘I’d like for your son to come and play for Salisbury Callies.’


‘Is that the soccer team?’ she replied.


‘Yes, I’ve been watching your son and I think that he is pretty good.’


‘I cannot afford the fees for him to go to Salisbury Callies. He plays soccer for Raylton and we don’t pay there.’


‘No, don’t worry about his fees; I’ll pay his fees. I want him to come and play for Salisbury Callies.’


Only when the club promised to pay the affiliation fee and travel expenses



to matches plus two dollars for every victory and one for a draw did she agree. My eyes bulged: this was quite a lot of money for a fourteen-year-old.


That’s how I started my route to professional football. When I got to my first training session, there was a familiar round face as the goalkeeper playing for the under-16s: David Houghton, my cricketing mate. The same guy that I went down to Pretoria to play Rhodesian cricket with, the boy who was given a chance by Alwyn Pichanick to play two out of the three games instead of me, was a goalkeeper for Salisbury Callies too.


We trained the Tuesday and the Thursday, and then on the Sunday morning when the game was going to be played, Dave Russell said, ‘David, you’re sitting out now. Bruce Grobbelaar, you’re going to go in goal.’


That was a pivotal moment for both of our careers: David became the Rhodesian wicketkeeper and I became a goalkeeper for Salisbury Callies. It shows how fortune can play a part in the paths we take.


Fortune made me go down the football path rather than the cricket path. I could have made a career out of cricket too, but then I would never have seen all these beautiful places that I’ve been to with football in the world. With cricket I’d have been stuck going to India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Australia, New Zealand. That’s it. With football I’ve gone everywhere; all these magical islands – Cayman Islands, St Kitts, Trinidad and Tobago, Mauritius, Madagascar. I’ve been all over. So would I change it? No.


Ten months after being taken from the wicket and put in goal, aged just fourteen years and eleven months, I would make my first-team debut for Salisbury Callies. For the junior teams at Callies, you’d get attendances ranging from 40 to 200 depending on the age group: the higher the age group, the more interest. The under-14s would kick off in the morning, then the under-16s at midday and the under-18s at around 2pm, all using the same pitch in the stadium. By the time the first team kicked off in late afternoon, more than 2,000 would be in attendance.
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The Witch Doctor


CHOOSING TO PLAY FOR A WHITE TEAM IN AN OTHERWISE BLACK league took me out of my adolescent comfort zone. For the first time, I left the relative privilege of suburban Salisbury and entered the black townships with my new team. For a fourteen-year-old boy it was quite an experience to go into the townships and play in front of 30,000 people. It exposed me to a lot of Rhodesia’s underlying racial tensions and the challenges facing the country after decolonisation.


The Bush War that I later had to fight in had its origins in this period, if not before.


In Salisbury we knew there were lots of problems on the farms, but we thought Rhodesia’s civil problems were mainly limited to rural areas. Going into townships in the cities I became more aware of racial tensions. Extra police appeared when we played the black teams. The big problems were between the Coloured teams – the mixed-race teams – and the black teams. There was a Coloured team in our league called Arcadia and whenever we played them it was war. Whenever the black teams played them it was even worse. The football matches had the potential to break down racial barriers, but they also had the potential to reinforce them. If we played an away match at a black township and won we’d need a police escort out of the place.


It was a complex issue to understand because it wasn’t just a simple case of black/white tensions: each tribe had different feelings and attitudes. I was intrigued by the differences and I did my best to learn as much as I could about how black Africans thought and how their emotions worked. It was important



to pick up bits of their languages in order to communicate. This experience later helped me in the military, when I was sent out to protect farms in the countryside. Playing football for Salisbury also made me grow up a lot quicker than a normal teenager. We had turned the whole structure of African football on its head through the desire for competition, so there was a natural expectation to do well wherever we went.


My introduction to Dave Russell, who had scouted me, had a profound effect on the rest of my life. Dave was also the coach of Salisbury, who were managed at the time by Dick Blackley. Dave was a handsome Scottish man with a full head of dark hair swept back off his face like a mod. Dick was also Scottish, though he was balding on the sides. From the under-16 team, Dave and Dick promoted seven players at the same time to the first team and, to this day, we are all still friends. The success of the team helped. For two seasons in a row with the under-16s, we reached the final of the prestigious Castle Cup, winning it once.


Salisbury were run as professionally as any club in the lower levels of professional football in England, with a clubhouse that players, management and supporters gravitated towards before and after matches. I felt right at home there and was making good progress as a young goalkeeper. Then, in August 1972, I was unexpectedly called up to play in the first team. I wasn’t yet fifteen years old and I was all too aware of the scale of expectation. Jeepers, I was shitting myself. I made a terrible mistake, allowing a backpass from the centre-half, Sandy Crockett, to roll through my legs and into the goal. We lost 3–1 and when I came off the field I could hear the crowd shouting, ‘Hey, Grobbelaar! Get that green shirt off your back! Hey, Grobbelaar, you little shit! What are you doing here?’ This was coming from my own fans! They were an unforgiving bunch, but, as I’d learn, a lot of supporters are. Experience and maturity would in time make me deaf to their taunts.


I didn’t play in the first team again for another four months after my horrific debut, but I had plenty to keep me busy. I was also playing for the under-16s and the under-18s, as well as the second team. Sometimes it would involve three games in one day.


Then, a break came my way. Callies’ first-choice goalkeeper, Walter Lowrie, a former professional with Hibernian in Scotland, picked up an injury, and I suddenly found myself plunged back into the first team at the most crucial stage of the season, when we were in the quarter-finals of the BAT Trophy. I played for



one of Callies’ junior teams in the morning and in the afternoon found myself with my adult teammates on the way to Bulawayo to face Matabeleland Highlanders. In Bulawayo, the bus was stoned on the approach to the stadium. The atmosphere inside was very hostile – 45,000 black faces staring right at us. It started to rain and I can remember Dick Blackley, playing on a racial stereotype, saying, ‘Right, lads, you know these Africans, they can’t play in the rain. Remember when you’re back home in Scotland you get the rain like this; this is where we’re going to beat them.’ Turning to me, he said, ‘Young man, have you got gloves?’


‘Yes, I’ve got my gloves on.’


‘Right, you just go and do your bit; don’t worry about a thing.’


I had more confidence than on my ill-fated debut and I pulled off some impressive saves. Even those hostile faces were moved to praise me ‘This is not a white man! This is a black man in a white man’s skin. This is a Jungleman!’ some of the supporters muttered. That was the first time I heard the nickname which to this day is how I am known all across Africa.


We beat Highlanders 3–1, but the praise from sections of the crowd at my individual performance didn’t prevent a farewell that we wouldn’t forget: rocks hitting the bus on the journey home to Salisbury, which were even bigger than usual because we’d knocked the Highlanders out of the cup. I was selected for the semi-final as well, and by beating Salisbury Sables we reached the final.


Preparation for this key game was not without its problems. During this period my mother had decided she was moving to Bulawayo with my stepfather, Denys. Remember, I come from nomadic stock, and my family were not afraid to move if the circumstances seemed right. But I dug in my heels. I was already a precocious fifteen-year-old, but I was also now suddenly playing football at a high level. A row ensued.


‘Hey, I’m playing for Salisbury Callies. I can’t move!’


‘No, no, you’re coming down to Bulawayo.’


‘Listen, Mum, I’ll find some digs…’


I ended up staying for the final but shortly before that game was to be played Walter Lowrie declared himself fit and I was cast aside. Along with my teammate Graham Shearer, who had also been left out, we tried to make our case to Dick Blackley, but the manager was having none of it. ‘Nah, you guys won’t even be needing your kits, you guys won’t be even changing; you’ll be sitting in the stands.’ You can only imagine how unfair it felt, that I’d helped the team reach



the final only to get knocked back when it really mattered.


The game was played in the Rufaro Stadium in front of a 50,000 mostly black crowd, against Mashonaland United. Graham and I, affronted at our omission, were shouting and cheering for the opposition. When Mashonaland striker Gibson Homela, a former international, scored from a shot from near the halfway line and my replacement missed it, I could not contain my delight. Mashonaland won 2–0. Callies and I had reached the end of the line.


The following day, I took the train to Bulawayo to join my mother and Denys. I enrolled at Hamilton High School, but my real motivation was to join Matabeleland Highlanders, the team in black and white stripes, that I had made life so difficult for in the cup quarter-final. Highlanders were a predominantly black team consisting of Ndebele tribesmen, but I wouldn’t be the only white player. They had a Scottish centre-half called Martin Kennedy, who laughed when I told him I’d signed on for Callies for just $10. He told me to go big when I negotiated my contract. His fellow centre-back Boetie Van As smoked and drank like a trooper. He liked kicking opponents.


First Highlanders had to negotiate my exit from Callies. I didn’t know this at the time, but they eventually settled on a loan fee of $3,500. That was a lot of money in Rhodesia in the 1970s.


I started school at Hamilton and finally a phone call came from the manager of Matabeleland Highlanders, a chap called Silus Ndlovu, who was the postmaster at Mpopoma.


‘Young Bruce, would you like to come and play for my team?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Meet me down in the industrial estate at half-past five.’ So my stepfather Denys took me down there as it was in a very dodgy area, a bit like Brixton or Toxteth used to be; places you wouldn’t want to go to as a white guy. I walked over to Ndlovu’s car and he said, ‘How much money do you want to play for my team?’ I bore in mind Martin Kennedy’s advice, also that I had previously only been on a retainer of $10 for the year, and $2 for a win and $1 for a draw. So I went big.


‘How about $50?’


He started laughing.


‘Why are you laughing?’


‘Oh, I thought you were going to ask for $500.’


‘Give us $450 and call it quits,’ I quickly replied. He went in the boot and pulled



out a brown paper envelope, put his hand in and counted out $50, put it in his shirt pocket and I got $450 as a signing-on fee. That was my first brown envelope. It would not be the last.


My signing fee also included one sheep, one cow and one goat. Ndlovu asked, ‘How do you want the animals? Do you want them as livestock or do you want them taken to the cold-storage commission, the abattoir?’


We had the cow and the sheep slaughtered and we ate the meat. But we kept the goat – a mistake. It was kept in the garden, where it ate all the flowers. My mother reacted by sending it to the cold-storage commission. The next week the goat was in the freezer.


I was fifteen, about to turn sixteen, and with my signing-on fee I used $400 to pay for a car and gave $50 to my mother. I was still at school. Life was good. The move to Bulawayo had paid off for my mother and Denys. She now owned a couple of shoe shops, one for men in the African part of town and one for women in the European part. Denys was a diesel mechanic working for Rhodesian Railways.


*


HIGHLANDERS’ TRAINING SESSIONS AND MATCHES WERE HELD IN the townships, though white people were not permitted to enter the townships by the Bulawayo authorities at certain times. A curfew existed. During hours of darkness on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays, it meant going there illegally, riding to a stream and crossing the border with my bike.


I’d been training for a week at the Barbourfields Stadium when a policeman stopped me at the stream and said, ‘Excuse me, young man, where do you think you’re going?’


‘I’m going to training.’


‘You can’t go in there.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because it’s too dangerous for a young, white boy to go there.’


‘Well, I’ve been doing it for over a week, where were you then?’


‘What have you been doing?’


‘I’m going to go training.’


So he followed me in his police car. As I rode over the bridge, all these black youngsters were running after my bike with big smiles shouting, ‘Hello, Jungleman!’ The policeman turned his car round and drove back.




Three hours before games, we’d meet at the Mpopoma post office. From there, we’d travel to a house in the black township and be taken to a garden where we’d take all of our clothes off and stand in a circle. The garden was very open so neighbours and passers-by could see. From the house, a black man would appear dressed with feathers in his hair and the skin of half a leopard over his shoulders. He’d have a skirt with beads and bells, which jingled against his thighs.


The witch doctor would hold a bucket in one hand and a goat’s tail in the other. Dipping the goat’s tail into the bucket, he’d throw water on each player. At the bottom of the bucket would be cow dung and grass. The water would cover every inch of your body, including your eyes. At the end of the process he’d say, ‘Right, go and pick up your kit.’ Inside the house, the kit would be laid out with what looked like a half-rolled-up cigarette near the socks. The witch doctor would say, ‘Place them in your socks… don’t lose it, I want it back at the end of the game.’


Victories would be celebrated with the witch doctor at the stadium. He’d become a hero. The stadium would cheer for him and he’d appear on the field at the end of the match. If we lost, he wouldn’t be involved and instead, the players bore the brunt of the supporters’ frustrations. That was how match-day preparation was in Rhodesia. Especially the big games.


My teammates in Liverpool thought I was full of rubbish when I told them about this. They wouldn’t believe me. For away games, we’d travel on the bus and other players would smoke ganja on the back row. They reasoned they couldn’t play without it. I’d sit near the front because I didn’t like the smell. The witch doctor would also be at the front. He would be first off the bus too. He’d inspect the dressing room. If he had a bad feeling, he’d come back and instruct us to get changed on the bus instead. Other teams had witch doctors, of course, and they’d lay curses.


It meant that everyone was suspicious. I did not believe it but it was a culture that could help you psychologically to gain an advantage over the opposition. Much later, when I was a manager in South Africa, I used to put crayfish tails on the door handles of the dressing room. The likes of Bloemfontein Celtic came in and looked at it and said, ‘No, we’re not going in that dressing room.’ They went back on the bus, got dressed and we beat them 1–0.


On another occasion, one of my assistants advised me to burn some cardboard boxes in the middle of the floor in the dressing room; to then mix the ash with Vaseline and spread the mixture across the front of the door and across the handle.



Our opponents arrived the next morning and the sight spooked them. They got changed elsewhere and, again, we won. I wasn’t even sure what the act was meant to signify, but you can play with minds and gain an advantage.


Not even the witch doctors could stop the supporter violence in African football. The violence was completely different to whatever we experienced in the UK. It was really bad. Different tribes would do untold things to each other. Knives, spears and machetes were used. Violence wasn’t so much about football and more about territory and mentality. There are stories about fans having rubber tyres placed around their neck and being set alight.


As a goalkeeper, you’d be aware of what was going on in the stands behind you. They would throw rocks and other sharp items at one another. When I played for the all-white side Salisbury Callies and we beat the Matabeleland Highlanders 3–1 in the cup, the atmosphere was really bad. Our fans in the stands were beaten and they had to come and take refuge in our dressing room because it was the safest place. Our bus was stoned and all the windows were smashed. Since we had no windows we crouched down behind the steelwork of the bus as we drove away.


There were times when we’d won a game and one of the players would go out for a drink and he would get beaten up, especially if he went to the wrong club or the wrong bar. It was not like this every week, and not every game had trouble, but we knew when it was going to happen.


The violence and the corruption in African football made me start thinking about playing professionally on a different continent. They had no qualms about paying the referee for influencing the game, and I’ve said it for years and years that referees have been bribed countless times. Later, much later, they accused myself and Hans Segers of match-fixing, but goalkeepers are easy targets. The accusers and conspiracy theorists should be looking in another direction. Look towards the referees.


I was still at school during my season with Highlanders, and although it was unusual for a schoolboy to be a professional footballer it was not unknown. Certainly it did my chances with the students at Hamilton High’s neighbouring girls’ school no harm and the girls would come and watch our soccer games. My status as a wage-earning schoolboy brought me a string of girlfriends, some of whom I’d take out to the Marisha cocktail bar, which was owned by the Highlanders club chairman.


After years of poor reports and threats of expulsion at my school in Salisbury,



I knuckled down and worked hard at Hamilton High. I would graduate with good passes in English, mathematics, science, Afrikaans, geography, woodwork and technical drawing, and was confident in my own abilities to continue my education, but the teachers thought otherwise. At report time I came 27th out of 30, despite being older than most of my classmates, and the card was full of the same old comments, telling me to work harder, concentrate better and make a greater effort. Not until the sports section was there anything complimentary, but even that was a double-edged sword. The headmaster’s comments cut to the heart of how I was seen: ‘I have admired his goalkeeping,’ he wrote. ‘However, he is wasting his time in the classroom.’


I took the remarks to heart. If this was the best sort of report that I could muster when I was on my best behaviour and working hard, what would it be like if I lapsed into my old carefree ways again? To me, there was only one way forward and that was to leave school and concentrate on making football my career. Not only was I playing for men’s teams, but I was making a name for myself too as a young prodigy: I had just come second in the national Castle Soccer Star of the Year awards, coming second only to George Shaya. The Dynamos forward was a legend of the Rhodesian game and eleven years my senior, so it was certainly no disgrace for a sixteen-year-old novice to come runner-up to such a figure.


Surprisingly I met no resistance from my mother, who thought that concentrating my energies on making the grade as a professional footballer would help make me become my own man.


My contract still belonged to Salisbury Callies, however, although the loan at Matabeleland was nearly over. At the end of the season I found out I was being sold to Chibuku in a deal worth $3,500, a record fee for a teenager. Callies had done very well out of me indeed and used the funds to pay for a cocktail bar at the club. I would have been happy to stay at Matabeleland but they had spent all of their money on the loan fee a few months earlier. It was my first experience of the realities of life as a professional. It is different now because the players have power, but back then we were meat.


Chibuku were another black team owned by a brewery in Salisbury. The company’s motto was ‘Chibuku shake shake’ – the idea being that you shook the carton it was sold in to make the yeast rise to the top of the drink. It was a foul-tasting beer, but very popular.


The contract meant I would work for Chibuku as a junior draftsman with the



stainless-steel company that produced the vats for the beer to be put in. Part of my training involved acting as production manager for the brewery and I noticed that if part of a twelve-pint carton of Shake-Shake was damaged then the whole lot was thrown away. With beer at ten cents a pint, this seemed unnecessarily wasteful, so I began loading up the bad cartons into the back of my car and selling them in the township for eight cents per pint. This was a shrewd move for everyone: I put the money in the club’s drinks kitty and in Seke township I became popular as the footballer with cheap beer.


The manager was called Jack Meagher, an Englishman who had joined the club from Wankie, a team based around the largest coal mine in the southern hemisphere. He brought with him another goalkeeper, named Posani Sibanda, whom he had rescued from a car-washing job. I suppose his logic was to corner the market in talented young goalkeepers and his instincts were confirmed when we were both called up to play for Rhodesia on a national-team tour of the country designed to build up teamwork and morale.


For Chibuku, however, it was problematic to have two ambitious and talented young goalkeepers vying for one place in the team. Sibanda was a good goalkeeper and was popular with the manager and the local black community, but I felt he was too fond of the Shake-Shake – to the detriment of his performances. Meagher, however, was undeterred.


The first few weeks were confusing. I played the first game, we drew 1–1. Then Meagher dropped me, and played Sibanda. We lost 2–1. Next weekend I thought I was going to play, but no, I was replaced by Sibanda again. They drew 0–0. Next game Meagher played me and we won 1–0. He dropped me for the next game, and gave Sibanda another game. I wasn’t happy.


‘Hold on a minute – he loses and you play him? I draw and you drop me?’


‘What are you going to do about it, you little shit?’


‘You can stick this team right up where the sun don’t shine. I am leaving!’


Whereon my manager replied: ‘Hey, I’ve got your contract for two years, and you will never play football again in your life!’


‘We’ll see about that.’


I did believe him, but while Rhodesia was a member of FIFA at that time, South Africa wasn’t. South Africa was banned by the world governing body because of its apartheid laws, but football was still played there beyond FIFA’s jurisdiction. If I played in South Africa it didn’t matter what Meagher said.




So I drove to Bulawayo and went into my mother’s shoe shop. She greeted my arrival with shock and horror. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I’m going to go to South Africa,’ I told her.


‘What are you going to do there?’


‘I’m going to play professional football down there. Jack Meagher’s talk about never playing anywhere in your life goes out the window because I’m going somewhere outside of the FIFA system.’


My mother was shaking her head. ‘No, no, we’re going to the barracks!’


A year’s military service was compulsory at the time and if I’d gone to South Africa and stayed there, then I could have been called into the army any time I returned to Rhodesia. Her logic was that it was best to get it over and done with. So that’s just what I did.


She took me to the Brady Barracks in the middle of Bulawayo. We spoke to the officer in charge. ‘My name is Grobbelaar, when am I going to be called up?’ He looked at the ledger and said, ‘In six months’ time. The newest intake is about to start tomorrow.’


‘Is there any reason I couldn’t go with them?’ I asked.


‘No reason,’ he replied.


The next day, 7 July 1975, I enrolled with C Company, 147 intake. Bruce Grobbelaar was a soldier.
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The Stick Leader


I STILL REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I HAD TO KILL SOMEONE. I CAN see his eyes. We’d been in the bush for about three months. I was a tracker and the corporal and leader of my ‘stick’ – a group of four soldiers, teamed up that way because it was easy to pick us up in a helicopter. We were dropped off in the bush and had to go and follow the enemy, the freedom fighters. You search in there to pick up the spore, and you follow it and find their bombshell. Instead of following four, five or six sets of footprints, it could come down to two, where two have gone one way and four have gone the other way. Now you’ve got to pick up what that really means. Do you follow these tracks, or do you follow the main pack? This day we followed the main pack.


You had to be careful when the tracks splintered, as they could come around and try to ambush you, and this is what happened on this occasion. When we rounded the rocks he stepped out with his rifle, wearing camouflage. I looked at him, my pulse pounding in my ears, and the first thing I had to do was just pull the trigger, then drop, because there were others hiding in the bush. I felt nothing but relief that I shot him before he shot me. But if he had been in normal clothes rather than camouflaged ones, it probably would have been different. From my right my best army friend, Stewart ‘Stooge’ Ayre, hit someone, and then he turned and there was one behind me too, and he killed him as well. Stooge saved me on several occasions, not just this one, so I owe my life to him.


It all happened so quickly as the group of the enemy made for the sanctuary of the Limpopo River, firing at us as they went. Stooge and I were badly shaken afterwards, but our machine-gunner, Doe Herbst, was a farmer who had already



experienced a lot of trouble from the war. Both his family and his farm had suffered, so he was full of fearless revenge. He was a big man, who used to show his strength by lifting heavy bags of maize just with his teeth. He started carving notches in his machine gun for every person he killed, and sometimes he would even cut the ear off his victims and put them on a string until he got back to the farm where he would keep them in a jar. The hatred drove him forward.


We managed to drive the enemy back towards the Limpopo and as suddenly as the shootings and the intense, ugly noises had started, now we were left with this deathly silence that only exists in the jungle.


After an open-fire battle, you called up the helicopters on the radio, the chopper came, you put the dead bodies in the net, and the chopper took them away before you carried on following the rest. But you had to get the bodies out first. That was the Rhodesian Army’s war rule. You didn’t leave a body behind – not your own, not the enemy. The freedom fighters would, on the other hand, leave your body if they killed you.


If one of you got injured, they brought another man to your stick of four and took the injured one away, and you carried on following the enemy. Once you’d followed them for more than 30 kilometres, headquarters relieved you and they got the other soldiers in to scout.


I was not proud of killing my first man, and then there were more. I never got used to killing, even though I killed men who wanted to harm me as much as possible. But I was in a war situation. A war, full of brutality and destruction, that never should have been a war.


*


ALTHOUGH ITS ROOTS LAY IN THE COUNTRY’S COLONIAL PAST, THE Bush War was, in essence, an uprising against the big farmers in Rhodesia, although it was also complicated by Cold War and post-colonial politics. In the military we were sent to watch and protect the farms out in the bush, to police the Mozambique borders, maintain order, and stop the regular incursion of freedom fighters attacking the white farms and spreading anti-government propaganda among the blacks in the Tribal Trust Lands (land reserved for farming by the black population). We were also encouraged to contact the local FRELIMO (Mozambique Liberation Front) army across the border, to exchange cigarettes, chocolate and, most importantly, information.




As early as 1964 a white factory worker named Petrus Oberholzer had been murdered by political agitators from the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU). Following this, ZANU, along with a rival faction, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU), were banned, its leaders imprisoned and other members either forced underground or into exile in neighbouring countries. Here they received training, weapons and financing from their host countries as well as China and the USSR. Guerrilla raids were periodically launched across the borders with Mozambique and Zambia, often against isolated white farms. When I was a teenager in the early 1970s these started to escalate.


In the early days of the uprising, single farmers got attacked when they were out driving. Often the rebels – or freedom fighters as they are now known – would chop down a tree to block the road, and when the farmer stopped they jumped out of the bush and hacked him. There were basically no guns at that time, but it mushroomed from that. They were always looking for soft targets – farmers’ families and children. The army were trying to stop the terrorism; that was until the wars came and other countries started infiltrating, teaching the black revolutionaries to fight, with camps being put on the other side of the border.


As time went on, isolated attacks on farmers with pangas and machetes became increasingly daredevil operations. Land mines were put down. Foreign forces taught new and inventive ways for our opponents to terrorise people. By the middle of the 1970s it had become a civil war in parts of the country.


The one thing I am very grateful for was that we never had the war and terrorising in Rhodesia’s cities; this would have caused even more victims. It was always in the rural areas. I think there was only one attack right near a city, in Bulawayo. So while the ideologically motivated conflicts today in Europe and in Asia are concentrated mainly in the big cities, because they want to take the destruction to the people, this was a rural war where the Africans wanted their land back. But they ultimately went about terrorising their own people. Who did they think worked on these farms? Serving the military, we were fighting people that were terrorising not just farmers, but their own kind.
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