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To the Tonga people, past and present,


who have struggled for the voice with which to share their story.


 


And to Jonathan Wickins who we miss so very much.


 


 









 


FOREWORD


I first saw Kariba when I lived in what was then Southern Rhodesia in the late 1950s and, like thousands of other visitors, I was impressed by the magnitude of the project. I saw the first stages of what was to become the largest man-made dam in Africa. In the early 1960s, when I was teaching at the University of Ghana, I organised what was the first study of resettlement on the Akosombo Dam on the River Volta. My interest in the problems of dam resettlement would last all my life, encouraged by following the career of my friend and colleague Thayer Scudder, who is the world’s leading expert on dam resettlement.


 


There is enormous literature on Kariba and the authors have made judicious use of it, as shown in the Bibliography. All the other volumes emphasise one particular aspect of Kariba: engineering, political, economic, ecological, sociological, wildlife, copper, or resettlement. Liz and Michael Wickins’s volume is unique in providing a balanced, comprehensive summary of all the many aspects of the Kariba Dam. It is remarkable how, in a fairly short volume, they manage to provide so much detail without overwhelming the reader. In a partially chronological order, they start with the raison d’être for the dam: a need for more electricity for the copper mines in what was then Northern Rhodesia. The dam is situated in an inaccessible area on the Zambezi River, which necessitated such strategies as surveyors following elephant tracks when building the roads. The authors deal with the political problems arising from the formation of the Central African Federation in 1953 and go on to look at the enormous problems facing the Italian contracting firm Impresit. At its height, 8 500 workers were employed on the construction project, about 90 per cent of them African and almost a hundred of whom would lose their lives during construction.


 


A good part of the book is concerned with the Valley Tonga people who had to be moved, about 34 000 on the north bank and about 23 000 on the south bank of the Zambezi River. These numbers may seem small compared with the one and a half million who were resettled during the building of China’s Three Gorges Dam, but we need to think of the approximately 57 000 individual lives which were so drastically disrupted. A distressingly common feature of virtually all existing man-made dams is that most emphasis was placed on the engineering and very little thought was given to the local people, who all experienced what Morton Fried termed ‘grieving for a lost home syndrome’. As Elizabeth Colson, who has done extensive research in this area, stated: ‘. . . the planners, the politicians and economists all count the engineering costs, but not the social costs’. The Valley Tonga, whose pre-dam way of life is summarised, without being idealised, were moved to areas where they faced many constraints, particularly a lack of available land and water, unpopular appointed chiefs, marauding elephants, tsetse fly, outbreaks of dysentery, fear and suspicion of white farmers moving in, inadequate compensation, endless misunderstandings and lack of consultation.


 


Resettlement in Southern Rhodesia followed a different pattern where the people were simply told to go and find somewhere to live because there was plenty of land available, but they were dumped with no homes, no fresh food or water and left to face problems of drought, eroded soil and unrelenting poverty.


 


Other topics discussed include an effective debunking of the myth that the Tonga believed in Nyaminyami, the River God, and claimed that he was responsible for a disastrous flood in the early stages of construction; problems of dealing with the threatening Salvinia weed on the lake; problems arising from the 1964 to 1979 Rhodesian Bush War. A further complication was the fluctuating price of copper when mines were nationalised in the 1970s and then later privatised again. ‘Operation Noah’, the rescue of wildlife in the area that would be flooded, captured much more media attention than did the resettlement of the Valley Tonga, and those efforts were also beset with many problems.


 


Today Kariba is a popular tourist and fishing destination – recreational, commercial and subsistence fishing continues, resulting in massive overfishing. This book amply illustrates what a high price the local people paid for the successful engineering project. The authors are to be congratulated on presenting so much material in a succinct and highly readable manner.


 


David Brokensha


Professor Emeritus, Anthropology and Environmental Studies


University of California, Santa Barbara
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The photographs of the animal rescue you see in the book were largely shared with us by Charles Lagus, who wrote a book on the subject of the animal rescue and took these pictures when he was a photographer and film producer for the BBC’s ‘Zoo Quest’. Charles would go on to earn a ‘Lifetime Achievement Panda’ for his services to wildlife film-making from the Wildscreen International Film Festival in Bristol UK in 1986. His switch from medicine to photography as a young man served him well as it was the start of a hugely successful career that saw him working with people like David Attenborough. Charles’s generous and enthusiastic involvement has brought the chapter on the animal rescue to life.
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PROLOGUE


AFRICA


AT JUST SHY of 8 000 kilometres from north to south, and 7 300 kilometres from east to west, this largely undeveloped tract of land covers an area of more than 30 million square kilometres, making it the second largest continent on our planet, behind Asia. China, the United States, Argentina, India and several other countries could quite easily be squeezed into its enormous expanse, leaving plenty of room to spare.


 


Africa’s landscape has been quite altered by human usage over the last 200 000 years with urbanisation, agriculture and the grazing of livestock changing the terrain significantly. It is a continent steeped in ancient history. Its mountains and valleys, rivers and plains all whisper of its ancient past and the enormous contrast between the harshness of its deserts and the richness of its savannahs tells of the diversity it offers. It is the oldest of all mothers – science has almost universally accepted that human origins can be traced back to Africa’s bosom. But, as old as she is, Africa is tough on her children and temperamental in her affections. She provides enough for all in one year, only to starve them the next. Drought and famine followed by fertility and feast. Disease, death, war and poverty. Beauty, riches, serenity and wide open spaces. Africa is a continent of the starkest contrasts.


 


It is no wonder that Africa is so often referred to as the ‘Dark Continent’ by outsiders. ‘Dark’ because so few people in the world know much about it or its people. Sub-Saharan Africa was virtually unknown to European explorers until the 15th century and Western civilisation had little influence on it until fairly recent times. Much of it remains wild and inaccessible. One can perhaps be forgiven for viewing Africa this way when there remain, to this day, xenophobic ethnic ‘cleansings’ in a number of countries and tribal wars that have raged for centuries.


 


As one moves to the southern and central regions of the continent, the three countries around which this story orbits come into view. Zimbabwe, the troubled but beautiful home of the Victoria Falls; Zambia, with its copperbelt and natural riches; and Malawi, the ‘Warm Heart of Africa’ whose blood is surely pumped from the incomparable Lake Malawi.


 


Africa and its people live by their own rules and those rules are not easily bent. But those who live by them have adapted and survived and their stories stretch from generation to generation, stories of hardship and past glory, ensuring survival of the memory of the way things were.


 


This story follows a very particular, very old, African bloodline.


 


 


 


 


THE MIGHTY ZAMBEZI River snakes its way eastwards from its source in north-west Zambia over a course of more than 3 500 kilometres into the Indian Ocean. Its ancient journey takes it through Zambia, Angola, along the border of Botswana and Namibia, Zimbabwe and Mozambique before it reaches its final destination. Along its route, it also provides the natural line along which the border between Zambia (previously Northern Rhodesia) and Zimbabwe (previously Southern Rhodesia) is drawn.


 


On a section of that line, long before it became a border on a map, the Gwembe Tonga people lived in relative isolation along both the Zambian and Zimbabwean banks of the Zambezi River in an area known as the Gwembe Trough. Although a lot of the people living there, particularly the women and children, were oblivious to what went on outside the valley, some had relatives on the plateau who they would visit and some of the men went to work in the cities and large towns of Southern Rhodesia and South Africa to earn money to support their families. The Zambezi River was always vital to the survival of these people and before David Livingstone established new trade routes it served as the major thoroughfare for crops coming from the Americas.


 


This was a place that was not only home to the Gwembe Tonga people, but to an entire ecosystem that operated within and under its own rules and pecking order. Just over fifty years ago the Gwembe Tonga people lived there as they had done for centuries but with restrictions that colonial rule had placed on them. From early in the 20th century the colonial government changed the way the people were governed in Northern Rhodesia, which in turn resulted in a complete reorganisation of their social structures.


 


The Gwembe Tonga shared their existence, as they always had, with large game and countless predators. Before colonialism they were a forgotten or, possibly more accurately, an undiscovered people who were content to be left alone to follow their strong cultural beliefs and unusual tribal practices. Those who never left the valley were totally cut off from the world and the progress that had taken place around them. Their valley was a region unfrequented by outsiders, largely because of its inaccessibility and harsh conditions, and the Tonga people flourished in that seclusion.


 


They became known as the ‘River People’ because the Zambezi was so pivotal to their survival and because of their isolation they enjoyed the freedom of living without the restrictions of hunting or fishing laws. The valley was theirs and, over time, new ethnic groups like the Kalanga started moving into the valley to share it with them.


 


Unbeknownst to them, however, in an office hundreds of kilometres away a decision was being taken to dam the Zambezi in their valley, a seemingly odd decision when other locations would have been just as suitable, or even better. The decision would have far-reaching consequences, irreparably disrupting some 57 000 lives and hurling them into a strange and uncertain future. Centuries of their own way of life, their homes, sacred burial sites and places of worship would be buried beneath leagues of water as the river, manipulated by man against its own will, turned on them. Suddenly their future had no past, and a large part of their history was, quite literally, washed away.


 


And it was not only the people who were affected. Mother Nature had for centuries provided African wildlife, large and small, with a place to roam freely in perfect terrain – until it was ripped from her clutches. The people were told to leave the area; the animals weren’t so lucky, being left to their own devices until a frantic rescue operation was hastily arranged.


 


In contrast to these radical changes taking place in the Gwembe Valley and among its inhabitants, the valley hosted the construction of a dam wall so mammoth that it entirely stemmed the flow of the Zambezi River, its might and power harnessed to provide electricity. What made this so incredible was that it was possibly the most ambitious hydroelectric project undertaken to date, located in the most inhospitable and unforgiving location, with myriad challenges and problems to overcome, and new technologies and designs to prove. In a valley that had seen no progress for centuries, how ironic it was that it would become home to such state of the art engineering. This massive wall, and the enormous lake it would create, was the work of a tri-state federation that brought together Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and Nyasaland (Malawi), despite strong opposition to its formation from the majority of Africans and a large number of Europeans in Northern Rhodesia. It was largely the work of Southern Rhodesia which, with its influx of white settlers, was on a mission to expand industrialisation and development. It thus muscled through the legislation required to see the federation established.


 


The reservoir that was formed in the process of damming the river has become an attraction over the years where visitors from far and near glide serenely on houseboats, quite oblivious to how those waters came to be, in search of the impressive game that can be spotted along its banks. As the dam began to fill, the calm and quiet waters were almost eerie with the skeletal trees still rooted to the dam floor and standing proud above the water’s surface like lifeless reminders of their territory. They had always been there, long before the waters rose or the dam was ever dreamt of.


 


The point of no return was the day the dam was declared open. The 16th of May 1960 was a blazing hot Monday in Kariba. The sun beat down on the road bridge perched atop the massive dam wall creating blistering heat even though it was close to the middle of winter. Invited guests gathered and were seated in rows under a temporary roof erected on the bridge for the occasion. It was a big day for so many reasons. Looking over the wall, and reigning over the federation that built it, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother was present in her official capacity to ceremonially declare Kariba Dam open and start the generators that would turn the enormous electricity generating turbines for the first time.


 


It had taken an impossibly short five years to build this monument to engineering excellence. Many of the people gathered that day were responsible for achieving its completion. They sat there, gratified and proud of the part they had played in making this history; probably oblivious to the many negative impacts the stupendous wall had created, focusing instead, quite understandably, on the gargantuan task they had been allocated and had mastered against seemingly insurmountable odds.


 


This massive structure which linked north and south was planned to supply both countries with much needed electrical power and was expected to unite them, give them common purpose and bring them closer together. But it did not. There had long been hostility between them and the dam project with all its political wrangling and controversy over location had soured the relationship even further. But then, is that not often the case where wealth is concerned?


To tap into central and southern Africa’s massive copper wealth trapped underground, electrical power was needed and that was what inspired the decision to build a dam. But the decision to build it at that particular location was inspired by other motives, mostly of a political nature.


 


Kariba Dam will always be something to marvel at, but was its price too high? Did too many people and animals suffer and die? Although the electrical power was sorely needed, certain questions still remain unanswered. Why that location, why at that time, and why at such enormous cost, both financial and in terms of the lives lost in the process?


 


And, possibly most importantly, have we learnt from the mistakes that were made and become more respectful of human rights and ancient cultures? Have we learnt to value and protect our African wildlife heritage?


 


This book tells the story; you, the reader, must decide.


 


 


 









ONE


ALIGNING THE STARS


POLITICAL HISTORY, WITH all its dates and facts, does not always make for riveting reading. But to tell the story of the building of Kariba Dam without putting it in context would be to do it an injustice. So many of the decisions made when planning and implementing the Kariba project were influenced by political manoeuvring and manipulation.


 


Every event in history is surrounded by its own particular circumstances which are always complex and often perplexing, especially when viewed under the microscope of modern standards and values. The Kariba project took place in the time of rife colonial domination of Africa, many of whose countries were rich in resources and natural wealth, but whose lack of technological, social, economic and political development and strength could result in the destruction of their culture, religion and financial future. There was a scramble for Africa in the 19th century, a ruthless and greedy clambering by European governments to secure economic power for themselves at the expense of what they perceived as a culturally backward and expendable African people.


 


There is still much debate over the benefits, or otherwise, of colonialism. Those who defend it say that the teaching, development and mineral exploitation of ‘uncivilised’ African nations brought previously undeveloped countries into the global economic arena for the first time. They point towards the roads, bridges, hospitals and schools that were built, and suggest that colonial involvement created employment and wealth, offering local people skills, education and access to medical facilities they would not otherwise have developed. In addition, because new transport links were in place those skills were now transferable.


 


Those who condemn the concept of colonialism view the infrastructural strides that were made as having been gained at the cost of African toil, sweat and tears and with very little or no benefit to its inhabitants. Africans laboured in mines, removing from the bowels of the earth the precious resources that were rightfully theirs but which would enrich other nations – Britain, Belgium, Portugal and France being the main beneficiaries. In Southern Rhodesia, the British were working towards the strength of the Empire and soon set their sights on Africa. Its wealth would be theirs, by any means necessary. In his book Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad succinctly describes colonialist greed as ‘the vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience’.


 


 


 


BOTH SOUTHERN RHODESIA (now Zimbabwe) and Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) are enormous landlocked countries, both massively wealthy in natural resources, separated by the natural border of the mighty Zambezi River. Both Rhodesias were inhabited for centuries by the San, a nomadic people whose existence depended on hunting and gathering on a largely subsistence basis. They were people supremely skilled in surviving in tough, arid conditions and even today the few remaining San use the same proven and age-old ways of extracting what little moisture Mother Nature hides in her driest and most unforgiving parts.


 


As some of the San drifted away, sometimes because of their nomadic lifestyle, and sometimes because of the threat of competing tribes, people from the north started migrating south into the region. They brought with them new farming skills and, occasionally, rudimentary iron tools. For centuries, these farmers lived peacefully alongside those San who had remained in the area. By the 12th century many of the farmers were trading their own produce over long distances in Africa. They grew cotton and developed weaving skills to be able to trade in fabrics. Ivory was added to their list of export commodities and they had clearly found ways to successfully, albeit crudely, remove certain precious metals from the ground. Copper was being mined in the north and gold in the south and skills developed to extract and work these precious metals. Some of the migrants from the north already had the ability to smelt iron and copper. Mines were often 30 metres deep and exploited by a labour force made up in part of women and children. With new industries emerging and valuable commodities to sell, trading became a powerful driving force and the cause of much conflict.


 


Between 1500 and 1800, a large portion of the population of the Rhodesias began dividing into chieftaincies and monarchies. A reigning Shona kingdom in Southern Rhodesia, by this time very powerful and wealthy largely as a result of their gold trade, built a palace called Zimbabwe (after which the country is now named) which means ‘House of Stone’. It was to serve as a royal and political headquarters for the Shona people. The remains of the palace still stand today and are known as the Great Zimbabwe Ruins. ‘House of Stone’ is an accurate description since the palace and its surrounds were hewn out of solid African granite. Huge blocks of stone were stacked one on top of the other without any foundations or mortar. Some believe the structure to be almost as remarkable as the pyramids of Egypt because of the skill required to lift those massive blocks of granite using only the most elementary equipment.


 


By the 15th century, the Portuguese had found their way to the east coast of Africa and had become trading partners with those they could reach along the coastline. This trade, however, was not always for commodities and resources. Often, in exchange for Portuguese goods, they demanded something far more sinister: human slaves. As both the Rhodesias were inland and thus harder to reach from the coastline, trading with the Portuguese started only later in the 16th century. The explorers who ventured to these parts were confident that the Rhodesias would benefit from the goods they had to offer and they had plenty of slaves to pay for them. The Portuguese took back with them ivory and copper and slaves to use as expendable labour. Not all the explorers made it back. Europeans were every bit as susceptible as Africans to the great continent’s tiniest scourge – the malaria-carrying mosquito. Over time, slave trading became a common and prolific practice with Europeans buying or simply taking slaves from the African people. But for the most part the Gwembe Tonga people, because of their isolation, were largely shielded from this European influx.
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