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CHAPTER ONE



  VILLAGE BOY


  There is something unique about being the first child of a young Zimbabwean couple, especially a boy, largely because Zimbabwe is a patriarchal society. There is excitement in the home, within the community and beyond, as the first-born heralds a new era in the life of a black African family.


  My father Dzingirai-Chibwe was ecstatic when he heard the news of my birth on 10 March 1952. A father naturally sees beyond the face of a baby boy; a son spins around a male African’s mind and seeds wild dreams. A son stands for the perpetuity of the family line. A girl descendant will, one day, disappear to a different family and assume a new name. While this may sound like an unfair perception, to my young parents and to the entire Tsvangirai family, the arrival of a boy was a milestone marking a moment of unfettered celebration and joy.


  My mother Lydia gave birth to me in the family’s sooty, pole-and-mud kitchen, with the aid of traditional midwife. Mama had juggled her pregnancy with attending to the normal domestic chores associated with a young bride in a ‘foreign’ home. The home was not that foreign anyway: our culture dictated that unions be encouraged only among families that were familiar with one another within our communities. My father had followed the spirit of that cultural demand, stubbornly paying little amorous attention to the beauties he met travelling to and working in Johannesburg, 1 200 kilometres from our village of Buhera. He left his job in the South African mines for a courtship within the neighbourhood. Dzingirai-Chibwe Tsvangirai and Lydia Zvaipa had grown up together, knowing each other into their teens before settling down as husband and wife. That gave their respective families a chance to test their individual characters for suitability - an important factor that eventually nudged them into marriage.
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  Morgan Tsvangirai with trade union colleagues


  [image: Image]


  With his brother Collins, father Dingirai-Chibwe and brother Manase
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  With his wife Susan and his brother Samuel
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  The Tsvangirai family
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  With the twins, Millicent and Vincent
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  Susan with her sisters
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  With his mother-in-law on the left and his own mother on the right
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  At the ZCTU office in 1988
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  With Gibson Sibanda
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  Campaigning in the rural areas in 2000


  [image: Image]


  With Robert Mugabe
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  Buhera in far western Manicaland, one of the ten administrative provinces of Zimbabwe, lies amid boulder-strewn hills and savannah thornbush. Its rural shops and government administrative centres and its remote hamlets are connected by narrow dusty roads. The wide open skies capture thunderheads billowing in from the Indian Ocean, but all too often the area is plagued by devastating drought and much of the surrounding area is low-lying and malarial. Although Buhera district is one of the poorest in the country it is still a wonderful place in which to grow up surrounded by the natural beauty of the African countryside. The nearby Nyazvidzi River cuts a rocky channel through terrain that is overlooked by rugged heights such as the Bedza and Dzapasi mountains.


  The scattered villages maintain a strong sense of community and close family ties. At the time of my birth nearly all the land was communally owned and administered by chiefs and their headmen. Women still do much of the tilling and harvesting on subsistence plots, cultivating maize and the large-grained millet called sorghum, a staple food in dry areas of Africa - they have to, because many of the men are away working in urban areas.


  As is always the case with the first boy child, there seemed to be a silent but taut competition within the couple’s home to raise a clone, a mirror-image of either parent. Sometimes my parents’ expectations and demands came into conflict. Like all Zimbabwean rural fathers, Dzingirai-Chibwe sought to imbue manly responsibility, fearlessness and moral worthiness so that I would be ready to claim space and show leadership and resilience. My mother centred her early advice on survival skills, independence, empathy, passion, kindness and communal solidarity. I felt it all, as I grew up; I can feel it even to this day.


  I was born a few months before the white settler administration formed the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland comprising the self-governing territory of Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and the British protectorates of Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and Nyasaland (Malawi). Within the federation, Southern Rhodesia’s white tribe dominated political activity and decision making. The period coincided with the rise of African nationalism across the continent and decolonisation which led to independence for many new African states, beginning with Ghana in 1957.


  My life was destined to be closely interwoven with political, economic and social changes in Zimbabwe. As a youngster, of course, I was at first barely conscious of the realities of white supremacy and the unfolding drama of our liberation as a people. In my formative years, though, I suffered experiences that would leave a deep and lasting impression throughout my subsequent private and public life. Indeed, millions of Zimbabweans were subjected to similar experiences, so I can claim no distinction for myself.


  At the raw end of injustices, we learnt that our humanity counted for very little in the eyes of those who had seized the country, exploited us, held power over us and exercised it in their own narrow interests. Our craving for human dignity, fairness, equity and the freedom to be ourselves was not something that arose out of the liberation struggle: it was the underlying force that drove people to demand what was rightfully theirs. So in telling my personal story I track the historical background at the same time. Zimbabwe’s story is that background: it ultimately became, for me, the foreground of my life. Trade unionism and then national politics thrust me to prominence, with all the responsibilities and risks that come with leadership.


  In our village there was both hope and anxiety: people sensed that freedom and independence, however desirable, might not be all that easy to attain. Dreams of liberation were especially strong among community leaders and a few literate officials, including teachers and low-level state bureaucrats who had experienced inequality and racial discrimination. They had access to information on global political trends through newspapers and local and external radio broadcasts and could foresee the struggle ahead. Migrant workers returning from South Africa told of the world of forced labour and poorly paid work, and brought news of the rise of African nationalism across the continent.


  The political climate that shaped my young mind was a melting pot of sorts, where values and world views came into conflict. Resident, largely rural black African laypeople were confronted by a relatively advanced and sophisticated white immigrant group looking for space and opportunities away from a crowded, volatile Europe. Here were two sets of human beings brought up under vastly different conditions, living in different areas with different religious creeds. Their behaviour and mannerisms set them apart, let alone their skin colour, hairstyles, languages and even diets. A clash of cultures was inevitable.


  It has taken me decades to fathom and follow the complex interplay of events, personalities and parties that delivered Zimbabwe as an independent state. It is important to sketch this background even though at the time I was only a child and understood nothing of any of it and could not have foreseen where it would lead me.


  The capital city of the federation was Salisbury (now Harare) in Southern Rhodesia. The federation, also called the Central African Federation (CAF), was Britain’s imperial exercise in state-building which turned out to be a serious mistake.1 Under an appointed governor general, the federal government handled external affairs, defence, currency, intercolonial relations, and federal taxes. The larger vision was to create a decolonised, semi-independent state in the British Commonwealth by handing over power to white settlers, allowing for the gradual inclusion of blacks into the political system. The grand plan collapsed after a mere decade as African nationalists challenged the vision, demanding that the majority, not the minority, gain power.


  Although blacks in Southern Rhodesia were by 1940 loosely organised in various protest, interest and trade union groups, it was not until 1957 that they formally created a purely political organisation, the Southern Rhodesia African National Congress (SRANC). SRANC followed a moderate line calling for fairness, an end to racial discrimination, and economic opportunities for blacks. The federal government banned SRANC in 1959 and briefly detained many of its leaders in a forlorn bid to contain dissent. Arising from the calls for decolonisation and independence, Africans resisted the federation, leading to demonstrations in 1960 and 1961. Several nationalists from Zambia and Malawi were arrested and detained in Southern Rhodesia for organising the mass protests. Upon their release, the nationalists continued their pursuit of a strong reformist agenda and seem to have expected Britain to hand over Zimbabwe to black majority rule through a constitutional conference.


  But immediate majority rule for Southern Rhodesia was not to be. In 1961, Britain convened a conference in Salisbury to which Joshua Nkomo, Ndabaningi Sithole and other nationalists were invited. A new constitution was agreed to but it allowed for a complicated, racially discriminatory voting system in which two separate voters’ rolls were introduced: an ‘A’ roll for the whites and a ‘B’ roll for blacks. The 1961 constitution meant different things to whites and blacks: whites understood it as a way to pave the road for their independence from Britain while the black nationalists saw hardly any sign of progress towards their goal of majority rule. Britain retained its authority over the country. Although Nkomo signed the agreement on 7 February 1961, he changed his mind soon afterwards and instructed his supporters to boycott a referendum on the new constitution.


  Under a new party hastily formed after the SRANC was banned, the National Democratic Party (NDP), headed by Michael Mawema, the nationalists tried to disrupt the referendum. Three days before the referendum, blacks mounted widespread protests and police shot two people dead in Salisbury’s African townships, heightening the tension further. The vote was taken on 26 July 1961, opposed by a strange mixture of bedfellows: prominent white liberals led by former prime minister Garfield Todd and ex-chief justice Robert Tredgold; conservatives Winston Field of the Dominion Party and Selukwe farmer Ian Smith; and nationalists Joshua Nkomo and Ndabaningi Sithole. Despite - or because of - this combination of opponents, the government won approval for the proposed constitution. The premier of Southern Rhodesia, Edgar Whitehead, relied on the support of Roy Welensky, prime minister of the federation, and Humphrey Gibbs, the British governor of Southern Rhodesia, to gain the backing of the white majority. After the referendum, Whitehead banned the NDP.


  White politicians who had rejected the constitution, including Field, the leader of the federal opposition Dominion Party, and farmer and MP Ian Smith, immediately began to campaign against the Whitehead government in preparation for the Southern Rhodesian elections in 1962.


  When Sir Roy Welensky dissolved the federal parliament to make way for the elections, the situation in Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland had taken a different turn. Britain seemed ready to allow for majority rule in the two countries, paving the way for the birth of Zambia and Malawi which became fully independent in 1964. But the picture in Southern Rhodesia was different. The British were unclear about the future, apart from the fierce resistance they faced from the settler administration. In the circumstances it seemed the best they could do was as little as possible.


  In December 1961, Joshua Nkomo and the former NDP nationalists formed the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (Zapu) and maintained a similar political line to that of the banned NDP, continuing to press Britain for democratic reforms. When it became clear to Nkomo and his leadership that they were making no progress, Zapu changed its tone and began to focus on the regime in Salisbury. This led to a rise in black militancy which attracted a hardline response from the white settler population.


  The deteriorating situation in the Congo added to the anxieties of the white community. In 1960 Belgium had suddenly abandoned the enormous Belgian Congo (which became the Republic of Congo, later Zaire, and is now the Democratic Republic of Congo).2 In the ensuing chaos, Congo’s colonial settlers stampeded for refuge and almost all trekked to the two Rhodesias where emergency committees received them with food packs, temporary shelters and medicines.3 Instability in the Congo persisted for decades with civil war, rebellions, massive corruption and the brutal tyranny of Mobutu Sese Seko4 who came to power in 1965. To white Rhodesians the Congo illustrated what Ian Smith later described as the danger of capitulating to metropolitan powers that seemed ready ‘to cut and run at the drop of a hat’.5


  Whitehead banned Zapu, reacting to the growing anti-black sentiment in his constituency and to shore up his fortunes. But his power base was crumbling. Field and Smith, backed by wealthy white businessmen, industrialists, miners and commercial farmers, formed a new party, the Rhodesian Front (RF). Whitehead narrowly scraped through the election in April 1962 but his administration remained strongly challenged by both the black nationalists, who boycotted the polls, and the RF. He was forced to call an early all-white election in December 1962. In that poll, the RF won 35 of the 50 ‘A’ roll seats; another went to Dr Ahrn Palley, a white independent, leaving the hardliners, Field and Smith, with a working majority of five parliamentary seats. Field took over as the new prime minister and appointed Smith as his deputy and minister of finance.


  Britain had granted Nyasaland independence as Malawi three months earlier, further hardening the position of Southern Rhodesian whites who dreaded the wave of liberation heading southwards. Zambia was next. In March 1963, Britain gave in to pressure from Lusaka, sounding a clear death-knell to the federation. The RF wanted a different type of independence under white control; they aimed to thwart moves towards majority rule, arguing that the history and situation in Southern Rhodesia was different from that of its erstwhile federal neighbours. Unlike Zambia and Malawi, Southern Rhodesia was not a protectorate under direct control from London but was self-governing.


  The RF maintained that from as far back as 1890, Southern Rhodesia was the property of a private company until well into the twentieth century. This meant that settlers had always enjoyed some form of freedom to run their own affairs without undue interference from a faraway colonial capital. In 1889 British businessman, mining magnate and empire builder Cecil John Rhodes had received a Royal Charter from Queen Victoria to form the British South Africa Company (BSAC) to move into modern-day Zimbabwe and exploit minerals. The following year, he put together a team of 500 men to invade the territory north of the Limpopo River where, after a few skirmishes with the local population, the company conquered the country and set up a base and a settler administration outpost. No official British colonial administrators moved in to qualify Zimbabwe as an official colony, until it acquired quasi dominion status in 1923 somewhat resembling that of Australia and New Zealand.


  Subsequent generations of Rhodesians saw themselves as no less African than the black majority. They were outnumbered 20 to 1 by the people they found already resident there but felt they had as legitimate a claim to the territory as the indigenous people. As early as 1931, for example, the Southern Rhodesia government allowed for the seizure of 48 million acres of prime land which was allocated to a few whites. The black majority were left to share a mere 28 million acres in low rainfall and arid areas. Not surprisingly, the settlers felt relatively free to treat black Africans as second or third class citizens without any external sanction. While they remained loyal to Britain and to the Queen, they were determined to frustrate plans for the same decolonisation pattern as in other parts of sub-Saharan Africa. With the federation now terminally in the intensive care unit, the RF felt it was time to make a move towards their definition of independence.


  In March 1963, the federation collapsed. I was just 11 years old but my life had stretched over the entire short history of the federation which had come and gone. Now the government of Field and Smith seized the initiative. To assert control and authority, the RF moved swiftly to crush nationalist activism and set up much harsher forms of public control, throwing Zimbabwe’s nationalist leaders into a crisis over policy cohesion. As a result, the nationalist movements began to fragment, with consequences that would stretch far into the future. Facing a combination of state-sponsored brutality, enemy infiltration and political conflicts over strategy, ideology and tactics, Zapu inevitably split. In August 1963, Sithole, Leopold Takawira, Herbert Chitepo, Robert Mugabe, Enos Nkala, Edgar Tekere and others formed the Zimbabwe African National Union (Zanu). The divisions between Zapu and Zanu became so sharp that their supporters attacked one another, vying for political supremacy. The settler administration initially fanned black-on-black violence but later banned the two parties and threw their leadership into detention centres and jails without trial.


  When Britain refused to grant the administration its wish for preemptive ‘independence’, the RF turned against Field who they felt was failing to push the British hard enough to achieve their goal. In their view, he failed to read the settler mood correctly; he had performed dismally in his dealings with the indecisive British who never seemed to see the urgency of the matter. In April 1964, the RF parliamentary caucus passed a vote of no confidence in Field and replaced him with the hardliner Smith. So deep was the mood of anger against Britain that those considered to be moderates or even mildly sympathetic to black majority rule were soon sidelined from politics. Opposition figures Welensky and Sidney Sawyer lost heavily to RF candidates in two Salisbury by-elections in October 1964.


  Smith - the first Rhodesian-born white leader of the settler community - was seriously underrated in terms of his depth of sentiment and resentment of black African aspirations. He described himself as a white African with no other home, family or emotional attachment to Britain, unlike his predecessors.6 He claimed to know the feelings and minds of people on the ground; he also claimed to understand the black African mentality, culture and lifestyle better than any former white leader.


  In the initial search for a political solution, Smith avoided the nationalist leaders and their political parties. According to government estimates at the time, there were about 800 political activists loyal to both Zapu and Zanu who had managed to evade arrest and detention, and were leading the resistance. Smith began to court the favours of African chiefs. He planned a survey of the opinions of about 30 000 community leaders he believed to be the legitimate voice of the African people. One of his first moves was to meet with their representatives. As early as June 1964 his administration organised a trip for 29 chiefs to India, Pakistan, and to Italy - where they met the Pope in the Vatican - and then on to London. British Prime Minister Alec Douglas Home refused to meet them, much to the disappointment of the chiefs and Smith himself.


  Britain was in the middle of a campaign for a general election set for 15 October 1964. Smith, keen to have the incoming government send observers to evaluate his survey of African opinion, cabled an invitation to Prime Minister Home who quickly dismissed it. Smith went ahead anyway, meeting the chiefs and their headmen and later reporting that he had managed to secure their support for ‘independence’ in terms of the controversial 1961 constitution. On 5 November 1964, he took the question of independence to the settler community in another referendum. Again, he told the world that 89 per cent of the people backed him.


  After a year of further attempts at prodding Britain to grant the settlers’ wish, Smith could wait no longer. He announced the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) on 11 November 1965. The previously serene countryside awoke to the news, with many - especially African workers, teachers, agriculture extension officers and students - openly expressing revulsion.


  To a 13-year-old, what was happening around me appeared so complicated as to make no immediate sense. All I heard at home and at school were constant discussions about the changing world, but not in any coherent way. Remarks were passed about changes in health care, education, politics, governance, beliefs and the church. Almost everything seemed set for disruption. Only slightly later in my teens did things begin to fit together. Or rather, only then did I begin to perceive that things did not fit together smoothly; politics, culture, religion and social lifestyles really were located at stress points between two worlds - between settler standards and African customs.


  As with other African communities confronting change, there were fears and anxieties about a white-imposed lifestyle. We worried about the effect it would have on the people’s values and the dangers it posed for age-old principles and codes of behaviour. Everything seemed so foreign, including voting, capitalism, national registration and religion. Our society was stressed by the imposition of settler Christian norms and the money economy which drove young men away from their rural homes in search of work in busy centres.


  Debate in the rural areas seldom focused on the key issues. It was uninformed by national trends, muffled and confined to an attentive few. Repression, both subtle and open, was a fact of life everywhere, aggravated by official segregation. There was little reliable mass communication. Access to newspapers was a rare privilege while radio came loaded with alien ideas, music, fast talk and fashionable modern trends. There was as yet no television in rural areas, though when it was introduced in 1960 it carried heavy government propaganda. It was difficult for rural people - mainly illiterate women and the elderly - to follow national events in a systematic way.


  Unlike the natural evolutionary processes that we had grown used to within our communities, colonialism overturned all that we knew and trusted. It came at us with a cross-cutting, often violent urgency which outpaced a black person’s normal tempo of gradual assimilation and adaptation. It demanded serious adjustments in one’s approach to daily life, contradicted established practices, upset patterns of thought, interfered in personal matters like courtship, love-making, marriage and sexual mores. Schools brought literacy, a written language and dress codes; health centres prescribed laboratory medicines to replace our herbal remedies; churches targeted our shrines, rituals and matrimonial practices; automobiles roared down newly paved roads all across the country, replacing the plodding donkeys and quiet footpaths that had carried us in the past. Our laid-back demeanour and unconsciousness of time management came under heavy attack.


  The white person’s lack of appreciation of, and total refusal even to understand who we were and what we stood for, confused us as a people. With our diversity ignored, our tranquil environment tampered with, and our traditions viewed with contempt, we were never allowed to embrace the new way of life voluntarily and in peace.


  Young as I was, I eavesdropped on my parents and other villagers as they murmured their dismay and anger at the negative influence of whites. Almost daily, the main discussion point appeared to be centred on the government’s push against African traditional lifestyles. This was not just directed at symbols and belief systems: people were truly being pushed off their land, displaced from ancestral territory and sent into dry and rocky regions. They were forced to reduce their cattle herds, and at the same time those who hoped to travel to urban centres for better opportunities found that their movements were restricted.


  Land and cattle occupied a special place in rural Zimbabwe. They were symbols of wealth, a form of family savings, and a black African’s lifetime pension scheme. Cattle have many uses in an African family: some are for sacrificial rituals, others are reserved for marriage feasts or funerals. Many cattle remain on loan having been acquired from family opponents as compensation for offences. Chiefly rulings may have imposed cattle fines three or four generations before for transgressions or abuses committed within the clan. Without state-sponsored social security networks and income safety nets, cattle function as a form of savings and investment that can make an invaluable contribution to family welfare during hard times.


  When the whites launched an assault on these resources, they touched a raw nerve. Whatever the intention in stripping people of their land, cattle wealth and traditional livelihoods - whether it was to lay hold of more commercial farmland for whites, remove competition by blacks, turn subsistence peasants into a labour reserve, humiliate us, or all of these - the effect was to breed anger and cause deep disillusionment with the government and its policies. Land, cattle and, later on, jobs became politically sensitive issues.


  I witnessed how the government cut up our farmlands into units where we were forced to put up contour ridges; I saw our pastures being reduced drastically to limit livestock levels; and ‘pass’ laws were introduced to discourage and to monitor movement into urban areas. I heard how chiefs and their subjects were ordered off parts of Gutu, Bikita, Chirumanzu, Mvuma and Chivhu as large chunks of these districts were turned into white commercial farms. I recall when new terminology was introduced to define our home areas: they became known as the labour reserves, African reserves and tribal trust lands (TTLs), terms which those slightly older than me found derisive, offensive and insensitive.


  The state uprooted thousands of villagers and forcibly resettled them in the ‘reserves’ - usually places where the soil was poor and rainfall unreliable - to make way for cattle ranches and commercial cropping. In no time, the ‘native reserves’ became so crowded that the administration opened up new areas in Gokwe and Silobela in the Midlands, areas which were previously classified as uninhabitable because of the presence of the tsetse fly. The mass displacements increased during the UDI years. The state forced blacks to sell their livestock to the new white owners at prices set by the administration.


  To those who remained in their homelands eking out an existence as subsistence farmers, the colonial authorities inflicted further pain through taxation. Failure to meet a tax obligation attracted a harsh penalty, including being thrown into a forced labour camp. Through family networks, news quickly reached us in Buhera of how some chiefs, including Jojo Huchu of Chirumanzu, with the support of his people, put up a strong resistance. Taxation, an alien concept, drove many young men to escape from rural hopelessness. They fled to the cities or left the country for South Africa or newly independent Zambia and Malawi. Finding paid work elsewhere was a form of sanctuary as successive settler administrations kept on tightening controls on the basic freedoms of the general populace.


  We lived under the watchful eye of the Native Affairs commissioner who commanded the police, agricultural extension workers (then known as land development officers and agricultural demonstrators) and nests of spies and informers on the state payroll. Initially peasant farmers had to work for the new white farmers to enable them to pay their taxes. But as tensions continued to rise, they were pushed off to Gokwe. By the time I was at high school, I realised through discussions with classmates that the pattern of mass displacements affected nearly all African people. Race relations were increasingly strained while nationalist calls for majority rule grew more strident.


  At a spiritual level, I could feel that religion was an area of confusion within our culture. In my early life Christianity reached every hearth and was at the centre of the battle for the African heart and mind. White colonialists used the church extensively to attack our way of life, discouraging - and sometimes punishing - those who dared to express dissent. African reinterpretation of Christianity was regarded as a form of heresy against West European Christian doctrines.


  Religion was not the only source of bewilderment in our lives. In a way, the spiritual conflict paralleled the political one, and not just between white and black but between black nationalist movements themselves. As the campaign for liberation and independence accelerated during my teenage years, so a proliferation of parties and leadership personalities sought the backing of the mass of black Zimbabweans. Confused spiritually, we were also pulled several ways politically. In the final years of white rule, widespread social upheavals, forced removals and the general turmoil resulting from the liberation war added to our perplexities, as my unfolding story will show.


  That the poor shall have direct access to heaven and inherit all their earthly aspirations as soon as they embraced Christianity was the rallying call. This became a doctrine that found some easy takers among a people who, on a material level, had so very little and were often intimidated by the ceaseless propaganda about Western civilisation and the efficacy of religious conversion. To reach out to thousands of potential converts, white church ministers and their impressionable black assistants - frequently with the connivance and encouragement of colonial administrators - sought to turn an African villager’s mind to accept poverty as a natural phenomenon, nothing to be ashamed of; poverty was God-given; and while on earth, poverty was a temporary reality that could translate into a faith-based blessing in eternity.


  My mother was among the early converts and regularly attended the Methodist congregational services at a centre near the Buhera colonial administrative office. Dzingirai-Chibwe hardly took Christianity seriously, although he occasionally accompanied my mother to a Sunday service.


  The main denomination throughout Buhera was the Dutch Reformed Church, an Afrikaner Protestant group rooted in South Africa, then on a determined evangelical drive throughout the south of Rhodesia. The church, in addition to religious services, conducted catechism seminars for potential converts, performed baptisms and ran schools.


  Like many African women of the time, my mother struggled with the pressures of poverty. Having limited formal education and even less exposure to the ways of the modern world, women battled to feed, clothe and succour their children. It was a high achievement to put together the building blocks of a relatively stable family when spouses were away for long periods trying to scrape together enough to sustain themselves and send back remittances to their rural kin. I sensed the desperation, even in those early stages of my life. Child mortality was abnormally high. It took impeccable care and hygiene to look after an infant under the age of five. The commitment and care my parents showed towards the health and well-being of our family was so strong that none of the nine children succumbed to an early death. We all survived into the current century.


  My mother told me how she used to secure me on her back when I was down with an ailment - measles, a cold or a bilharzia infection - and ride my father’s rusty bicycle through untamed forests along the footpath to Gutu Mission Hospital, the only place with a relatively well-equipped church health centre. As I grew up, I saw a repeat of the same pattern: occasionally I would be left in the care of neighbours as my mother ferried my younger brothers to the same hospital for primary health care. A courageous woman, she braved wild animals on remote paths, sometimes for days on end, to safeguard our health.


  It may seem from all this that we were helpless victims of change and oppression. That was not the case at all: beneath the surface our culture was robust and continued to thrive and survive, along with a strong feeling that an unfolding destiny awaited us. We took part spiritedly in occasional gatherings to support nationalistic calls for independence and the restoration of the dignity of black people. Meanwhile, the main activities in our village centred on peasant agriculture, African dances and rituals, and Christian church services. Peasants hardly missed a Sunday service and followed the rites with the zeal of young military recruits. As Bibles were expensive, those fortunate enough to possess such a prized item were held in high esteem.


  Marriage rites and ceremonies never changed; offerings to our dead ancestors in the form of traditional beer, the blood of sacrificed animals and remembrance rituals continued unabated; our dances, cuisine, practices, clans and fellowships remained intact. Also unchanged were the roles, responsibility and place of African traditional doctors and practitioners, spirit mediums and herbalists - all seen by the church as primitive affronts to the new Christian canons.


  Among most Africans there was certainly a widespread desire to overcome old habits and embrace change for the better, but the fast pace at which Christianity sought to transform our culture seemed improper. Many found it difficult to cast away everything that defined them as a people and as a community. As Africans practising various religions we had always recognised the existence of God. We differed with whites on how to view Jesus Christ in a general cosmology that remained African. How should we pray? How to make offerings and conduct rituals for spiritual healing? As individuals and families, Africans tender their service to God through the dead, which is not what has been called ‘ancestor worship’ but rather seeking intercession with the Almighty through deceased and highly respected family elders as well as clan leaders. At a communal level, we communicate with the holy world through our chiefs and ‘spirit’ mediums.


  There was open resentment, especially among the elderly, of the way white missionaries looked down on our practices. They introduced a ‘white’ Jesus Christ and advised all, including young children, to talk directly to God - often in a way African traditionalists felt was disrespectful and reflected a deadly assault on our society and beliefs. The new way of religion had a strong impact on many among the poor and it divided the people, separating some from their culture and causing a gulf in relationships between generations. Some girls opted to train as nuns and to give their lives to God at a time when their families expected them to get married and raise families. The trend led to family rifts as the girls deserted their homes for missionary and pastoral work.


  The majority made serious efforts to retain an African cultural identity. But to cope with a changing world a dual system emerged, albeit quietly, in which Christian principles were observed side by side with a time-honoured ancestral system. The practice remains common in our rural areas as black Zimbabweans simultaneously accept, observe and honour both the Christian doctrine and their hallowed customs. Those with a strong rural background enjoy the comfort of modern churches during the day. At night they take out their rawhide drums and dance easily to their rhythms as they ‘talk to and consult with’ the departed ones deep inside their homes. One can pray in church for a good growing season, with abundant rains and flourishing crops, then proceed to take part in a rain-making ceremony where a similar appeal is lodged with the ancestors.


  Migrant mine and hotel workers drew from their exposure to South Africa’s spiritual pluralism to produce hybrid systems of faith. In a bid to lessen the impact of conflict on our values, new church leaders emerged to set up separate religious sects. After they ‘ordained’ each other as apostles, prophets, bishops or church elders, the new sects devised flexible, alternative canons to make it possible for them to take some African practices into Christianity. In their skewed and elastic analysis of the Bible, based on specially selected sections of the Old Testament, the new churches embraced polygamy and faith healing. They shunned all types of modern medicines and herbs and came out against vaccination and immunisation. They followed a strict but simple dress and deportment code. They donned snow-white robes and kept their heads clean-shaven. The men maintained a neatly stretched, long beard and always carried long and well-polished walking sticks as their church symbols.


  These churches composed their own hymns and designed their own sacred programmes and prayer codes. Some muttered words of Godly praise in unfamiliar tones - ‘speaking in tongues’ - claiming to have direct access to God who, according to their teachings, communicated through them in their sleep, while in a trance, or during their open-air sermons. The churches adopted names like Bethesda, Jericho Holy Spirits, Sacred Apostolic Church, Mugodhi’s Vapostori, and Church of Africans; or they simply took on the names of their founders. Constant leadership squabbles and other internal disputes often caused the new churches to splinter into an assortment of sub-sects.


  To me as a child all of this was fascinating, picturesque, and sometimes alarming. One could not fail to be intrigued by the strangely attired prophets and their followers who moved through the milieu of daily life in the village. At the same time, they brought bitter but subtle discord with seemingly unending, vicious contests to stake out their claims to the contested terrain where African culture and Christianity met and mixed.


  Like all rural boys, my life consisted of herding cattle and other livestock, wearing a coarse jute sack as a raincoat and always going barefoot. I helped out in the fields at planting and harvest times, and at home tried to keep the free-range chickens in check while guarding their nests and chicks. When my mother was away I babysat my siblings. The bane of my life were the restless goats which, as if to punish me for all my boyish sins, deliberately sprinted into neighbours’ millet fields and nibbled their highly prized crop. The goats infuriated them and got me into trouble.


  We lived the way Africans had always cherished, with sheer simplicity and devoid of any Western trappings and competitive influences. Yet on Sundays entire villages donned a completely different mask. Clad in our best - though rudimentary - outfits we huddled our bodily frames inside makeshift, grass-thatched Christian church ‘halls’. Closing our eyes devoutly we recited our biblical prayers, confessing what we thought were our sins and transgressions during the week. Our voices rose in carefully rehearsed Christian hymns that nevertheless bore the sonorous and unmistakable signature of African choral singing. We chanted for salvation and unconditional forgiveness, praising Jesus Christ and God, the Almighty. Africans love to sing and I loved the singing and the songs. The regular church choir competitions, with their compelling rhythms and rich harmonies, induced a sense that the community was at one with itself. It seemed as if heaven must open up to our appeals. We had sincere expectations of a better life after death beyond our earthly miseries when all spiritual promises would be fulfilled up there in heaven or beyond in some glowing infinity.


  That was Sunday. On our return home, life reverted to the gruelling, poverty-stricken realities of our corner of Africa. In retrospect, the world we inhabited was richly varied and complete; though poor, we did not feel destitute and abandoned by God or the spiritual universe. We had our routine rituals and cultural expectations, reinforced by a strict observance of communal norms and standards. Politics, money and sectarianism may have disturbed us but they could never destroy us.


  The crunch came when I was ready for school. Both parents valued education immensely but schools were few and far between, and cripplingly expensive if you had a large family to equip with books, uniforms and shoes. The missionaries never made choices easy for people: non-converts of a particular church found it difficult to enter into particular schools.


  In 1959 I started off at Munyira Primary School, eight kilometres away, together with my childhood mates Enias Ndarambwa, Taruvinga Rwizi and Jephta Mapiye. My first teacher, Nhekanori Matimba, was a stern disciplinarian who insisted that we cram into our heads everything that he taught us, especially certain Bible verses. Teacher Matimba, or Mr Matimba as he resolutely insisted we should refer to him, left such an indelible impression in my mind that to this day I can recite Psalm 23 with ease.


  By then I had a younger brother, Collins, who was born four years before I went to school, quietly snatching away from me the monopoly I had enjoyed as the sole focus and linchpin in my parents’ home. At first, I was a little jealous of Collins but as we grew up he became a wonderful playmate and companion.


  When out of school, I was Collins’s babysitter while my mother continued with her seemingly unending domestic chores. I could see that an African woman’s work was never done: watering the family vegetable garden, washing dishes, bathing us, making the fires for our warmth, lighting and cooking, weeding the crop fields, checking on the welfare of our livestock, pounding and grinding the millet flour for our meals - it went on and on as a carefully programmed, routine assignment every day.


  One day, our cheeky cow Katsime (which means a tiny fresh water spring) gave birth. Katsime never liked young children around her, especially when lactating. When we tried to kidnap her calf and lock it away in a warm goat pen, she rushed at me and knocked me down, mooing loudly and trampling on my torso. The attack sent Collins scurrying into the homestead for cover, alerting my mother to my predicament. I still bear the mark of the injury.


  Munyira had double classes for its first five grades, from sub-A (equivalent to a first grade) to Standard 3. But for the last three grades, Standards 4 to 6, there were only single classes. This meant that if one failed to make the grade at Standard 3, you either dropped out of school completely or had to look for a place elsewhere. As I was no better than average, I was squeezed out of Munyira after failing to make the grade for Standard 4 in 1964. The headmaster, Amon Gwata, could have used his discretion to let me in had it not been for an unpleasant clash with my father. Dzingirai-Chibwe alleged there was too much bias towards religious education at Munyira. Gwata would have none of it; he told my father off - and me, too!


  A stubborn Dzingirai-Chibwe was wholly dedicated to seeing me through school, especially as I was the first-born. He studied our options and found an alternative. My mother’s half-brother, Tafirei Murira, was already attending school in the neighbouring district of Hwedza. So in January 1964 I was sent off to St Marks Primary School, Goneso, run by the Anglican Church. Tafirei’s school was nearby in Zviyambe village. My father arranged to transfer Tafirei to St Marks for his final year in primary school, Standard 6, so that he could be close to me. Meanwhile Dzingirai-Chibwe had found a place for Tafirei and me to stay in the homestead of a Mr Ndekwere.


  I never found out Mr Ndekwere’s first name, and the reason for that is quite significant. In a traditional African setting young children were rarely permitted to ask the first name of any adult and they were forbidden to refer to adults by their first names, either in private or in public. A number of the elders I met in my early life shall consistently be referred to by the family surname, for I honestly never knew their first names or initials.


  Being away from home was unsettling. It was the first time I had travelled on a bus and I was exposed to what I thought was a weird family environment. Mr Ndekwere, though a hard-working peasant farmer, lived with his two children as a single parent since his former wife had moved to the town of Rusape and rarely visited the family. I had never lived in a home without a mother and wondered how life could be possible under such circumstances. The only consolation I had was the company of Tafirei. Mr Ndekwere had a teenage daughter and a son who was slightly younger than me. We prepared our meals and cleaned the homestead as a family. After a mere three months something disturbed Mr Ndekwere and he evicted us. I guessed he feared for his daughter after noticing what he thought were teenage sexual advances from Tafirei.


  Undaunted, Dzingirai-Chibwe looked for another place. In my second school term, we moved in with the Shana family where we had our own room but shared meals with the rest of the family. This was a stable family unit with a father, a mother and two children. Conditions were much better - something closer to what I was used to - and I immediately struck up a friendship with the son Peter, who was my age.


  Then something occurred at school that brought the outside world and its sinister features directly into our innocent young lives. One of our teachers, a Mr Chipunza - a young political activist - teamed up with some villagers in the dead of night and destroyed a cattle dip as part of a nationalist resistance campaign and protest against land policies. Following a tip-off, police swooped on St Marks, dragged Chipunza out of class, handcuffed him and shoved him in a police vehicle which roared away with bleeping sirens. This happened in July 1964, little over a year before UDI, and was a clear indication that the political temperature was hotting up as the government moved to suppress opposition - which would however not be suppressed.


  It was the first occasion on which I witnessed an arrest under the command of a white police officer, and it was scary for all of us. We huddled in a classroom corner, darting quick glances at the beleaguered political campaigner whom we instinctively understood had done something courageous on behalf of all of us. Perhaps at that stage we could not consciously rationalise that he sought our freedom as an oppressed people, but in due course the lesson sank in. As pupils, we heard that police set about rounding up the nearby villagers to interrogate them and arrest their suspected leaders.


  Chipunza was never seen at the school again.


  Life went on. During the school holidays, Dzingirai-Chibwe urged me to persevere, telling me that a better education would surely set me free from poverty. He loved to tell stories about his experiences in Johannesburg where educated blacks drove their own cars and led a lifestyle he envied. He described how their superior education and knowledge gave them the courage to stand up for themselves and dare to challenge white managers. This was in apartheid South Africa which at that time was witnessing the trial and conviction of Nelson Mandela and others for plotting the armed overthrow of the white state. Despite these developments, Dzingirai-Chibwe regarded South Africa as a superb example of how a black person could move away from subsistence to a place of honour through a good education. He loathed his own social status, having attended school for only three years. For his children to be upwardly mobile and to adapt to competitive life in Southern Rhodesia, he needed to mould us and convince us of the benefits of Western education.


  Dzingirai-Chibwe admired the few well-heeled clerks, teachers and other educated blacks in leadership positions. Himself a builder, carpenter, community organiser and a competitive communal farmer, he often told me that he detested the life he led and would not want his children to face similar limitations. He took a tough line; he was an ambitious parent, hyperactive and hard-working, resolute and unwavering in discipline, and he would always have the last word. He insisted on what he considered to be the best and he maintained a firm grip on family values.


  At a very young age I realised that Dzingirai-Chibwe favoured a straight and narrow path for me. To have a more direct influence on my life and to lessen the burden of paying for my staying away from home, he decided that I should move from St Marks and live at home. At the end of 1964 I was on the move again, this time joining Chikara Primary School which was run by the Catholics. It was only three kilometres away from our village but situated in Gutu, a neighbouring district separated from us by the Nyazvidzi River. The river unfortunately presented a natural barrier. As I started school in the middle of the rainy season, the Nyazvidzi was often flooded and too dangerous to cross on some mornings. There was no bridge. Dzingirai-Chibwe accepted the new challenge and negotiated lodgings for me with the Chidanguro family in Gutu - at least until the floods subsided. In the end this meant only a month or so away from home but it did demonstrate that if you lived in an underdeveloped rural area you had to be adaptable. Simply giving up was never on my father’s agenda.


  While nature put up natural barriers, politics invaded our lives and threw up obstacles to progress. My Standard 5 teacher at Chikara was John Makumbe, another young political activist fresh from a teacher-training school at Bondolfi Mission in Masvingo (at that time called Fort Victoria). Apart from his usual political statements on the disadvantages of colonialism for any black person, Makumbe could hardly contain his anger when Smith declared UDI in November 1965. He burst into the classroom after lunch expressing his revulsion and shouting that as black people our struggle for freedom was going to be a difficult and complicated process. Makumbe had picked up the story on the main afternoon news bulletin. He spent the whole afternoon explaining what Smith’s move meant for our country and that we, as black people, must resist the move.


  My own growing awareness was strongly reinforced by an encounter in a post office. In order to apply for places in various high schools I was buying postage stamps when a white official scoffed at my ambitions, saying he did not see any reason why I should worry as Africans were dull and unimaginative by nature. I concluded my purchase and limped out, my ego thoroughly bruised and anger seething through my nostrils.


  Although our home was a mere seven kilometres from the government’s administrative offices, I rarely came into contact with the officials and their families who lived there. We used to watch them shopping at the local shops, but hardly spoke to them. Generally, the presence of whites evoked mixed feelings of resentment and fear. I saw them as different and cruel, especially after what I saw happen to Teacher Chipunza in 1964. Villagers tended to minimise contact with the whites, going to the administrative offices only when it was absolutely necessary, like having to visit the ‘pass’ office for national registration papers.


  My temporary displacement from home in 1964 and 1965 which required me to move between families, schools, religious settings and districts affected my academic performance. Although I was extremely competent with figures, arithmetic and mathematics, I had difficulties with both spoken and written English. There were insufficient English books around; no libraries; and the language was never widely spoken, either as a medium of instruction or by the pupils outside of basic grammar lessons. The closest I came to anything written in English was a government propaganda newspaper, The African Times. There was some copy in English, though the rest was in ChiShona and SiNdebele.


  The African Times was published monthly by the Rhodesian Ministry of Information and Tourism. Distributed free to African residential areas, schools and townships it claimed to have over a million readers. The newspaper portrayed Rhodesian Africans as the happiest people on earth under white rule. African nationalist movements were denigrated and, naturally, black majority rule was depicted as quite unsuitable for Rhodesia. The lies were blatant and anyone on the ground could see they contradicted our day-to-day experiences. My English would improve as I learnt to decode these messages but, most of all, going to secondary school would get me talking and thinking about the harsh realities of white overlordship.
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CHAPTER TWO



  WORKING LIFE


  As a young adult I had an experience that underlined for me, as never before, the profound suspicion and persecution that surrounded us under white rule. The level of paranoia was astonishing: in every corner, it seemed, the intelligence services espied another communist-led black nationalist fomenting revolution.


  During my high school years I grew increasingly alert to warning signs that indicated white disapproval of independent African thinking. Perhaps I would have become a political activist but my parents needed financial help to support the other children through school. My father, as always, pressed me to finish my studies and enter working life. After leaving school I landed a job in the town of Umtali (renamed Mutare in 1982) making elastic trimming for curtains and underwear bands. Known as Elastics & Tapes, the company gave me two weeks’ basic training and set me to work among the wooden looms.


  I had barely started to adjust to my new surroundings when a contingent of police turned up at the company for a word with my supervisor. The presence of police was always disturbing but I tried to pay no attention. Suddenly they dashed at me and placed me under arrest. Like Teacher Chipunza at St Marks primary school years before, I was handcuffed and manhandled off the premises. They took me to Umtali Police Station where the charge was that I was using a pseudonym. I was suspected of being a trained ‘terrorist’.


  I pleaded my innocence for I was not a member of any trade union or political structure. But they hammered away, asking me why I used the name Morgan when my ‘real’ name was Richard. The fact was that my mother had named me Morgan but the church had renamed me Richard after baptism as a Catholic. I rarely used the name Richard, not because I did not like it but it simply failed to appeal to my friends, my community and my parents.


  Explanations did not help. I was detained for a night in a tiny cell full of criminal suspects. No doubt the police pursued their enquiries through the night. By the following morning they seemed satisfied and I was released. I went straight to my bosses who quickly understood the source of the misunderstanding.


  I was totally bemused and a number of thoughts raced through my mind. Was there someone somewhere who was disturbed that I had found employment so quickly after leaving school? I had been attending some meetings and protest marches: could I have been spotted and reported to the authorities? Or was there an informer on the prowl in the hostel where I stayed with my father? He was deeply worried by this development, as was everyone at Elastics & Tapes. It was a warning to stay out of politics. This was in 1972.


  I continued to attend meetings after my arrest, regardless of official intimidation and fears of being spied upon. The only difference was that I was now slightly more careful with my tongue.


  However, all of this lay in the future as I prepared for my first year in high school. I had sat for final Standard 6 examinations in 1966 and did extremely well in all subjects except English which, predictably, I failed, having had so little exposure to the language. This was very demoralising but my parents won me another chance and I succeeded with the English paper in 1967. My natural high school should have been Makumbe Mission near Buhera. But this was an elite institution which favoured students from the Dutch Reformed Church schools in Buhera, Charter (now Chikomba), Hwedza, parts of Manicaland and Masvingo.


  Even the placement of pupils at Chikara and other Catholic schools was competitive and before my admission I had faced a stiff pre-entrance series of workshops, prayer sessions and catechism seminars. The aim was to prepare us for conversion and baptism into Catholicism, a requirement for attending the school. Baptism came with a name change, implying a spiritually cleansed identity. Churches required baptised Africans to renounce traditional beliefs and customs, which we pretended to do. We were expected to cast off our animist modes of worship, shun our respect for the ancestors, and abandon our inherited rituals.


  ‘Now you can go to a Catholic high school without any problems,’ said my mother, apparently unconcerned by my name change, or my born-again status. My mother loved the name Morgan - I can’t remember why - but at any rate having a dual name was not a bad price to pay for access to secondary school. Little did we know how this would get me into trouble one day.


  It was the norm at Chikara for the Catholic Church to prepare their primary school graduates for high schools in Masvingo, in particular for Mutero Mission. I was initially destined for Mutero but new places became available when Silveira Mission, a single-sex boarding school in Bikita, Masvingo, was opened in 1967, and I found a place there. Silveira had two classes each for Forms 1 and 2, and acted as junior high school to prepare pupils for Gokomere High in Zimuto, also in Masvingo.


  Life at the boarding school was a mixture of fun and, occasionally, homesickness. There were only two of us from Buhera at the school, Noah Makaza and I. All our school-mates were from surrounding rural areas, which meant that we were exposed to new faces and ideas but also that we had little contact with others from Buhera district and Manicaland. As a new school, Silveira was adequately staffed and still smelt of fresh paint. The laboratories were well equipped, the dining rooms were neat, we had relatively new beds, and the library was well stocked.


  Catholic schools in Masvingo fell under the Diocese of the Midlands and were run primarily by the Bethlehem Order. I got through my two years at Silveira fairly easily, taking an active part in the debating society, in science experiments and in various school competitions. The only unsettling element was the presence of a certain Father Fray, a German Swiss, whom we saw as openly racist and a supporter of the Rhodesian Front. So insensitive was he that when the Rhodesian government conducted its referendum on a new constitution to turn Zimbabwe into a white-run republic with a state president, he spent the day wearing a military uniform. This made us wonder whether he was indeed a priest. I have not been able to keep track of Father Fray’s further involvement in the ministry, nor could I establish his first name, but immediately after leaving Silveira I put all thoughts of his attitude and behaviour out of my mind.


  Abruptly, my formal schooling almost came to an end. Although I was keen to continue I could see that my father was now feeling the strain of putting his growing family through relatively expensive boarding schools. My young brothers, Collins, Samuel and Casper, were already at various stages at Chikara, preparing their way for high school education. They needed the family’s attention at a time when my father earned very little as a semi-skilled artisan dependent on odd jobs, casual carpentry and occasional building contracts in the village. I knew I would not achieve much with only two years of high school, so in early 1970 I appealed to my father to be allowed to slog it out for another two years to enable me to complete my Ordinary Levels.


  If it were not for my family’s poor bank balance and weak asset base, I knew that Dzingirai-Chibwe would need no persuasion at all. It was agonising to see my parents selling off a few goats, a cow and tons of maize and groundnuts to raise my school fees and money for school uniforms. When the schools reopened in January, I felt lucky to be part of the student community at Gokomere High School. Ten of us from Silveira, mainly those who came out at the top of the class, made it to Gokomere.


  Both Silveira and Gokomere gave me tremendous insights into the world. Apart from making new friends from Catholic schools all over Zimbabwe, I was exposed to a variety of sources of history, politics, and information and current affairs. The libraries were relatively well equipped with an array of magazines, newspapers, books and periodicals on topical political issues. Missionaries, in particular the Catholics, tried to offer a holistic education, emphasising discipline and moral uprightness; encouraging debate, tolerance and compassion; and engaging us in sport. I was an avid soccer player, at one stage making it into the school’s first team as a striker and mid-fielder. As pupils we had space to live, breathe and think.


  During my time at Silveira I began to fill in many gaps in my understanding of current political issues. I began to put in context the source of attacks on black nationalists; the meaning of the emergence of independent, black-ruled African states, and the intricacies of racial discrimination against black advancement. Through reading and from discussions with other students whose political experiences were richer than mine, I was able to see the plight of Africans from a new perspective. The challenge to understand was also a stimulus to articulate ideas and explain the issues to myself and others. I remember telling a classmate how disturbed I had been on the day in 1965 when Ian Smith rebelled against Britain and declared UDI: thoughts that echoed the angry tirade of our teacher John Makumbe at Chikara.


  At Silveira, schoolmates spoke of the difficulties of living in a racially discriminatory white world. It was especially hard for those whose homes bordered on white commercial farms - a world that I from the village could only imagine. I listened to their stories with deep interest, trying to comprehend features of the wider Rhodesian setting.


  Gokomere was a well-established institution, with worldwide links and strong contacts throughout the Catholic community countrywide. The school’s philosophy was to provide an unfettered climate for free expression. The mission influenced us to embrace solidarity and always preached fair play and the congenial atmosphere helped to boost my self-confidence. As my school performance improved, so did my appreciation of and interest in politics and society. I felt recognised as a key player and organiser of social events. In no time I became the overall leader of our sports teams, helping the sports master to organise and manage our swimmers, tennis players and the soccer team.


  We followed and analysed the factional fighting between various nationalist groups, then confined to urban townships. Due to enemy infiltration and ideological conflicts, the nationalists often differed over strategy, which led to physical fights between youths aligned to different factions. Conflict intensified after nationalists led by the Reverend Ndabaningi Sithole pulled out of the dominant Zimbabwe African People’s Union and formed the Zimbabwe African National Union in 1963. There were pitched battles in Salisbury’s townships as the two groups sought to control their turf.1


  We kept ourselves abreast of news about young activists across the borders in Botswana, Zambia and Malawi where blacks had recently gained independence. State radio broadcasts, though largely used as a white propaganda tool, were a source of vital information on the struggle against colonialism. At least we could tell through the biased news that the black people were resisting white domination. Though it was risky and could bring the police down on us, we sporadically checked the information by tuning in to external radio broadcasts from Zambia, Tanzania, South Africa and the United Kingdom.


  Nearly all my dormitory mates, especially at Gokomere where several were from urban areas, told stories of strikes and small-scale acts of sabotage as blacks pressed for a fair deal. We shared small bits of information about how irate villagers torched and vandalised white tobacco farms and destroyed cattle dips. There was, of course, some youthful exaggeration - creating the impression that an immediate victory over colonialism was at hand and we could look forward to the imminent transfer of power. On the negative side, we were all conscious that forced removals were going on, ripping blacks from their ancestral lands.


  While many students at the rural mission schools had never met any of the leading political activists, the exploits of their organisations were widely discussed at both Silveira and Gokomere. Early movements had included the British African National Voice Association, founded in the 1940s; the Reformed Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (RICU), formed in 1946; and the Southern Rhodesia African National Congress (SRANC), most active between 1957 to 1959. These groupings, among others, were opposed to racial discrimination and campaigned, without success, for comprehensive reforms. Later, they transformed themselves into nationalist movements with an improved political approach.2 Their main thrust was to put pressure on Britain to grant Zimbabwe political independence in line with a constitutional principle Whitehall was following throughout its colonies. At the time, the rallying cry was the need for a ‘one person, one vote’ franchise as an agenda for regime change.3


  To teenagers like ourselves the tableau of revolutionary news was at once exciting, far-reaching, and incredibly promising as regards our own personal futures. We could hardly contain ourselves. At the same time the information reaching us, which we moulded with the imagination of youth, opened the way for a variety of interpretations and explanations from the African grapevine and rumour mill. We were sailing in deep waters and the issues would turn out to be more complex than they at first appeared.


  Politics aside, I was increasingly concerned about the future of our own family and my role in pulling them out of poverty. How could I do that, given the inequality and lack of opportunity that faced black Zimbabweans and rural youth in particular? Despite the difference in their ages, my brother Casper caught up with Collins and they entered high school at Silveira in the same year. Between them they possessed one blanket and one spare pair of shorts which they swapped on laundry day.


  After completing school, where, I wondered, would I get a job to help my parents end the family’s humiliation and suffering - and what kind of job would it be? The only assured openings were in the teaching and nursing professions, areas I thought I could hardly master. Decent work and political rights preoccupied other senior students too. We stared, discouraged and enraged, at a world where the potential of a black person was unrecognised beyond that of a provider of raw labour. I seldom discussed politics with my father, not going beyond issues around racial discrimination and white domination. His issues were far more immediate. Finally, I decided that I would have to settle for any job I could find.


  By the time I left school with eight O-Level subject passes in 1971, most of Zimbabwe’s nationalist leaders were in detention. But the struggle, after initial hiccups in the mid-1960s, had resumed, this time in the form of a low-level guerrilla war against Rhodesia. Both Zapu and Zanu carried out raids through their armed wings, the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (Zipra) and the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (Zanla), attacking from the neighbouring territories of Zambia and Mozambique.


  Limited success had attended the skirmishes mounted by Zanla guerrillas in the mid-1960s.4 At the same time, Zipra, in concert with Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the armed wing of the African National Congress of South Africa, launched a joint offensive in the Wankie area near Victoria Falls in 1967. Zipra’s links with MK paved the way for the direct intervention of South African security forces. Pretoria openly supported Rhodesia in the war - at least to start with; relations later soured. Similarly, Zanla later forged a new alliance with the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (Frelimo) at the end of the decade. The alliance prompted Zanla to shift its tactical approach and launch attacks on north-eastern Rhodesia through the Mozambican province of Tete.


  Details of the opening skirmishes of the so-called Bush War were sketchy at the time so it is worth recounting them for what they disclose about how the guerrillas operated at first, and how the regime responded. The first group of trained Zanla guerrillas, in particular the Crocodile Gang led by William Ndangana, ambushed and killed a white farmer, Petros Oberholtzer, in the Chimanimani area of Manicaland on 4 July 1964. According to Edgar Tekere, Oberholtzer died after being attacked by Ndangana, Victor Mlambo, James Dhlamini and Master Tresha. After this act, Mlambo and Dhlamini crossed the border into Mozambique, but the police there captured them and deported them to Southern Rhodesia. They were later convicted and hanged in Salisbury. Master Tresha, also captured, was sentenced to life imprisonment, escaping capital punishment because of his youth. Ndangana escaped into Malawi. Their effort was further complemented by an assault on Rhodesian forces by a group that crossed into Rhodesia in April 1966 and engaged in combat near the town of Chinhoyi. While the group is said to have perished, it signalled a definite shift towards direct confrontation with the security forces in the struggle for Zimbabwe’s independence.


  The change of tack in the struggle gave the two guerrilla armies invaluable experience, leading to a more radical approach, a fresh military strategy and linkages to other parties and organisations fighting for freedom in Angola, Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa.


  In 1969, my father moved from our village to take up a job with the Umtali municipality as a builder/carpenter. He lived in the Matida Hostel in Sakubva, sharing a room with four other municipal workers. The hostel accommodation was utterly basic: rooms were subdivided into four compartments with cloth curtains strung on loose pieces of wire with sisal cords. Since my father was there, Umtali appealed to me as a natural destination for my first job search, especially as I had no close friends or family in the bigger cities of Salisbury and Bulawayo. Before setting out, my mother borrowed my grandmother’s old jacket for me, saying it was important to look presentable to impress prospective employers.


  I arrived in Umtali in February 1972 at a time when the story of the eviction of Tangwena people from their Nyanga ancestral homelands dominated political discussion in the township of Sakubva, then the main residential area for blacks. Chief Rekayi Tangwena had put up an excellent argument against displacement from his ancestral home and had resisted efforts to deport his people to Mozambique or to relocate them to Gokwe in order to make way for a white commercial farm, Gaeresi Ranch, in the Eastern Highlands area of Nyanga. The dispute began soon after Rekayi became chief around 1965 and the ensuing saga had extended over a decade or more.


  In 1966 Chief Tangwena’s community were ordered to leave their homes. The Tangwena people - members of the Manyika, one of the Shona-speaking peoples inhabiting an area in eastern Zimbabwe adjacent to Mozambique - had occupied their land before the first white settlers arrived. They refused to leave and for several years resisted the government’s attempts to evict them. Then their huts and property were burned down and their cattle seized. Tangwena fled into the Inyanga Mountains and continued to press for justice, attracting a major national and international outcry over the obvious injustice of the forced removal.


  Despite his lack of exposure to the media, Chief Tangwena made so much noise that the story became national headlines, particularly in Salisbury and Britain. The chief, now classified as a squatter, had on several occasions been prosecuted and fined for his refusal to move out of his Inyanga redoubt. Because of the proximity of the mountains to Umtali, the townspeople followed the Tangwena story with keen interest. I later gathered that the Manyika were among the first in Zimbabwe to hear the news that the British government had intervened and agreed with Ian Smith to settle the Tangwena land dispute.


  I made sure I never missed a copy of the local newspaper, the Umtali Post for an update. Chief Tangwena finally left his hideout to put his case to Sir Alec Douglas Home and to Sir Peter Rawlinson, the British Attorney General, who were visiting Salisbury at the time. One had to admire the Chief’s bravery,5 in particular his reported comments to Rawlinson whom he boldly asked if a British Queen would agree to be moved by her government to Italy!


  A White Paper from the British government had set out a proposal for a Rhodesian settlement. A copy of the White Paper was clandestinely circulating in Sakubva and I soon picked it up. Among other issues, it suggested a three-man commission to stop evictions from ‘European areas’ and the setting up of an independent Land Board to hear land ownership disputes. It also suggested a search for ways to end racial discrimination. This was encouraging but hardly definitive and we waited for more, in vain.


  Prime Minister Ian Smith and the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Alec Douglas Home had struck a deal for continued white control of the country - provided it could be shown that the majority supported it. A 20-member commission chaired by Lord Pearce, a retired English judge, was set to assess public opinion in Rhodesia. Naturally this provoked anti-Pearce Commission demonstrations and denunciations, with protests being held all over the country.


  The bad news for the Rhodesian government was that a new political group, the African National Council (ANC), formed in 1971 and led by a then little-known Methodist bishop, Abel Muzorewa, also of Umtali, and a colleague, the Reverend Canaan Banana, immediately launched a national campaign to reject the plan. Muzorewa, Zimbabwe’s first black man to be ordained a Christian bishop was well known and hugely popular in Umtali. He had once served as a resident bishop at Old Umtali Mission. When he formed the ANC, people understood him to be standing in for the nationalist leadership that had been detained in the 1960s. He occupied a leadership vacuum and for a while had a credible national profile.


  Muzorewa would ultimately become prime minister of Zimbabwe/Rhodesia for a few short months before falling into political obscurity. Banana would later rise to become the titular president of an independent Zimbabwe in 1980, but was forced to retire when Mugabe abolished the position and introduced an executive presidency instead. Whatever their mistakes and failings, these two leaders managed to overturn the Smith-Home plan for white hegemony well into the future.


  Early in 1972 the Pearce Commission conducted hearings to find out whether black and white Rhodesians would accept the independence deal. Laughably, the agreement would have recognised the white minority government and given short shrift to African hopes for immediate one man, one vote democracy. Although Smith initially supported the Pearce Commission, his government set about obstructing the investigation by refusing access to rural areas and disallowing an opinion poll. For its part, the ANC did much to persuade the Pearce Commission to report adversely by holding protests across the country. As far as the majority of blacks were concerned the proposed settlement was a non-starter. Meanwhile protests on the streets and in rural areas antagonised the regime which cracked down with police shootings and numerous arrests.


  In the end, Pearce reported that blacks rejected the settlement on a massive scale. The British government accepted the findings, saying that sanctions imposed after UDI would stay in place, while Smith called the whole exercise a farce. Smith, who had served in the Royal Air Force during World War II, regarded Britain’s approach to the crisis as a ‘great betrayal’ of its kith and kin in Rhodesia.6


  I attended several secret meetings in Sakubva, most of which were held in the males-only hostels, at which the people debated the proposals, planned their campaigns and raised objections to the Smith-Home project. I was disturbed by the reaction of the colonial authorities to the people’s views. Soon after my arrival in Umtali, two people were shot and killed as the police tried to suppress a demonstration against the Pearce Commission in Sakubva.


  The atmosphere was tense as the people demanded total independence from Britain, not what we saw as the kind of cosmetic political reform and compromise solution Whitehall had put on the table. I remember being part of a group that attended a fiery and emotion-charged meeting at the Beit Hall in Umtali which was addressed by Canaan Banana. People were extremely angry with Britain for trying to appease Smith and his settler administration with a patched-up version of white supremacy that might never lead to an effective transfer of power - at least not in the foreseeable future. Not surprisingly, the plan collapsed. Britain quickly pulled out and Smith came out with guns blazing. He denounced the Pearce Commission and vowed to fight the national insurgency, now still confined to north-eastern Zimbabwe but spreading.


  In my nascent reading of the political situation, the collapse of the Pearce Commission strengthened the view of black Zimbabweans that an armed revolution was inevitable. By 1973, Smith had begun to feel the pinch of the war and faced a mounting crisis of legitimacy. He tried closing the border with Zambia, but this seemed to have little impact and was too late anyway.


  To me, coming from a village deep inside Zimbabwe, the Manyika seemed like a sophisticated people who understood the white man’s thinking better than the rest of us. This was not surprising: the first mission schools, churches, trading missions and foreign manufactured trinkets had been introduced to the region by the Portuguese in neighbouring Mozambique hundreds of years before permeating into the hinterland.


  The Manyika around Umtali looked more suave and elegant than any other African tribe I had seen before. For the first time, I saw a people who respected good food, knew restaurant ‘etiquette’ and table manners; they always used forks and knives when eating, even in their own homes, and exuded confidence, always smiling, spoke the distinct but soothing Shona dialect, and scarcely ever displayed their anger in public.


  Unlike other Zimbabwean patriarchs, they were excellent cooks and knew the European cuisine well, together with its restaurant menu jargon. While we tended to cup our craggy hands around water taps to drink water, the Manyika were masters at hygiene: they used water glasses and tiny tumblers or cups. The men wore well-pressed clothes and well-polished leather shoes or bright white canvas sneakers, and had neatly cropped hairstyles.


  Almost every Manyika household had a wireless set or radio receiver for current affairs and entertainment. The marginally well-to-do people had small jalopies or old luxury cars, some imported from as far afield as Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town.


  Sakubva was a peculiar place in a number of ways. It was built in a marshy area full of mosquitoes. Its residents - mainly workers in the municipality, timber sawmills, grading yards and cosy inns and hotels - shared tiny spaces in substandard houses, mostly with communal toilets and distant washrooms. Many lived in single-sex hostels where they shared kitchens and ablutions. One characteristic stood out sharply: the men, especially hotel waiters and cooks, were impeccably smart and always spoke in English.


  For three months after my arrival in Umtali, I hit the streets on a daily basis, checking at factory fronts for work, visiting a government employment agency and looking out for newspaper advertisements for openings. Umtali was hardly a promising choice for a young school-leaver with eight Ordinary level passes. It was quite a small town and apart from the timber processing yards, the hotels, a few shops and a car assembly plant there were few opportunities.


  Most employers preferred casual and seasonal workers for short stints, depending on the demand for them. Anyone with a high school certificate was considered overqualified for their needs. Finally, my search paid off. In April 1972, I landed my first job as a trainee weaver in a textile factory, Elastics & Tapes. I hoped to use this as a starting point and to gain some experience in commerce and industry. The company was a small family business running on the basis of shifts with fewer than 15 workers in the factory at any one time.


  In early 1973, my father was allocated a new municipal room at Chisamba Singles section in Sakubva. These were small, four-roomed, stand-alone units, each with a separate entrance and, as the name implies, meant for single male municipal workers. This was a slight improvement on the hostel complex where four strangers shared a single room, though we still had a communal bathroom and kitchen area.


  By then Umtali and its surroundings was fast becoming one of the most highly politicised places in Zimbabwe. Something else was under way too that was destined to change my life fundamentally: labour activism was on the rise, especially in the textile industry. Phineas Sithole, a veteran unionist representing textile workers and based in Bulawayo, visited Umtali in March 1973 and addressed a union meeting at Moffat Hall. After listening to Sithole, I approached a workmate who was the leader of the local branch of the Textile Workers’ Union and indicated my desire to join them.


  Sithole’s address inspired us. In the textile industry we worked long hours, were seriously underpaid and never enjoyed our rights as workers. I started off on a wage of Z$5 for a 40-hour week (around US$8 at the time). With that money, a single person could hardly afford the bare necessities of life, let alone maintain a large family, especially in an urban area, or send money to half-starved relatives in the rural hinterland. I never so much as dreamt of comforts like a vacation or decent household assets like furniture or a used car.


  When I discussed Sithole’s meeting with David Mapingire, a driver and neighbour at Chisamba Singles, I realised that there was a pattern of low wages in many sectors of the economy. Black workers in the transport industry earned roughly the same as we did.


  The pace at my workplace was slow and frustrating. My family’s poverty was keeping me in this type of job, so I put in a lot of effort to make it work, but it was deeply frustrating. Because my weekly wage was so low I decided to enrol for an accounting and cost management course at a local private college to improve my qualifications, but I was forced to abandon the class after a few lectures because of my changing shift-work. It was tough to be a first child and a man in a black African family. Our fathers eagerly bequeathed responsibility for our siblings to us. Many took early retirement, leaving the eldest son with the care of the entire family at an early age.


  As a budding trade unionist, I quickly learnt to assess my white employers, who were openly racist in character and behaviour. Dealing with them took all my diplomacy and required some shrewd thinking. One had to persevere and be tolerant in the face of provocation, all the while remaining conscious of the pressing demands of workers and the needs of one’s own family. People from diverse backgrounds depended on the trade unions to help them meet their needs, so I had to get to know them and respect differences of opinion. I was at school again, in a new and unexpected way, paying my dues and learning my lessons.


  One misty morning at the end of 1973, my father woke up early and told me that his ancestors in Buhera had recalled him to the village. I knew exactly what he meant. He had decided to retire and return to his roots. He told me that he was the natural heir to the Nerutanga chieftainship and wanted to go back to prepare for that eventuality. I never doubted his strong belief in African customs and traditions, royalty and religion, but for him to wean me off so early and to turn me into the main source of support for the entire family was alarming. The family was large and very poor. None of my young brothers could fend for themselves, let alone support my parents. But that was it; it was the last time my father held a formal job in an urban area.


  While this was a tough family assignment, ironically and for the first time, I felt a whiff of independence. I was now alone in the little municipal room, which gave me an opportunity to start building a lifestyle of my own. I could flirt with the local girls and go out drinking with friends and colleagues away from the shadow of a domineering parent. Throughout my stay with Dzingirai-Chibwe in the city, I could see that he cut a lone figure, having few friends and always worrying about his children’s welfare and future. He kept himself very close to me.


  I continued to search for new opportunities, checking out newspaper advertisements for training facilities and openings. In my free moments, I enjoyed taking a stroll to the market, talking to vendors, workers and rural farmers. I felt strongly connected to their stories and they kept me briefed on the way ordinary people were managing under the circumstances - circumstances which I fully understood having been brought up in the village.


  Once in a while I might bump into someone from Buhera. We nostalgically shared stories about familiar people and places, comparing notes on the whereabouts of my peers. Much had changed since I left home, although much remained the same. Occasionally I was able to pay my mother a visit. It took a long time to save for such breaks, which I took during the Christmas holidays. Each time I went home to Buhera I noticed the changes. An increasing number of children were going to school; returning migrant workers had opened up small shops; more families had access to radio sets and were listening to recorded music. I bought my own small radio which I carried home to brighten our Christmas reunion. Most of the girls who had been in my primary school classes were now mothers, either married or out of wedlock. The world around me was changing fast. And I was too.
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CHAPTER THREE



  WAR ZONE


  While I was living and working in the textile industry in Umtali on the Mozambican border, the town was abuzz with the news of the rapidly changing scene in our neighbouring state, then a colony of Portugal. In Portugal itself, discontent with nearly 50 years of dictatorship had spilled into the open with army captains demanding an end to conscription. The country was waging wars on three fronts - Mozambique, Angola and Portuguese Guinea; its youth was dying on the battlefields and the economy was bleeding heavily from the expense. Finally, on 25 April 1974 a leftist military coup took place in Lisbon, ushering in peace overtures in Africa. Some 500 years of African colonisation was about to end. Mozambique was placed under a transitional government, leading to full independence in July the following year. A similar fast-track arrangement was under way in Portugal’s other southern African colony, Angola.


  The Portuguese revolution brought about a seismic shift in the politics of southern Africa as white regimes beheld the collapse of the colonial power that had bolstered their borders for so long. The support from Frelimo gave Zanla tremendous confidence and the guerrilla force gained credibility among the people. The changed political scene in Portugal was an added bonus as it pointed to an inevitable Frelimo victory, and by extension, raised hopes at home.


  Another factor was that South Africa’s Prime Minister John Vorster was applying unrelenting pressure on Ian Smith to find a political solution (partly because South African police were helping the security forces in Rhodesia and partly because chaos and collapse in Rhodesia would not help the cause of apartheid). Pressure of a different kind came from Presidents Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia and Julius Nyerere of Tanzania who provided moral and material support for the guerrillas.


  Now that a Frelimo victory was a fait accompli, Smith and his regime started to feel the strain of a possible wholesale isolation of Rhodesia. Smith agreed to release the detained nationalists and to commence yet another round of talks which included Muzorewa and those he had recently released under the watchful eye of Vorster and Kaunda. Vorster had spent almost two years in 1974-75 promoting a process he called ‘détente’ in a bid to persuade Smith to talk peace with Zimbabwean nationalists and to smooth Rhodesia’s relations with independent African states.


  In August 1974, I met Richard Matekenya, a former Silveira schoolmate searching for work in Umtali. Richard had not achieved his goal of going to Gokomere High School and had joined the world of work, hopping from one odd placement to another as a general labourer. He had kept his head high, continuously looking for something better. On one of his visits to Chisamba Singles, he drew my attention to an advertisement in the Rhodesia Herald. Anglo American’s Bindura Nickel Mine was looking for a variety of trainees for its operations. Initially, I was not much interested but Richard insisted that we try our luck and submit our applications.


  Three months later the company invited me for an interview at Ranche House College in Salisbury. I boarded an overnight train in Umtali for a city I hardly knew - save for a very brief visit in 1968 when I went to collect money from my father who was then working for a construction company building houses in the high-density township of Glen Norah. It puzzled me that Bindura Nickel Mine, owned by the giant multinational Anglo American with plush offices in Salisbury, chose to conduct the interviews at that private college. It turned out that Anglo American had donated funding to the college; but in any case it was a prestige venue that the Pearce Commission had used too. Perhaps this all made a statement about the glowing prospects for new recruits.


  The interview in Salisbury marked a turning point in my life. Youth always has high hopes for the future, but little did I realise as I boarded the train that I would be taking my first steps on a path towards national union leadership and, ultimately, a political career opposing the government of Robert Mugabe. As an exploited young worker in the textile industry I had become unionised but still had only vague ideas about the role that unions could play in the transformation of society. This would all change when - to my surprise and gratification - I was recruited to the mining industry and left Umtali to take up a job in Bindura.


  Strongly motivated to do my best, I succeeded in the interview, being among 700 of the 2 000 applicants who managed to make it on to a shortlist. My friend Richard was not so lucky. The selection process continued, and eventually the company took only 14 of us to train for a six-month period in various mining operations. As I began my in-house apprenticeship in early 1975 I was conscious that another of my brothers, Samuel, was only starting his high school education and that family responsibilities lay upon me.


  Before my interview in Salisbury in November 1974 I saw a newspaper report announcing the impending release from detention of liberation leaders Joshua Nkomo, founder of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (Zapu), and the Reverend Ndabaningi Sithole, founder of the Zimbabwe African National Union (Zanu), and their comrades. Among those also released were Robert Mugabe, secretary-general of Zanu, and Edgar Tekere, also of Zanu. Their organisations were due to take part in a conference with the government to be held in a railway coach on the Victoria Falls bridge, high over the Zambezi River and linking Zambia with Rhodesia.


  The famous, and abortive, August 1975 talks were held under the auspices of Vorster and Kaunda with Smith and Muzorewa in attendance. The peculiar choice of the bridge on the border allowed the Rhodesian delegation to sit in home territory while the black nationalist representatives sat on the Zambian side. The general strategy of the liberationists was to negotiate but keep their options open for armed struggle. The talks failed and the war continued for three more years. Smith was lukewarm about treating with the enemy, and his principal opponents in the Zimbabwean movements, who were not united, went their own ways to fight for liberation as they saw fit.1


  I was back in Umtali in early December when the nationalist leaders were freed after periods of detention that varied from three to 12 years, sending wild cheers of excitement and hope through the ranks of political activists and sympathisers in the town. By then, I was preparing for my journey up north. In January 1975, clutching my meagre possessions and looking like a lost wanderer, I arrived in Bindura - far from tiny Buhera village where my umbilical cord lay buried.


  Though much smaller than Umtali, Bindura had a character of its own. Situated in a rich agricultural zone, with moderate, energising temperatures and an inviting climate for livestock and cropping, Bindura provided Zimbabwe with the much-needed base of its agro-economy and an abundant labour force. The heavy presence of white farmers in khaki shorts, tractors and sophisticated farming machinery grinding away in the midst of lush, flat rows of crops and irrigation fields, lent the place an aggressively businesslike atmosphere. I was nonplussed, feeling the impact of my limited national exposure - let alone any knowledge or experience in mining. I threw my bag on to my head, asked around for directions and hit the road for Trojan Nickel Mine.


  Other lucky recruits - Levi Mangadze, Sunny Chipungu, Ben Maidza and two others - were already there, sharing, I supposed, my nervous excitement. We were directed to our quarters where a waiting clerk cheerfully handed us keys to a separate section of the mine compound. In Rhodesia, low income mine and farm housing areas were known as ‘compounds’ while those in towns and cities were classified either as hostels or townships - to separate them from whites-only residential suburbs. One’s neighbourhood determined one’s class in a racially segregated society. But we mine recruits were a slight cut above mere labourers. My new abode - a three-bedroomed, asbestos roofed house, was in an area reserved for the semi-skilled, lowest-ranked middle class mine staff. As we were young adults without families, we were allocated a single house.


  After an intensive training programme as a plant operator in the mine smelter, I acquired the necessary skills to be part of this completely new environment. Everything was different: the people, the culture and above all the much better lifestyle. Even the climate seemed propitious with clear blue skies and regular rainfall, compared with the Eastern Highlands city of Umtali with its mists and unpredictable weather patterns.


  The Korekore-Shona dialect of Bindura differed from the laid-back, soothing Manyika-Shona lingo of Umtali, presenting challenging idioms. My new situation was made all the more complex by witnessing the spillover of the liberation war from the north-east into the hinterland. Within two years, guns were crackling down in my home village of Buhera, some 250 kilometres away as the crow flies, and spreading further afield. Unlike Umtali, where the action was still mainly on the other side of the Mozambique border, in Bindura one felt very close to the war front.


  The town was at the epicentre of government military operations. White administrators and residents initially tried to mask this by encouraging their community to engage in non-military activities. Racially segregated country clubs teemed with revellers and sports fanatics as if everything were normal; gardens and swimming pools in the whites-only areas radiated a sense of normal life in an unruffled society. The annual Mazoe Agricultural Show, a ritual to showcase the area’s superior commercial farming produce, continued without interruption despite the war.


  Trouble had started in the area shortly before Christmas in 1972, when the tranquillity of Bindura was shattered by rocket, grenade and rifle fire. Guerrillas attacked two farmhouses on successive nights, bringing a new intensity to the war that had already rumbled on for half a decade. Prominent local farmer Marc de Borchgrave scrambled miles through the bush to summon the help of security forces while his injured daughter Anne sobbed with fear in the farmhouse. When soldiers came to the rescue one of them was killed by a landmine planted in the road leading to the farm.


  Darkness favours the guerrilla fighter. So it was that isolated white farmers and those living on the fringes of towns learnt to fear night attacks by the forces of liberation. They longed for the security of daylight when the Rhodesian army and air force could mount search and destroy operations against ‘terrorist’ bands. The events were widely publicised both at home and abroad, opening a new phase of the war. The Bush War, as it was dubbed by the white community, had started in April 1966 when more than 40 Zanla fighters crossed from Zambia into the northern part of Rhodesia. From then on throughout the 1960s sporadic incursions and engagements occurred along the northern and eastern borders. As the fighting escalated and more civilians were hurt or killed, white Rhodesians realised that their lives of plenty and privilege were beginning to cost them dearly.


  African insurrectionists called the Bush War the ‘Second Chimurenga’ (a Shona word meaning revolutionary struggle for human rights). The First Chimurenga marked the fight against British colonisation in the 1890s. According to one account, the attacks on the Bindura farms were at first selective. The guerrillas identified farmers who were unpopular with their labourers and left the more popular farmers alone.2 This was all to change as time went on, and eventually during the so-called Third Chimurenga - launched by President Robert Mugabe in 2000 to seize land owned by whites and turn it over to blacks - there was little to discriminate between farmers. But that’s a later part of the story.


  The 1965 Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) was never going to be a success story. Resistance had started almost immediately. While Smith tried to reach a settlement with successive British governments over Rhodesia’s legitimacy, armed resistance was gaining ground. Zanu lent its support to Frelimo and working together they gained a strong foothold in Mozambique’s Tete province. By late 1972, Zanu, through its military wing Zanla, had established a rear base in the Tete province as a safe haven close to north-eastern Zimbabwe.


  Bindura, the provincial capital on the north-eastern frontier, was always in the news. The farming and administrative areas and towns of Centenary and Mount Darwin - all serviced by Bindura - were subjected to many attacks. Buoyed by the success of the Christmas 1972 operation, Zanla embarked on a determined pattern to entice security forces into skirmishes in far-flung areas where ambushes and landmines could exact a price in life and limb. High school students and school-leavers were abducted from the area for military training. In 1973 the kidnapping of hundreds of students from St Albert’s Mission and their subsequent enlistment into Zanla ranks dominated news media coverage for many months.


  Although I was far away from the armed action in the north-east, I was a close follower of politics and the war, an avid newspaper reader and current affairs fanatic. The intense Rhodesian information and propaganda campaign projected Bindura on to the national map as being at the epicentre of the war.


  I was also aware, through newspaper reports, that a dialogue was going on for the greater part of 1973 aimed at a separate political settlement between Bishop Abel Muzorewa, founder of the African National Council (ANC), and Prime Minister Smith. But the process was difficult to follow; details about these engagements were sketchy, and the information flow was extremely slow. All the newspapers carried were vague comments about how ‘fruitful’ the talks were proving to be.
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