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    To my mother. For all the work that she did to get me educated but never lived long enough to enjoy the fruits of my education. You sweat was not in vain. Rest well. 
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By Benford Mafuvadze

––––––––
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PRELUDE: To all my forefathers whose bones lay in mountains and valleys, who died fighting battles to preserve our values and traditions as the Duma people of Matsai. Some were labelled villains but we now know there are our fallen heroes. We thank them for giving us the strong genes that carry us to this day. Fallen but not forgotten. At face value some of the traditions and practices may seem illogical but once people discover the hidden wisdom behind these practices they will be left with nothing but admiration. Our forefathers did not have Western education but they indeed had in-depth understanding of nature and bioecosystems.  

Chapter 1: The villain who was a hero (Muchemwa) 

Muchemwa was always quiet. He always walked in silence. He only talked when he was possessed by the spirit of one of our great great forefathers. It is said, he would only speak twice in a year. He would only speak during traditional ceremonies. The ancestral spirits would only open his mouth to speak on two separate occasions in a year. First was during the rain-making ceremony which we call mukwerere. During mukwerere different spirit mediums would bring various messages from the land of the ancestors. Muchemwa would always bring the final message. Everyone looked forward to hearing what Muchemwa would say. He would get possessed in the early morning hours, the time we call mashambazhou, the time when elephants were often seen going to the river pools, just before dawn as the grass was well covered with dew. As soon as Muchemwa got possessed, it would be serious business. It is said, even coughing during this period would be considered an insult to the ancestors. 

First, everyone would wait to see if Muchemwa would have the voice to speak. As soon as his voice came all the elders would bowl their heads while clapping in a traditional rhythmic manner. One of the elders would immediately cover Muchemwa with traditional dresses, all black robes and give him his small traditional rod, which we call nduku. That he would speak was not guaranteed. It is said one year, Muchemwa could not find his voice despite being possessed by the ancestral, he could not vocalize. He opened his mouth but nothing came out. He just cried but could not say anything. It was a clear sign that the ancestors were extremely angry. It is said that period was followed by three years of very severe drought in all lands across the horizon. It is for this reason that him having a voice was always considered a positive sign. At least people would be assured that even if the ancestors were not happy, he would pronounce what needed to be done. If one of the spirit mediums who had spoken earlier contradicted Muchemwa’s statement, Muchemwa’s word was always considered final. His words could not be disputed. His words were the alpha and omega of the ancestral world. For a man who only spoke twice in a year, it is easy to see why the elders always respected what he said. 

The forefather whose spirit possessed Muchemwa was one of our greatest and most well known great grandfathers. He was known as Chivi, a name that arose when he had been caught red handed sleeping with one of his father’s younger wives. His father was by that time so old and fragile that he could not sexually satisfy some of his wives. His father had five wives all together. It is said, Chivi then took it upon himself to be secretly intimate with two of his father’s youngest wives. When his father eventually caught him red handed one night, that is when he is said to have said, “Chivi Chineni WaMarise”, literally,  I, son of Marise, acknowledged that I was wrong. From that day, he became known as Chivi. He would later take over as the Chief of the land when his father died despite his father having left instructions that his younger brother should replace him. It is said, Chivi ruled with an iron fist. He was feared across the land. His warriors were ruthless and would not tolerate any nonsense. During his reign, it is said, his army conquered even the feared Ndebele armies. Locally he brought all the ethnic groups under his leadership and would not tolerate any form of resistance. It is during his reign that the Mabika Chieftainship became fully established. 

When Chivi eventually died after a very long reign, his body was mummified and laid in a cave in the nearby mountain now named after him. It is said, his body has remained as fresh as it was when he died to this day. He is considered immortal and as such even earth maggots could not touch his body. It is said when he died some rival chiefs had attempted to retrieve his body from the cave but had found a very large boomslang what we called rovambira guarding the opening to the cave where his body lies. It is said, the snake chased these people all the way to the other side of the river. From that day, it is said, one could never get closer to the cave without special rituals done first to calm the snake and make it retreat into its sanctuary inside the cave. To honor the snake, during ceremonies such as the rain-making ceremony, a huge claypot full of the best tasting beer would be left at the opening of the cave. Mbuya VaHoto’s beer would always be selected since she always brewed the best beer. After the beer had been left at the cave, the elders would go to the cave the following day to check if the ancestors had drunk the beer. If the pot was completely empty, it was a signal that the ancestor had accepted their offering. If the pot still had beer in it, it would be a signal that the ancestors were not happy. It is said one year, the elders found the pot still full of the beer and the rovambira immediately crawled out of the cave and chased them down the mountain. Following this incident, It is said, the elders had to plead until Muchemwa became possessed again and began to speak. The only year he spoke three times in one year. It is said, he advised them that someone had defiled the ancestral land by having sexual intercouse in the bushes near the mountain. To cleanse the ancestral land a special type of ceremony had to be done. This cleansing ceremony called for a special type of  beer to be brewed. This beer was only to be brewed by elderly women who had passed their menopausal phase. No girl who had started having menses nor any women still experiencing the menstrual cycle could touch anything used during the beer making process. To be safe and avoid further angering the ancestors, instruction was given that only girls aged eight and below could assist in the beer-making process. 

During the cleansing ceremony Muchemwa warned the people about moral decadence and the importance of respecting ancestral lands. It is said, on this occasion he spoke with a voice that he had never used. It is said, on this occasion, Muchemwa would speak for a few minutes and would stop while his body would shake aggressively and everyone who was there to this day testifies that the ground would shake. When he finished his speech, it is said a thunderous sound of roaring lions was heard from the mountains. Even in far lands, as far as Mukanga and beyond there are people who testify that they heard the sounds of the roaring lions that day. For years, everyone in the land talked about this event.That made everyone respect the mountain and as direct descents of Chivi we always walked in the land with our shoulders high knowing that we were indeed the owners and custodians of the land and everything it held. 

It was always scary to visit our school principal, Mr. Sithole, popularly known by students as Mudhara Wind. He was called Wind because the students said like wind he could just appear out of nowhere.There were students who were adamant that they had thoroughly checked that they were alone while being mischievous but Mudhara Wind appeared from nowhere and caught them red-handed. The students would joke that his spirit was always hovering around the school like Wind. After a while he became known as Wind that some people even forgot that his real name was Sithole. Rumors had it that Mudhara Wind would put gel mixed with fat obtained from a lion on his face. It was assumed the oil is what made him so fearsome despite his obviously small body frame. The belief was that because of the lion fat whenever people would see him he would appear to them as a lion. Everyone at the school and surrounding lands feared him. Teachers and students alike feared him. A story was  told of a group of teachers who were playing a game of cards in one classroom during breaktime when Mudhara Wind suddenly entered the room, it is said a teacher by the name Masibera tried to escape and somehow forgot where the door was that he banged his head right onto the wall as he attempted to escape the Houdin way. For years people would refer to it as the “Masibera escape”.  On this day as I timidly knocked on his office door, I gathered all my courage knowing that the conversation could easily turn into unchartered waters. As I waited for him to give instructions on where to sit, I remained standing. It was often his trap especially for students that he would delay telling you to sit and as soon as one attempted to sit down he would ask them who had given them permission to sit on his chair. I didn’t want to start a conversation with him in that manner, so I patiently waited until we finished the greetings and for him to instruct me to sit. I had visited him to get a recommendation letter in support of my application for a Form one place at the local mission school called Mashoko. Mashoko was a boarding school run by the Church of Christ Group. My own father had attended the same school and my brother and sister were already there as well. I was one of the best students academically at our school so I knew Mudhara Wind would be thrilled to write me the letter but there was no guarantee our conversation would go smoothly. Mudhara Wind always had a way of making even an obvious conversation difficult for students. After I informed him the purpose of my visit, he pulled a paper and started writing the letter. He said some statements that I vaguely remember now about my father and how he had set our family tradition of academic excellence. I listened with my ears pointed up and would nod my head now and then. After signing the letter and aggressively dropping the official school stamp on the white paper, he neatly folded the letter and placed it in an envelope and handed me the letter with instructions not to open it. My hands shook as I received the letter. I almost dropped it but miraculously held onto it.

I was about to say my goodbyes and leave when Mudhara Wind said, “Your grandfather, Nguvoyembwa, was a great man”. He went on to tell me about how my grandfather was one of the few people who had played a significant role in the planning and construction of the school. He talked vividly about how my grandfather had never missed a single day during the construction phase. He told me a story where my grandfather came during the night and using moon light molded nearly a thousand bricks all by himself. When the other villagers came in the morning they were surprised to find what he had done. He had led by example. He said after that incident all other villagers stepped up and the construction of the school went faster than was anticipated. He went on to say that he was not surprised that my father would be the first student to produce the best ever results at the school in 1966. I listened with pride as he narrated all the accomplishments that both my grandfather and my father had achieved. It was my first time to see him speak with such excitement in his voice. I had never seen this side of him. He laughed and smiled before giving me some strong words of advice to maintain our family legacy. It was the one of the most enjoyable conversations I had with him for my entire years at the elementary school. 

Then boom just like what his nickname stated Mudhara Wind changed his mood, he was indeed not just wind but he was a tornado. 

“The person who gave me problems here is Muchemwa”, he started. He went on to tell me how Muchemwa had resisted construction of the school. At one time, it is said Muchemwa was caught trying to destroy the bricks that the other villagers had molded for construction of the school. When the school finally opened its doors for students, Muchemwa made sure that no boy from his village would attend classes. He would wake up very early in the morning (around 3am) and take every boy within his reach deep into the forests where he would teach them traditional hunting and survival skills. It is said Muchemwa had special hunting skills. His spear never missed. At the tender age of ten, it is said Muchemwa had killed a leopard on his own. By the age of eighteen while on a hunting expedition, Muchemwa killed a lion with one spear that went right through the mouth of the lion as it pounced on him. It was said he slept on the dried skin of the lion every night. Muchemwa was a warrior who had defended his village from attacks by rival ethnic groups such as the Vahove on countless occasions. All he had known all his life was war. With the coming of white missionaries Muchemwa had edged everyone to resist and repel their advancement into their territory. It was his focus to train all boys on skills that he thought would prepare them for challenges ahead. While other villagers quickly embraced the presence of the white missionaries in the area and supported their efforts to construct schools to educate children, Muchemwa was adamant that their presence would bring an omen to their land. He fought a one-man battle. 
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