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Author’s Note


This book is a work of narrative non-fiction. It’s a true story based on actual events gleaned from hundreds of interviews and conversations as well as research and personal experience of the period in question. The protagonists in the story are real, although I’ve changed some names to protect identities. There are instances where I’ve compressed conversations and relationships that took place over a longer period of time, and where I’ve described scenes and written dialogue I was obviously not present for. I’ve done this in the interest of story and narrative, using my best understanding of the characters, locations and historical period involved. It goes without saying that any errors are mine and mine alone.




For Grace, a different one, without whom none of this would have been possible
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“Don’t pursue big plans in November, my child; the ancestral spirits are restless, still deliberating which prayers to answer.”


Words on the portentous month of November in Shona culture, as told to a Zimbabwean boy by his father.




Introduction


Every day for 37 years since Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980, there has been a police roadblock at the foot of Christmas Pass, the precipitous mountain traverse that connects the Mutare River valley, where I was born and raised, with the city of Mutare on the Mozambique border. I’ve approached that roadblock a thousand times over the years, always with the same dread of the coming shakedown: the demand to see ID, passport, driver’s licence; to pay a fine for some minor offence.


On the night of Thursday, November 16th 2017 there was still a roadblock at the pass, but it was now manned not by police but soldiers of the Zimbabwe National Army.


In Harare the generals were denying it, but a military coup was underway, and in this corner of the country the police, long loyal to President Robert Mugabe and his wife Grace, had turned tail and fled.


I pulled up and waited anxiously as a flak-jacketed soldier approached, wielding his AK47 like a club.


He leaned in the open window.


“Got any bombs?” he asked.


Then he grinned, burst out laughing, offered me a fist bump and waved me on.


The soldier’s surprising wit was the first sign of a thaw in the air: after 37 years of rule by one man, Mugabe – at 93, the world’s oldest leader – a changing of the guard was at hand.


I was in the country of my birth by chance.


I’d flown in from my home in Virginia, outside Washington DC, two weeks earlier to briefly visit my parents before picking up a vehicle and driving into Mozambique with three friends. The vehicle was a vintage white 1971 Mercedes Benz 280 SE – of the kind popular with African dictators in that faded decade – and my plan was to write a book about the trip. It would be the story of four middle-aged men in mid life crisis, in search of adventure and lost youth: The Hangover set in Latin Africa, if you will.


We were three days into the journey, closing in on a far northern Mozambican port, when we learned that back in Zimbabwe the country’s Vice-President, Emmerson D Mnangagwa, the man next in line to the presidency, had been summarily fired by his one-time friend and mentor, Mugabe. Mugabe was clearly paving the way for his glamorous and controversial wife, Grace, 41 years his junior, to take power.


A day later we learned that Mnangagwa, also known as ED or “The Crocodile”, had fled the country in fear for his life, and had almost been captured in a gunfight at the exact same Mutare–Mozambique border post through which we’d crossed days earlier. We wondered if he might turn up at our guesthouse.


Instead, a day later he turned up in South Africa, from where he released a statement saying that he would be back in Zimbabwe “in a few weeks” to remove Mugabe, free the country and take power.


That seemed optimistic, if not delusional, but we toasted it from a cantina on Ilha de Mozambique.


The truth is, I wasn’t much bothered either way. I had long since grown exhausted with Zimbabwe. I’ve written about the country for 15 years, and the cycle of hope followed by despair (and usually violence) has worn me – and everyone else – down. Mugabe was going nowhere and his wife would succeed him.


That view started to change slightly on the evening of Monday, November 13th, when we learned, via a sudden barrage of WhatsApp and Facebook messages, that the head of the military, General Chiwenga, an ally of The Crocodile, had given a blistering press conference in Harare at which he berated Mugabe, and warned him that the army would intervene to stop his wife and her cohorts from seizing power.


I’m a travel writer, not a conflict reporter, but I also know a story when I see one. The Zimbabwean military is a dark and brutal force, not given to idle threats, and if Chiwenga was threatening military action, he meant it.


“Shit is going to kick off back home,” I told my friends. “We should be there for it.”


After all, how better to complete a book about four guys in search of an adventure than by getting caught in an actual coup or revolution, in their own country, as it went down?


The four of us were in nervous agreement and we raced back to Zimbabwe.


It took us three days, but we entered the country on the night of Thursday, November 16th, and it was a few miles from my parents’ home near Christmas Pass that I had that interaction with the soldier.


On the morning of Saturday 18th my three friends and I raced west for the capital Harare to attend a march that had been hastily arranged to persuade Mugabe to step down. Suffice to say, the march was one of the most extraordinary events in Zimbabwean history: organised in 36 hours, it went off like clockwork, with the kind of precision and unity unknown to Zimbabwe. There must have been a million people on the streets that day, watched over with professionalism by the much-feared armed forces – not a shot was fired, not a stone thrown in anger.


Three days later Robert Mugabe did indeed resign and the country broke into raucous celebration.


Back home in the US, I wrote a magazine piece about the events – “Coup Fever” it was titled – for which one of my travelling companions, Michael Bowles, a photographer, took the images. I then contacted my publishers and pitched them a book about four middle-aged men who set off on a road trip in search of adventure and who discover it when they get caught up in a real-life revolution back in their home country. I had already written the first half of it; all I needed was to tack on the story of the coup.


I would try to speak to The Crocodile and find out how he escaped the country; I would speak to the military and ask them how they planned and carried out the entire operation; and I would try to find out how that march was so well organised.


My publishers liked the idea and in March 2018, I was back in Zimbabwe asking questions.


Which was when the problems started.


For men who had carried out what appeared to be “the perfect coup”, the Zimbabwe military didn’t want to speak about it. The Navy Seals revealed all about Zero Dark 30; Mossad still boasts about the raid on Entebbe, but the Zimbabwe military were saying nothing about what they had dubbed Operation Restore Legacy.


I asked multiple contacts to put me in touch with any senior commander, even off the record, but I met a brick wall. I did speak to the President’s son – I was the first journalist he spoke to about his dramatic escape with his father – but when I asked him about the military he said he doubted they would talk.


Even Zimbabwean journalists with close ties to the armed forces got nowhere.


It was then that my story took a strange turn.


I had called a businessman friend in my parents’ home town, Mutare, a very connected man, to ask if he knew any officers who would speak.


“No,” he told me. “But I do know someone who has a story to tell.”


“What story?”


“I’ll text you his number,” he replied.


I got the text. It was a South African cell phone number and it came with a single name, “Tom”.


“Has he got a last name?” I asked.


There was no response.


The following night, at a dimly lit veranda table in the courtyard of the Bronte Hotel, in the Avenues area of Harare, I met with another contact. He was a black Zimbabwean opposition party activist who had spent the past 13 years in exile in South Africa, and had only returned to Zimbabwe following Mugabe’s removal.


The man spoke in a whisper. He was still wary of the secret police. He told me he had no military connections and he doubted anyone in the military would speak about the coup, but there was someone he knew who had a story to tell.


“Who?” I asked.


He gave me a number and a surname – Ellis.


“What’s his first name?”


“Just call him,” the man said quietly, and then he changed the subject.


The number was for a South African cell.


I frantically searched my phone for the number that my businessman friend had given me the day before.


My heart was now pounding: they were the same numbers!


Who was this Tom Ellis?


I called the following day.


He was in Johannesburg and had been expecting my call. He was clearly a white man, and had a Zimbabwean accent and an easy-going manner. He said he had liked my book, The Last Resort, a dark comedy about my parents’ struggle to hold onto their home and backpacker lodge in eastern Zimbabwe during the violent land invasions.


“Listen, mate, you want another book to write?”


“Ya, sure.”


“Well, let me tell you the story of the coup. I’ll tell you from my side – what we did.”


“What do you mean ‘we’?”


“Do you want to hear it or not?”


And so it began.


The story Tom Ellis told me on that call was so outrageous and unbelievable that at first I thought he was bullshitting. It was a tale of spies, assassins, double agents, secret meetings, seedy Johannesburg bars, Harare restaurants, parking lot pacts – and one-time enemies coming together to work for a common goal.


It was hard to keep up. But, after further WhatsApp calls and multiple meetings with Ellis in Johannesburg and Harare, I started to understand.


And then, when he introduced me to members of “The Team”, things got really wild.


By this point I had called my publishers and asked if we could table the comic travel memoir for a later date. I said I had stumbled on another story that was more incredible and pressing.


They kindly agreed, and I’m eternally grateful to them for giving me the freedom to do it.


There are other books on the coup in Zimbabwe and hundreds of magazine and newspaper articles. The story that follows is different: it’s a human story about brave, driven, flawed individuals caught up in a life-or-death struggle for the future of the country they love.


It’s time to pull back the curtain on one of the most surreal and dramatic events in modern African history, the consequences of which are still reverberating.


Let’s go.


Douglas Rogers,
Waterford, Virginia
February 2019




PROLOGUE:


TERMINATED


The Vice-President received his letter of termination early afternoon, Monday, November 6th.


He knew, even before reading it, what it would say.


In some ways it was the most predictable thing that had gone down these past few months. November had landed hot and heavy on Harare’s high plateau – not the cobalt skies and dry heat that usually precede the summer rains. But still, the humidity of the weather was nothing compared to the sultriness of the politics.


The factional war that had been simmering within the ruling ZANU-PF party for more than a year had now exploded very publicly, and the weekend rallies had been brutal. Robert Mugabe’s wife Grace – Vice-President Mnangagwa’s rival to assume the presidency – was taking no prisoners.


“We must deal with this snake,” she had railed at a packed religious gathering in Harare’s Rufaro Stadium 24 hours earlier. “The snake must have its head crushed!”


Dressed in the serene white of the apostolic sect whose congregants packed the stands, she declared her husband to be a messenger of God, which meant death to Mnangagwa for daring to succeed him: “If you fight those who are anointed by God, you are as good as dead. You will never rise again. You will be walking but you will be a grave, you will be breathing but you will be dead.”


The gloves had come off the day before that, at a Presidential Youth Interface Rally in Zimbabwe’s second city, Bulawayo – the ninth of ten planned youth rallies that had taken place in the provinces through the winter. At rally after rally the First Lady, 51, long-limbed as an antelope, glamorous in designer glasses and chic beret, had prowled the stages, mic in hand, verbally assaulting her elder rival as he sat numb and emotionless just yards away from her. He was a “usurper”, she said, a “traitor”; he was plotting a military coup against her husband. At the Bulawayo rally, however, something snapped. No sooner had she uttered the words – “Mnangagwa is the cause of factionalism” than elements in the crowd, supporters of the VP bussed in for the purpose, started booing her. It was unheard of.


Grace hit back: “Let me tell you this, bring soldiers with guns to shoot me – I don’t care!”


Then, incredulous, Mugabe himself, a frail 93 now, stumbled to the microphone and waved a bony finger in the air. “We are denigrated and insulted in the name of Mnangagwa?” he said with disgust. “Did I make a mistake appointing him as my deputy? Because if I did I will drop him as early as tomorrow. I will remove him!”


And through it all, just as he had at the previous rallies, Mnangagwa, 75, a veteran of the country’s liberation war from white rule, for 54 years a friend and comrade of the President, the second-most powerful man in the country, who, over the years, had run the state’s most powerful ministries – Security, Defence and Justice – sat implacably on stage, staring at distant clouds, as if in a trance, as humiliation heaped upon humiliation.


Some saw his stony silence during those months as strength: “He’s not known as The Crocodile for nothing,” they said. “He is waiting.” But most recognised it for what it was: weakness in the face of the new reality. Mnangagwa – henceforth referred to as “ED” – was losing the succession battle to Grace and her henchmen in G40.
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For 37 years, since independence from British rule, the story of Zimbabwe had been dominated by one man: Robert Gabriel Mugabe, the liberator turned tyrant who won a war for freedom, but then led his country into a ditch. By November 2017, however, the only story in Zimbabwe was of palace intrigue: the game of thrones within the ruling party to succeed the nonagenarian President. Mugabe had never anointed a successor – having rivals fight each other had kept the scale balanced in his favour – but time was running out. He was no spring chicken (he fell asleep in meetings, slurred lines in his speeches), and the party’s congress, at which a new VP, and thus a certain successor, would be chosen, was to take place in early December. National elections loomed in 2018.


If you wanted the throne, it was time to make your move.


Two factions vied for power, both with names that sounded like a reality TV show. The First Lady’s group was known as Generation 40 – G40 – a reference to the youthful demographics of the country: G40 were the young ones, the under 40s, unencumbered by history. The term was coined by Grace’s Svengali, a tall, slim, University of Southern California-educated professor and master tactician named Jonathan Moyo. A former Information Minister and a brilliant media manipulator, Moyo had fallen out with the Mugabes frequently, yet somehow always found his way back into their good books. Grace also had a charismatic Young Turk named Saviour ‘Tyson’ Kasukuwere in her corner, a former state security agent turned politician with a trombone voice, a pugnacious style and a devoted youth following.


They had the ruling party’s Women’s League and the Youth League on their side too, and whatever they lacked in experience, they made up for in energy, commitment and a fanatical devotion to the President.


ED’s faction, on the other hand, was known as Lacoste, after the French fashion brand with the crocodile logo – a reference to his nickname. Lacoste represented the old guard, the establishment. The base of ED’s support were the war veterans who had liberated the country from white rule, and who, for so long, had been the enforcers of Mugabe’s power. But the war had ended 37 years previously, the country’s youth had no memory of it and the veterans were dying off. True, he was also said to have the support of the military – he had served as Defence Minister, and was close friends with the Commander of the Defence Forces, General Constantino Chiwenga – but when had the military ever gone against Mugabe, at least publicly? It was unheard of. Even the name Lacoste seemed retro and dated, unlike the crisp, clean Twitter-friendly G40.


And so it was that on the first weekend of November, the two factions made their move. One side heckled and booed; the other threatened violent death in the name of God. It was no contest. On Monday, November 6th the President made his choice: he unceremoniously fired ED and sided with his wife.
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The VP read the termination letter and walked across to the window. He gazed out over the tiled rooftops towards the horizon. The sky was overcast and broiling, as it had been for weeks.


Then he sat down to write a letter of his own.


Some speculated later that it was a gambit – that if Mugabe’s feared secret police were about to come and arrest him or try to assassinate him, the letter, tender and respectful as it was, could not help but move the President to call off his dogs. In it, he thanked and honoured his friend and teacher Robert Mugabe. He traced their first meeting back to 1963, the start of the liberation struggle against white rule that they had fought together. They were, quite literally, the last of the 60s generation to have taken up arms:




I have regarded you as my mentor and father figure and have been loyal to you, the Party and the revolution… I… wish to express my gratitude for the role you played in saving my life in 1965 when I was facing the death penalty, which was consequently commuted to ten years. . . I also remember with pride your guidance during the armed struggle in Mozambique, when you nurtured and inculcated in me the lasting values of the sanctity of human life and a profound sense of natural justice.





But he ended the letter on a maudlin note, as if he knew what was coming:




However, today, my enemies have prevailed. I could have recently lost my life through poisoning, but survived through God’s grace… I shall forever remain loyal and committed to you, my party and the revolution, although I am aware of uncanny attempts by unscrupulous elements to assassinate me.





Then he packed his US$8,000 Louis Vuitton Président briefcase – he’d only come to his office to get documents – and made his way to his car. When he got home to Helensvale, in the affluent northern suburbs, half an hour later, he noticed the security had been removed from the front gate. Inside, his wife Auxillia was waiting for him. The two chefs provided by the state had been removed too. The tail riders on his motorcade peeled off.


And so it was. For 37 years you’re part of the system; and then you’re left high and dry.


He was entering the unknown.
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At 4pm that afternoon, the Information Minister, in a slow, stilted delivery, relayed the news to the nation via the national broadcaster, the ZBC. “In accordance with the Constitution of Zimbabwe… His Excellency has exercised his powers to relieve Honourable Vice-President ED Mnangagwa of his position as Vice-President with immediate effect.”


Zimbabweans are a literate people, with a dark humour, and, as he wound his announcement up, the Information Minister could not resist a final alliterative flourish: “The Vice-President has consistently and persistently exhibited traits of disloyalty, disrespect, deceitfulness and unreliability.”


No one any longer watched the national broadcaster, a ruling party mouthpiece, especially not at 4pm on a Monday, but within minutes footage of the statement was zinging around Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp, the encrypted messaging service used by most Zimbabweans, to avoid detection by the secret police.


The country was entering the unknown too.
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Two miles away, at Freshly Ground coffee shop in Sam Levy’s Village, an upscale shopping precinct in Borrowdale suburb, Emmerson Mnangagwa Jr, the now ex-VP’s eldest son from his marriage to his second wife Auxillia (ED is said to have fathered 18 children), was uneasy. He was with his friend Karan “KC” Shetty, an Indian national with whom he ran an investment company, Connecor Global Advisory Group, on the second floor of a handsome colonial building on Josiah Chinamano, downtown in the Avenues. The two friends hadn’t done much work that morning; instead they’d sat in the office fielding calls from friends and relatives commiserating over the weekend rallies and asking whether rumours of ED’s firing were true.


Needing a break, they drove to Borrowdale for a coffee. It was then that they saw the VP’s motorcade heading for home down Borrowdale Road, earlier than usual. It looked forlorn. Soon after that, Junior got a call. The voice was calm, but urgent: “Listen carefully. A unit is going to come for him at home this evening and take him away. There is a cell waiting for him at Rhodesville Police Station. They are going to poison him and hang him. It will look like a suicide. He must leave. Don’t let him sleep there tonight.”


The line went dead before he could respond.


Junior, 34, stocky and broad-shouldered like a rugby prop forward, has a deep voice, broad smile and easy-going manner. Unlike most children of the political elite, he had attended a government school, Prince Edward, in the centre of Harare, and although he was a member of the ZANU-PF Youth League and well known in political circles (he’d gone to every one of the brutal interface rallies with his father over the winter) he was an everyman: likeable, laid-back, married with two young kids.


You don’t grow up in the second-most powerful political family in Zimbabwe without connections, though, and he knew the security agent wasn’t kidding. Heart pounding, panic rising, he phoned his younger brothers, Sean, a military officer, and Collins, a mining engineer – pint-sized identical twins with a penchant for fashionable, tight-fit designer suits – and they all agreed to go straight over to their parents’ house in Helensvale.


They had to persuade their father that he was going to be murdered if he didn’t run.
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It was one of the more surreal aspects of Harare’s affluent northern suburbs in November 2017 that the two rival factions – Lacoste-leaning military generals, G40 bigwigs and their wives – lived side by side there in extravagant high-walled mansions; they dined in the same restaurants, and said hello to each other on the school run. Perhaps this was inevitable given the way the ruling party’s allegiances had waxed and waned like the moon during its 37 years in power.


Put pins in a map of Harare where the ruling elite live and you’ll see that they cluster around a handful of north-eastern suburbs, about ten miles from downtown with names such as Greystone Park, Glen Lorne, Helensvale, Hogarty Hill and Borrowdale Brooke. The area is still generically referred to as Borrowdale, after the 55,000-acre estate established here in the 1890s by Henry Borrow, a friend of the great British Empire builder Cecil John Rhodes, from whom Rhodesia got its name.


In the 1950s Borrow’s estate was subdivided into farms and 10-acre plots that were soon snapped up by the colonial horsey set. They built stables, jumping arenas and a horse racing track – Borrowdale. After independence in 1980 the area became a haven for Harare’s affluent white urban gentry, a sort of Hampshire on the savannah. The boutique silversmith Patrick Mavros, jeweller to British Royals, lives here. Olive groves, golf courses and elite private schools sprang up, and by the late 90s the black nouveau-riches had started moving in. Who could blame them? It was idyllic: savannah grasslands and acacia-covered hills that afforded sweeping views from your veranda at sunset.


Among the political elite, the President and First Lady arrived first, establishing the Blue Roof, a sprawling 44-acre estate on Borrowdale Brook Road in Helensvale in 2003. Built in faux Imperial Chinese style for an estimated US$23 million, it had two lakes, a garden pagoda, a pine forest, a herd of antelope and a 25-room mansion with an interlocking dougong-style roof of dazzling, midnight-blue tiles imported from Shanghai. It was there, behind high mile-long walls protected by state-of-the-art radar and armed Presidential Guard soldiers, that Mugabe and Grace spent their time, eschewing State House, the President’s official residence closer to town. Being in the ’burbs also gave Grace easier access to the orphanage, fruit farm and dairy she ran in Mazowe to the north, on land seized from a white farmer.


Borrowdale Brook Road is not to be confused with Borrowdale Brooke, the most exclusive gated residential community in the country, which is literally across the road from the Blue Roof. Comprising some 500 homes on 620 acres of landscaped grounds, a lake at its centre, “the Brooke”, as it’s known, has a private golf course designed by Zimbabwe’s champion golfer Nick Price, who lived there for a while before leaving the country in disgust after President Mugabe and ZANU-PF’s war veterans sanctioned the invasion of mostly-white-owned commercial farms in 2000.


The biggest mansion in the Brooke, overlooking the entire community from a high rocky promontory, is the private residence of General Constantino Chiwenga, head of the country’s armed forces. Of a contemporary design with an angular façade that juts out like a cruise ship (locals dubbed it the Titanic), it bears the giant initials C & M on its walls, M being for Marry, his second wife, a model and Miss Zimbabwe beauty pageant patron. The initials used to read C & J, but after an acrimonious divorce in 2009, “J”, Jocelyn – who famously said during the farm invasions that she had “not tasted white blood in years”, relocated to a home on a lower level. By all accounts she now has friendly relationships with her white neighbours in the Brooke, many of whom are dispossessed white farmers.


Such is the moving feast of Zimbabwean politics.


Back in November 2017, ED and Auxillia Mnangagwa lived two miles south of the Brooke, in Helensvale, in a comparatively low-key home on a dip in El Shaddai Road, concealed from view from passing traffic by a thicket of palms and banana groves at its front gate. With a modern, open-plan design – three adjoining seating areas under high angled ceilings – it suggested a rare modesty, if only for being hidden.


A neighbouring mansion on a steep hillside had no such qualms: the modern, cream-coloured, triple-storey palace of Saviour Kasukuwere, the ZANU-PF Political Commissar. Along with Grace and Jonathan Moyo, Saviour was the power and face of G40 and his house matched his garrulous personality. With its Gatsby-like gables and reinforced walls and floor-to-ceiling bulletproof windows it looked like something out of Malibu. Ironically, as things were later to turn out, it was designed by the same architect as Chiwenga’s home in the Brooke, for Chiwenga had been a mentor and father figure to Saviour. Indeed, ED had been too. Saviour was a daring young intelligence agent in the late 80s and 90s during and after the period that ED, as Minister of State Security, oversaw the Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO), the country’s secret police. Saviour gained renown for a hair-raising 1991 operation when, aged 21, he helicoptered into the remote mountain hideaway of Mozambique’s RENAMO resistance rebels disguised as a journalist, locating the camp’s coordinates. ED used to walk to Saviour’s house for tea; Saviour would visit Chiwenga at the Titanic to watch Wimbledon tennis and Premiership soccer games. Chiwenga bought Saviour his wedding band as a token of their friendship; Saviour did the same for the General. Now they were at war.


With other G40 kingpins – Jonathan Moyo (Greystone Park) and Finance Minister Ignatius Chombo (Mount Pleasant) – living nearby, Borrowdale boasted the richest real estate in the country. In the days to come it would also become the stage set for the most dramatic and closely watched political and military operation in modern African history.
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Junior and KC pulled up at El Shaddai Road at 4pm, noted the absence of security on the gates, and raced inside. They thought they were too late. Instead, Junior found his parents chatting away on the sofas in the furthest living room. Junior was astonished at how calm his father was, and shocked that he still believed Mugabe – “Robert” as he called him – would not let any harm come to him. “I thought he was crazy,” Junior said later, although he never dared say that directly to his father.


If Robert Mugabe was bookish, wiry and erudite, ED was his physical and verbal opposite: burly and broad-shouldered, he had the lumbering gait of a buffalo, and an inscrutable, taciturn manner. One of his daughters told a friend that their father had a strange form of discipline for them when they were kids: if they had done something wrong he would call them into his office, listen quietly as they explained what they had done, then dismiss them, telling them he was going to consider a suitable punishment. The punishment was to leave them in a state of anxiety for days wondering what the punishment might be. He was good at the waiting game.


Outside, the driveway was filling up; Sean and Collins arrived, as did lawyers, advisors, relatives and security personnel. According to Collins, Auxillia had spent the morning trying to contact Grace Mugabe to ask if there was anything she could do to mend things. They’d been friends once; they’d attended Grace’s lavish wedding to the President and were near neighbours. Grace never answered.


Now the three sons set out to convince their father that the threat to his life was real and he needed to leave. There had, after all, been a string run of attacks on him dating back more than a year: break-ins at his offices; a car crash that wasn’t investigated; and, the big one, the poisoning…


It had happened three months earlier, Saturday, August 12th, at a rally in Gwanda, Matabeleland, in the far south of the country. ED had flown to the rally from Harare in a military helicopter, with two fellow cabinet ministers, one a medical doctor. They were served fruit and sandwiches on the chopper, in separate marked boxes. Later, at the rally, lunch was served under a tent – chicken, samosas and ice cream. The President was there, served by his own private chef, as in Nero’s court. It spoke of the paranoia of the time. Forty minutes later ED got stomach cramps and sweats and began projectile vomiting. Someone diagnosed food poisoning and suggested he go to the local hospital. ED refused. He wanted to go to his personal doctor in Gweru, north of Bulawayo. It wasn’t paranoia: he’d received warnings from his own allies in intelligence that there were plans to poison him. Now, in his delirious state, he was convinced that they’d done it.


It was Chiwenga who stepped in to save him. He had ED flown by military helicopter to Gweru, where “shivering and experiencing memory lapses”, he was sedated by his doctor to ease pressure on his organs. Chiwenga then flew him to Manyame military base in Harare, and from there an emergency medivac charter flight was arranged to Johannesburg. ED would spend a week at the Donald Gordon Medical Centre where his system was washed out and the poison detected – an arsenic-related hard-metal toxin.


Now, three months later, there were still traces of it in his blood, and he claimed he knew who did it.


It was only at around 5.30pm, when ED himself got a warning call – the same message Junior had received – that he finally agreed to leave. “It was the first time my father ever listened to us,” said Junior. But, before doing so he wrote another letter. The family waited anxiously in the living room or made emergency calls in the driveway as the patriarch retired to his study. He emerged almost an hour later with a letter and his Louis Vuitton briefcase. He gave the letter to his lawyer with express instructions: “Release it when you get news I am safely out the country.”


[image: illustration]


The problem was, they didn’t know where to escape to, or how to get there. They had no plan.


KC Shetty had been dispatched to ask the Indian Ambassador if ED might get asylum in his embassy. Junior had called the CEO of a local chrome company owned by a South African friend and business associate of ED, the billionaire tycoon Zunaid Moti, to request emergency use of his private jet parked at Robert Mugabe International. But the CEO told Junior the plane wasn’t working, and besides, Moti Group didn’t want to “get entangled” in Zimbabwean politics. “We are just here for business.”


“We were abandoned by everyone,” said Junior.


If the Helensvale house wasn’t already being watched it soon would be, so they decided to relocate to a nearby property to work out what to do: a half-completed house Collins was building on Crowhill Road, Hogarty Hill, just past The Brooke.


At 6.30pm, with the sun dipping over the hills, two vehicles made their way past the palms and banana trees at the gate, turned left and left again, keeping an eye out for tailing cars. There were seven in the party: ED; his three sons; their cousin Tarirai (Tarry); a baby-faced giant of a man named Richard Mavhoro who worked for a private security company ED often used; and a business and political consultant to Junior, Dr Jenfan Muswere. They were soon joined by Hosea Manzunzu, a friend of ED’s from the guerilla war, and his driver Wise Jasi. Manzunzu limped from an old war wound and was known as Limping Jack.


For the next four hours the group hunkered down in Collins’s roofless house, using cell phones and car headlamps for light. It smelled of wet cement. Mosquitoes buzzed around their heads and when a gust of wind rippled through the trees they all jumped. By now they had heard from friends at Robert Mugabe International Airport that it was teeming with police and security agents. And they got word that the family farm, outside Harare, was also being watched. The net was closing in.


Junior came up with one last gambit. He made a WhatsApp call to a friend, Ameerh Naran, a young Indian-Zimbabwean entrepreneur who owns Vimana Private Jets, a London-based company that arranges private jet charters for the world’s elite – anything from 787 Dreamliners to Gulfstreams. Kanye West and the Kardashians are among his clients. If anyone could get them out, he could. Naran, 31, who is also a racing-car driver and has the licence to import Good Vibrations sex toys into Zimbabwe, just happened to be in Harare at the time, and was dining with a friend, Aron Vico, at Chang Thai, a popular restaurant on Churchill Road in leafy Gunhill suburb.


Naran told Junior he would make some calls and see what he could do.


He phoned Junior back 15 minutes later. Charles Prince, a private airport west of the city, was teeming with CIO officers so that would not work, but they could try a medical air evacuation; that was how ED had got to the South African hospital after the poisoning three months earlier. The problem was the medivac company needed a doctor’s note to confirm the passenger was ill, and the passenger would have to get picked up by an ambulance with a nurse on board who could confirm the diagnosis. Jesus, thought Junior. How to pull all this off? It was late on a Monday night in a city with dysfunctional communications and crumbling infrastructure and assassins were after them.


Furthermore, when Junior relayed the news of the medivac plan to his father, he wasn’t happy.


“But I’m not ill,” ED told him.


“You have to pretend! You’ve not recovered from the poisoning and you collapsed!”


“How do I do that?”


“Just pretend!”


By now Junior was cursing his father for not having made his own escape plan.


After frantic cell phone calls the group located a military doctor at the Ministry of Defence who agreed to write a note. The former VP was suffering from heart-related stress brought on by his firing, it would read. The doctor sent a driver to deliver the letter to Naran at the restaurant, who was to forward it to the airport to get clearance for the medivac.


If Junior needed confirmation that all their phones were bugged, they soon got it. The Chang Thai restaurant has a large solid metal gate that opens up onto the wide expanse of Churchill Road. Naran got a call from the driver carrying the doctor’s letter to meet him outside the gate. He duly stepped out, and seconds later a Toyota Prado with Ministry of Defence plates pulled up across the road. Its window was rolled down and the driver held out the doctor’s letter. Naran was crossing the street to take it when suddenly two unmarked white vehicles pulled up behind the Prado in a cloud of dust, two men in each. He knew they were CIO, secret police.


“You’re being followed!” Naran shouted.


The driver didn’t hang around. He threw the letter at Naran – who caught it – and sped off. Naran ran back into the restaurant, knowing the police had likely ID’d him and would follow him in. Frantic, he asked the restaurant owners to close the automatic metal gate, while his dinner companion, Aron, collected his vehicle. Five minutes later, the gates reopened and sure enough, four CIO officers hovered outside. They had no interest in the white Jewish guy driving out, but if they’d searched his boot they would have found Ameerh Naran, racing-car driver, sex-toy importer and friend of the Kardashians, hiding in it with the doctor’s note. Naran was at that point cursing his decision to make a quick visit to his family in Zimbabwe; he could have been in Monaco or Miami or Aspen with his fancy friends.


Incredibly, the medivac ploy almost worked.


A medical plane at Robert Mugabe International was fuelled and cleared, and an ambulance with a nurse on board was dispatched to Hogarty Hill. But whether out of gut feeling or over-caution, ED nixed the plan. He thought that the ambulance might be stopped, so he wasn’t getting in it.


They put their heads together again and came up with a plan of last resort: since the action was all focused on the airports south and west of Harare, why not head east? Mutare, Zimbabwe’s fourth city, on the Mozambique border, is over 200 miles away. They could drive there and cross the border when it opened at dawn. Oddly enough, Limping Jack and Wise Jasi had been at that very border that afternoon: they were planning a business trip to Mozambique when ED had called them back to Harare to assist.


Meanwhile, as the failed medivac was being arranged, Jenfan Muswere had driven back to the Helensvale house three times to get food, clothes and documents. “I drove the back way, down Borrowdale Brook Road, past the Blue Roof to avoid suspicion.” Presidential Guard soldiers stood sentry at its ornate gates. Behind its high walls, the President and First Lady were enjoying a peaceful night.


At around 11pm the nine-strong party made their way out of Collins’s property in a three-car convoy, lights on dim. They needed to avoid intelligence agents, but also the police. The Police Commissioner was an ally of Grace and G40, and his men were all over the country’s roads and highways at the time, stopping and harassing motorists for any minor offence.


They had a problem straight-away. Two of the vehicles needed fuel. It was late on a Monday and their options were limited, though there was a 24-hour ZUVA station on Enterprise Road near Harare Drive, the road they would need to take out of town. They headed there.


They hadn’t got far when they hit more serious trouble.


A speeding vehicle, lights on full glare, as if to blind them, appeared out of nowhere and tried to overtake the back car – a C-class Merc – carrying Sean, Collins and Junior. A common method of political assassination in Zimbabwe is vehicular: mysterious car accidents have wiped out many a political opponent. ED would have known this, as would his sons. ED had run the Security Ministry that oversaw the CIO when the method was perfected; only a month earlier, ED had been the victim of a suspicious car accident himself.
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