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  This book is dedicated to the many Zimbabweans




  who have been threatened, hurt or killed




  in the struggle to be free from the dictatorship.




  May their sacrifice not be forgotten.




  


     

  




  ‘I learned that courage was not




  the absence of fear, but the triumph over it.




  The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid,




  but he who conquers that fear.’




  

    Nelson Mandela
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  SEARCHING FOR SKY




  My mother lies on her bed and tries to see the sky. If she cranes her head at a certain angle, she thinks she might just catch a sliver of it, through the high, narrow

  strip of window. But all she can see is the red brick of the house next door, a few feet away. She falls back on her pillow, defeated, and listens to the densely stacked planes banking over North

  London on their final approach to Heathrow. It doesn’t really matter, it’s a cheerless, iron-dull sky anyway, more of a lid, a manhole cover, than a sky. Not like the African sky she

  has been used to these last fifty years. That sky, she remembers, was a soaring cathedral of cerulean. At night, it turned into a star-sprayed window on the universe. And in the rainy season, soft

  churning anvils of cumulonimbus reared up for the drama of rain. Rain wasn’t such a drama here. Generally you couldn’t quite tell where it came from, even when you could see the

  sky. But she knows it is raining again now, from the wet swish of the car tyres on the street.




  She misses Africa acutely, but she is grateful to be here. She is grateful for Radio 4, where people even disagree in such reasonable tones. She’s grateful for the nice people from Camden

  Library home-delivery service who keep her supplied with library books (her taste runs to biographies and history, mostly). She’s grateful for the Association of Jewish Refugees, who deliver

  meals to her, even though she’s a parson’s daughter, and only the widow of a Jew. She especially likes the lamb hotpot, and the chocolate cake, which reminds her of the one her mother

  used to make.




  She is grateful not to be parked in some institutional home for the elderly, inhaling the odour of boiled cabbage and bleach, cared for by indifferent staff on minimum wages. She is grateful to

  be living with her own blood-line, her daughter Georgina, and her seven-year-old granddaughter, Xanthe – three generations of Godwin women, together in this small apartment, making the best

  of their radically altered circumstances.




  She has lived a long and surprising life. As a girl in Kent, she watched the Battle of Britain in the skies overhead. As a rating in the Royal Navy, stationed in Dover, she was frequently under

  shellfire from the German ‘big guns’ at Calais. As a doctor in Zimbabwe, she has run leper colonies and tuberculosis hospitals, she has vaccinated thousands, saved second twins, held

  the hands of patients dying of a new disease called Aids, even as others shrank from them.




  She has lived through a guerrilla war, seen her oldest daughter killed in it. In her old age, she has felt her heart break again. The health-care system she dedicated her life to building lies

  shattered. She has lost her house and her savings and her friends and her dogs. And she has watched her husband die a difficult death. Now she is determined that death will not cheat her.




  She shows me a document she has been working on. It is called a living will or, now rebranded, like a fickle pop star, ‘Advance Decision – formerly a Living Will’, a form

  provided by Dignity in Dying, motto – Your Life, Your Choice. She has ticked all the boxes to decline treatment if she has an imminently lifethreatening illness, if she suffers serious

  mental impairment together with a physical need for life-sustaining treatment, or if she is persistently unconscious.




  But in addition to the pro-forma options, my mother has added a section of her own, carefully written out in her spidery doctor’s hand. Culled from her extensive medical experience in

  palliative care in Africa, she has tried to recall, and refuse treatment for, all the awful ways that the elderly wear out: ‘Degenerative disease of the Central Nervous System including

  multiple sclerosis, motor neuron disease and Parkinson’s disease. Dementia or brain damage from any other cause including Alzheimer’s disease or head injury or stroke. Advanced cancers,

  diseases linked to those cancers. Severe difficulty in breathing (Dypnoea) that cannot be cured. Incurable double incontinence. Uncontrollable vomiting and nausea.’




  Later we inch up Church Row on an outing to Hampstead High Street. She leans over her aluminium walker, choosing its next landfall with all the care of an abseiler placing a piton into a cliff

  face, and scrutinizing the pavement for the lethal bumps and ridges which can so easily fell her now.




  We pass the historic St John’s parish cemetery, with its towering cedars of Lebanon, creeping buttercup and hart’s tongue fern, and its leaning mossy headstones. The landscape

  painter John Constable is buried here. So is the former Labour Party leader Hugh Gaitskell, and John Harrison, inventor of the marine chronometer for measuring longitude. ‘Where would you

  like to be buried when you die?’ I ask her. ‘At home,’ she says, without breaking stride. ‘In Africa. Next to your father.’
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  Deep into the night, in pursuit of the westward escaping sun, we fly into a fogbank, where the cold Atlantic breakers curdle upon the warm West African shore below.

  Consoled, somehow, to have reached the continent of my birth, I lay down my book and fall uncomfortably asleep, my head wedged against the buzzing fuselage.




  I am on my way home to Zimbabwe, to dance on Robert Mugabe’s political grave. The crooked elections he has just held have spun out of his control, and after twenty-eight years the

  world’s oldest leader is about to be toppled.




  When I arrive the next evening in Harare, the capital, his portrait is everywhere still, staring balefully down at us. From the walls of the airport, as the immigration officer harvests my US

  dollars, sweeping them across his worn wooden counter, and softly thumping a smudged blue visa into my passport. From the campaign placards pasted to the posts of the broken street lights, during

  our bumpy ride into the reproachfully silent city. Watched only by the feral packs of hollow-chested dogs, he raises his fist into the sultry dome of night, as though blaming the fates for his

  mutinous subjects. The Fist of Empowerment, his caption fleetingly promises our insect-flecked beams.




  Somehow, though, his large gold-rimmed spectacles, the little tuft of starched white handkerchief that winks from his brandished clench, and his toothbrush moustache tell a different story. The

  story of the prissy schoolmaster he once was, a slight, almost effeminate figure, his small, manicured hands given to birdlike gestures. And indeed, if you were casting the role of ‘homicidal

  African dictator who fights his way to power and stays there against the odds for nearly three decades’, Robert Mugabe wouldn’t even rate a call-back. This is no swaggering askari, no

  Idi Amin Dada, heavyweight boxing champion of the King’s African Rifles, nor some wide-shouldered, medal-strewn Nigerian general. This is an altogether more dangerous dictator – an

  intellectual, a spiteful African Robespierre who has outlasted them all. Eighty-four years old now, with his dyed black hair and his blood transfusions, his Botox and vitamin-cocktail shots, he has

  querulously dominated his country for a generation.




  But now he is on the verge of an exit. Five days ago, presidential elections, which he has fixed with ease in the past, using a combination of rigging, fraud and intimidation, have gone wrong.

  Zimbabweans have rejected him in such overwhelming numbers that he will finally be forced to accept their verdict.




  They have many reasons to reject him. Once they enjoyed the highest standard of living in Africa. Now their money is nearly worthless, halving in value every twenty-four hours. Only 6 per cent

  of workers have jobs. Their incomes have sunk to pre-1950 levels. They are starving. Their schools are closed, their hospitals collapsed. Their life expectancy has crashed from sixty to thirty-six.

  They have the world’s highest ratio of orphans. They are officially the unhappiest people on earth, and they are fleeing the shattered country in their millions – an exodus of up to a

  third of the population.




  But throughout this election campaign, Mugabe has remained belligerently unrepentant, blaming the country’s ills on the West – Britain, the former colonizer, in particular –

  and using the tiny number of whites remaining in Zimbabwe as political piñatas. He thwacks them and out pour the stale bonbons of historic blame to excuse his own shattering failure of

  leadership, his own rampant megalomania.




  In a few days, he will meet with his politburo to contemplate his own farewell. I’ve been anticipating this moment for so long. On my flights across the world to get here, I have reread

  Gabriel García Márquez’s The Autumn of the Patriarch, and relished the scene in which sharp-beaked vultures, maddened by the stink of human carrion, tear their way

  through the mosquito screens of the imperial palace, alerting the citizens in the city below to the death of the dictator, and allowing their future to begin.




  My younger sister, Georgina, a broadcaster who now lives in London, is joining me here. We are supposed to be staying at York Lodge, a small pension in Harare’s

  northern suburbs, but when Georgina calls to confirm, the manager brusquely informs her that our rooms are no longer available, and hangs up. Later we find out that the lodge is being raided by the

  police looking for Western journalists, who are banned from reporting in this country. As Georgina is on the line, the police are arresting the correspondents from the New York Times and the

  Daily Telegraph.




  Instead, Georgina has booked rooms under her ex-husband’s surname at the Meikles Hotel, in the city centre. Once, all the journalists stayed there. Now none do. Neither of us is really

  supposed to be here. We are in double jeopardy: not only from Mugabe’s banning of Western journalists, but also because I was once declared an enemy of the state, accused of spying, and

  Georgina worked for an anti-Mugabe radio station, in London, and she also featured on a list of undesirables, excluded from the country.




  Beneath my window is a park, African Unity Square. The concrete tables which used to teem with vivid flowers are empty now, their sellers chased away as part of Operation Murambatsvina,

  ‘Clear Out the Dirt’, three years ago, when Mugabe – scared by growing hostility towards him in the urban areas – forcibly cleared out ‘informal housing’ and

  street markets, leaving the cities dull and quiet. His police demolished the shops and dwellings (many of them quite substantial) of more than seven hundred thousand people, who they dumped on

  barren land miles away, at the onset of winter, without water or sanitation. In all, this sham ‘slum clearance’ operation devastated the lives of more than three million people.




  In the other direction, my view is over a busy intersection, commanded by wildly erratic traffic lights. Sometimes they are resolutely blank. Sometimes they show red or flashing amber to all

  roads. Oncoming vehicles play a game of chicken, using pedestrians as shields, and auditing a number of factors to determine who goes next. Big scores over small, fast over slow, old over new,

  dilapidated over luxury, man over woman, black over white. It gets most interesting when the lights, as they quite often do, summon traffic from all directions simultaneously, with a cheery green

  come-on. Quite regularly, the crunch of metal, the jangle of glass, and the squall of argument summon me to my window to view another accident.




  Everyone gives way to the frequently passing police pick-up trucks overloaded with riot-squad officers. The men are terribly young, riot interns really, not yet fully adult, pupas with brandnew

  blue fatigues and helmets. They remind me of myself at eighteen, still at police training depot, in the same uniform, ‘riot blues’, drafted into service of an earlier regime. I wonder,

  as we all do, whether these underage gladiators will fire at their own people when ordered.




  The atmosphere in the capital is tense with anticipation. How will this end? It’s a state of mind I recognize now, a state I’m prone to myself, a wild swing between the tantalizing

  taste of change and the dull recognition of continued dictatorship. We call it euphoric despair.




  The bar at Amanzi (it means ‘water’ in siNdebele, the language spoken in the country’s south) is one of the few places in town that’s heaving

  – here, where people have money in common, euphoria is at least temporarily vanquishing despair. Charles Summerfield and his band, the URJ, pump out electrified Afro fusion. Between sets,

  Summerfield tells me how he was recently tied up and badly beaten when his house was robbed, but tonight he’s, ‘loose, man, loose’.




  ‘URJ, like urge?’ I ask.




  ‘Nah,’ he shakes his matted dreads.




  ‘Union of Reformed Judaism?’ It’s less of a reach than you might think – he is actually Jewish.




  ‘Unlimited Resources of Joy,’ he says.




  His band plays to a clientele so bizarrely disparate, it could grace Star Wars’ Chalmun’s Cantina, the intergalactic pirates’ water hole. The Cypriot honorary consul

  presses his embossed card into my palm, Nestoras P. Nestoras (so good, they named him twice), and a gay carpenter who once made me a bed from the carved doors of Tonga tribal huts,

  high-fives. At the corner of the teak bar, where a Zambezi lager now costs 200 million Zimbabwean dollars (about $4 US in illegal hard currency, on the black market), the average monthly income,

  some Ukrainian girls with platinum-blonde hair cross and re-cross their lotioned legs below black Lycra micro-skirts. And spilling outside, towards the ornamental waterfall, where the musasa trees

  rustle in a cool evening breeze, aid workers and evicted tobacco farmers, black-market currency dealers and illegal diamond traders, ruling party fat cats, mobile-phone magnates and opposition

  activists mingle.




  We’re on the brink of something historic here. Everyone is waiting for it.




  Robert Mugabe and his generals are being lured with plump exit packages. I discuss them the next day with Andrew Pocock, the British ambassador, at his residence. As representative of the former

  colonial power, Pocock has a starring role in Mugabe’s demonology – chief imperial agent of ‘regime change’ – and he is shunned and excoriated in the state media. He

  exists in a kind of enforced political purdah. Here but not here, isolated from high-level contact with the host government, even though the UK provides food aid to many of Zimbabwe’s

  starving.




  Pocock knows well the feel of the ex-colonial outpost – he is Trinidadian born and raised. His clipped elocution hints at exfoliated traces of a West Indian lilt, and his mufti dress-code,

  short sleeves and thonged sandals, is more Caribbean than Cotswolds. He handles the heat better than most British envoys I’ve encountered. He’s far from the archetypal Morgan Leafy,

  William Boyd’s pudgy Britlomat abroad, whose ham-pink brow beads sweat at the first solar glance, whose taupe ‘tropical’ linen suit is contoured with damp creases.




  Under the gentle pealing of gamelan wind chimes on the cool, colonnaded veranda of the official residence, looking north towards Lunar Ridge across the green pelt of lawn, Pocock seems in his

  element, his hair immaculately coifed, brushed sharply back off his brow.




  As a newly minted diplomat on his first posting, to Lagos in the early 1980s, Pocock was finishing an Oxford doctoral thesis on his Trinidadian compatriot, V. S. Naipaul, whose novel A Bend

  in the River portrays the cultural confusion of post-colonial Africa.




  The Big Man in that book stays just offstage, cultivating an isolation that feeds his mystique and adds to his power. His ubiquitous photographs grow ever larger in the course of the book, says

  Pocock, like lengthening shadows. And they morph, from soldier to statesman to king. And so it has been with our own Big Man, Mugabe, who sheds his skins for the times. The olive military fatigues

  in his early official portraits have given way to Italian suits, now accessorized with an operatically pompous green silk sash, and the ludicrous moustache that begs for Adolfian allusions, ones he

  is not averse to making himself.




  ‘I am still the Hitler of the time,’ he once boasted, when criticized for land takeovers. ‘This Hitler has only one objective, justice for his own people, sovereignty for his

  people, recognition of the independence of his people, and their right to their resources. If that is Hitler, then let me be a Hitler tenfold.’




  Pocock and I have heard that the opposition leader and presidential rival, Morgan Tsvangirai, has lured Mugabe’s top brass with generous index-linked pensions, immunity from prosecution

  for human-rights abuses, continued ownership of one farm each of those they have recently confiscated from white settlers – if only they will accept their defeat. Mugabe himself is reliably

  reported to be tired and tempted. His young wife, Grace, a woman of prodigious retail appetite, the Imelda Marcos of Africa, known unaffectionately by her people as the First Shopper, is said to be

  keen for a negotiated exit too.




  I wonder if we can dare to hope. It’s been so, so long and Zimbabwe has known no other leader. The ambassador is telling me he has just converted his squash court (built to the wrong

  dimensions by a previous owner – interior dimensions mistaken for exterior ones), into a crisis command centre. It is equipped with its own generator and communications systems, in case it

  ‘all goes up in flames here’, and he has to supervise an evacuation of Britons. What his Foreign Secretary, David Miliband, has just called ‘a doomsday scenario’. Pocock

  reckons there are about ten thousand Brits left here. And for those who don’t make it out alive, the residence has a new addition, a large walk-in cold room, which could serve as a

  morgue.




  After hooking his three phones to his belt – a local mobile, a UK BlackBerry and a satellite phone – Pocock drives me back in his wife’s acid-green Prado. Strangely, for the

  wheels of an ambassador’s wife, it has silver hotrod flames painted along the hood.




  ‘There was a scratch on it when we got it, so Raj, the best Indian detailer in Harare, said he would deal with it,’ he grins. ‘This was his solution.’




  Opposite the university, which is on strike, ragged men are repairing jagged potholes so big they look like shell holes. The men have propped a cardboard sign in the middle of the road, which

  reads: ‘Voluntary work. Pliz help.’




  ‘Isn’t it impressive,’ murmurs Pocock, almost to himself, as we lurch through the graceful avenues of overhanging boughs that still line the dilapidated streets, ‘how the

  original arboreal architecture of the city’s planners has confounded even the urban decay.’




  For much of Friday 4 April Mugabe is locked in a meeting with his politburo. We know he’s up there, on the top floor of the party headquarters,

  ‘Shake-Shake’ House, because the gold-bereted soldiers of the Presidential Guard, garlanded with bandoliers, machine guns, and grenades, are lolling outside. And several hundred

  ‘war veterans’, bussed in from the provinces, are assembled in the car park. They are mostly young peasant boys (unborn in the independence war) in coarse woollen sweaters, the bedrolls

  on their backs snagged with grass seeds from sleeping outside.




  Mugabe’s party HQ is really called Jongwe House, ‘cockerel’ in Shona, which is his party’s motif. But the pitched pediment at the top of the building (complete with a

  crowing cockerel) reminds us of the wax cartons of thick millet beer, Chibuku, which you must shake before drinking, to mix the sediment. Repeated urgently in red on each eave of the carton’s

  pediment is the instruction that gave the beer, and now Mugabe’s party HQ, their names. Shake-Shake. In a dictatorship that diminishes us all, a subversive nickname is meant to mollify. When

  we mention Mugabe’s draconian spying agency, the Central Intelligence Organization (CIO), we often call it Charlie Ten. And instead of referring to Robert Mugabe by any of his many official

  titles, His Excellency, Supreme Leader of ZANU-PF, Commander in Chief, Comrade, most Zimbabweans call him, simply, Bob. After all, how can you be scared of a dictator called Bob?




  Later, after waiting in vain for the President to address them, the war vets march through town, chanting his praises. Political demonstrations are illegal here, but only if they are attempted

  by the opposition.




  The meeting goes on for more than five hours. The fate of the country hangs on its outcome. Although the election results have still not been announced, six days after the vote, the party now

  knows what they are. And despite the gerrymandering and the intimidation, the rigging and the ‘ghost voters’, Mugabe has lost resoundingly to his nemesis, Morgan Tsvangirai, who,

  according to the constitution, should now be declared the new President.




  But it is here, in this meeting chaired by Mugabe himself, that his own tenure will actually be decided. And his four dozen or so politburo members, many of them comrades from the war of

  independence to overturn white rule (fought from 1972 to 1980), now divided between hawks and doves, between hardliners and conciliators, between rivals for the succession, must decide whether to

  concede power, drawing the twenty-eight-year reign of the dictator to a close, or to fight on.




  The state-controlled broadcaster, ZTV, shows the scene inside. Mugabe, in a well-cut dark suit and polka-dotted tie, moves slowly around the large flower-topped horseshoe table, shaking hands

  with each person. What’s noticeable is the way, even now, in his hour of humiliation, they all seem to revere him, bowing their heads as he approaches and, in the case of the few women,

  curtseying, as though to a king.




  My ears in the room come via James Mushore. I have known him since we were thirteen, boarding in the same granite-walled dormitory at the local Jesuit College, St George’s. He is a

  prominent investment banker, straight-backed and tall, with gold-rimmed glasses, a connoisseur of single malts and Cuban cigars.




  James is also the nephew of retired General Solomon Mujuru – now trying to position himself as a ‘moderate’ within Mugabe’s party, though he was not ever thus. Years ago,

  not long after the end of the independence war, when he still used his guerrilla name, Rex Nhongo (his wife, Joice, who today serves as Mugabe’s deputy, called herself Teurai Ropa –

  ‘Spill Blood’), the general had put the barrel of his pistol to my heart and threatened to shoot me. It was a Russian-made Tokarev, with an iridescent mother-of-pearl handle. Odd, how

  you remember such details. He had worked his way through most of a litre bottle of Johnny Walker Red Label at the time, but his grip remained remarkably steady.




  That was back in 1983, during the Matabeleland massacres, when Mugabe unleashed his fearsome North-Korean-trained Fifth Brigade on the southern province to crush the ‘dissidents’

  there from the Joshua Nkomo’s Ndebele opposition party, ZAPU (Zimbabwe African People’s Union). It was a particularly brutal campaign of pacification. I had written about the massacres

  for the Sunday Times, which is what prompted the general to draw his gun when our paths crossed. He was in charge of the media junket intended to show that I had imagined it all. ‘You

  drive in front,’ I was told, ‘there may be land mines.’ I was subsequently accused of being a spy and forced to flee the country, threatened with death. It’s a threat, I

  hope, that’s now sufficiently antique to have lapsed.




  I receive James’ text on Friday evening – Georgina and I are having supper with husband and wife architects Richard and Penny Beattie. Georgina has brought a

  bottle of Moët from Heathrow duty-free. It stands expectantly in an ice bucket, waiting for the politburo’s endorsement of Mugabe’s decision to concede defeat.




  Supper is an improvised affair. The power is out, and so is the water. The Beatties are cooking on gas canisters in candlelight. ‘It’s like camping, only for longer,’ says

  Penny. They have surfed Dipleague, a sort of Craig’s List for diplomats, on which only forex is accepted, to buy what was intriguingly billed as ‘neatly killed chicken’.




  Even for well-off upper-middle-class families like this, life is a struggle. Chicken is the only meat they’ve been able to eat for months now. ‘I could write a recipe book on how to

  cook chicken a hundred different ways,’ Richard mutters wearily, and thwacks his neatly killed chicken with a cleaver. Tonight he’s settled on a coq au jus. Jongwe au jus – cooked

  in its own blood.




  I read James’ text aloud. The politburo has decided the presidential election results: 43.2 per cent for Mugabe, and 47.9 per cent for his challenger, Tsvangirai – below the crucial

  50 per cent threshold. This means that a second, run-off, election will now be necessary.




  Mugabe has not conceded defeat after all. There is no political grave upon which to dance.




  ‘I’m not sure how much more of this I can take,’ says Penny, and she slumps, deflated, onto a bar stool in the flame-flickering gloom. The Moët stands redundant in its

  chilled silo. The jongwe boils over. Nobody notices.




  Of course he won’t give up power, I realize that now. What were we thinking? The old man isn’t going anywhere, he’ll die in office. We’ll have to carry him

  out in his boots, or rather in his Jermyn Street Oxfords.
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  A NATION OF GENTLEMEN




  Like most dictators, Mugabe is both ubiquitous and remote; the landmarks of his life already read like an obituary, at once fixed and mythical. The boy who grew up to be

  our dictator, Robert Gabriel Karigamombe Mugabe, was born in 1924, at Kutama, a Jesuit mission station, sixty miles west of the capital, Harare. When he was ten, his father, Gabriel Matibili, a

  carpenter from Malawi, deserted the family, leaving Mugabe’s mother, Bona, to raise her remaining children alone.




  The young Robert, by his own admission, was awkward, unathletic, and bookish. Instead of playing with other boys when tending cattle together, he would strike out on his own to read. He

  hero-worshipped the Irish Jesuit principal at Kutama, Father Jerome O’Hea, and contemplated joining the priesthood himself. Instead, he trained as a teacher. He was initiated into the cause

  of black nationalism at Fort Hare University in South Africa, a decade after Mandela had graduated there. On his graduation, Mugabe returned to Rhodesia to teach.




  Petiri was one of his pupils at Mambo School in the 1950s. (He is too afraid of his old school master to use his real name.) Georgina and I arrive at his house bearing medication from his

  children, who are in the diaspora. He shows us his report card filled out in Mugabe’s careful cursive. He recalls him as unsmiling, rigid, aloof from the other teachers. ‘He was a very

  harsh man. We nicknamed him Hammurabi, after the Mesopotamian law-giver.’




  Mugabe went on to teach in Ghana, where he arrived just as it became independent, Britain’s first sub-Saharan colony to be unleashed. ‘Ghanaians were just like the rest of us, but

  free!’ he marvelled. There he met his first wife, a Ghanaian, Sally Hayfron.




  Back in Rhodesia two years later, Mugabe was drawn into the leadership of black nationalist politics. He was eventually arrested on charges of subversion, and spent eleven years in jail. While

  he was there, his three-year-old son, Michael Nhamodzenyika (‘Suffering Country’, in Shona), died of cerebral malaria in Ghana. Despite a strong recommendation by his white jailer, who

  vouched that Mugabe would duly return from Ghana to detention in Zimbabwe, he was not allowed to attend the funeral.




  Ian Smith, the Rhodesian Prime Minister, finally freed Mugabe in 1974, as part of a détente brokered by South Africa. Aided by Sister Aquina, a Catholic nun, he soon fled over the border

  into Mozambique. There he joined the guerrilla war against white Rhodesian settler rule – although he was never himself a soldier.




  Mugabe was a reluctant participant in the 1979 Lancaster House peace treaty that ended the Rhodesian conflict. Lord Carrington, the British Foreign Secretary, who hosted the talks, said of him,

  ‘The quietly spoken Mugabe worried me: he was secretive, seemed not to need friends, mistrusted everyone. Devious and clever, he was an archetypal cold fish.’




  Petiri and his friends were with Mugabe’s mother, Bona, in April 1980, as the results of Zimbabwe’s first democratic elections were announced. She reacted strangely, he says.

  ‘Bona was not happy he had won. We were at her house and she said, “He is not capable of doing it. He is not the kind of person who will look after other people.” ’




  White Rhodesians also reacted badly to Mugabe’s landslide victory. Many fled to South Africa, then still in the grip of apartheid. They feared that Mugabe was an avowed communist,

  committed to wide-scale nationalization and a racial vendetta.




  Even my parents, ‘white liberals’, who had opposed Ian Smith, cast around for an escape. The bizarre ark they came closest to boarding was the island nation of Nauru. My father was

  offered the post of chief engineer there and my mother, Nauru’s sole doctor.




  I had never heard of Nauru, but I’d already left home for university in England by then, so it wasn’t about to become my new domicile. Georgina, though, was going to have to make the

  trek, and asked me for help in finding out more about it. In those pre-Google days, this wasn’t so simple. Nauru was hard enough to find on a map: we scanned up and down the vast blue expanse

  of the south Pacific until we finally chanced upon a tiny dot in the middle of the ocean. It was one of the most isolated places in the world, an eight-square-mile pile of sea-bird droppings, rich

  in phosphates. A muggy equatorial island, I discovered, whose residents (there were fewer than ten thousand of them) made a living by strip-mining said phosphates, and selling it to make fertilizer

  and explosives, to those not fortunate enough to inhabit their own pile of bird shit.




  At the time we were considering it as an alternative to the prospect of a Mugabe-led Zimbabwe, this self-excavation still paid off handsomely – and Nauruans enjoyed the world’s

  highest per-capita income. It wasn’t to last. As they dug themselves into the sea, in pursuit of dwindling bird-shit supplies, their income dwindled too, and the investments made by the Nauru

  Phosphates Royalties Trust were spectacularly unwise. Leonardo, the Musical, one of the biggest disasters in the history of the West End, was just one of their money losers.




  The island wallowed in another unfortunate superlative, its people were the world’s most obese. About 90 per cent of the residents were overweight, and nearly half of them had type-two

  diabetes. As their doctor, my mother would be busy, busy, busy.




  For ten-year-old Georgina, there were two other strikes against Nauru. Her new horse, Top Ace, would not be allowed on the island, as there was an equine ban, and she would have to be sent to

  boarding school in Australia, nearly two thousand miles away. She took to running round the house, howling, ‘I don’t want to go to Naurooo!’




  On some level, I don’t think my parents were ever serious about leaving Zimbabwe. That’s why they chose such a preposterous place as Nauru. And their initial horror at Mugabe’s

  ascent soon faded when he moderated his militancy. He quickly dropped his plans for nationalization, promising instead a freemarket economy.




  And in his first speech as Prime Minister, Mugabe appealed to the country’s whites not to flee. ‘Stay with us, please remain in this country and constitute a nation based on national

  unity,’ he pleaded.




  My parents gratefully accepted his offer. As did other whites, especially the farmers.




  As Mugabe emerged from the carapace of Rhodesian propaganda, there was much to surprise us: his obvious Anglophilia, his Savile Row suits, his fastidious English, his penchant for Graham Greene

  novels, his admiration of the Queen, especially once she had knighted him in 1994, for services to Anglo-Zimbabwe relations; his love of tea and cricket, a game, he said, that ‘civilizes

  people and creates good gentlemen. I want everyone to play cricket in Zimbabwe. I want ours to be a nation of gentlemen.’




  Excited to get home, I bought an old Bedford truck at the British army auctions near Nottingham, and with a bunch of friends from university drove the length of the African continent. On the

  bumper, I proudly displayed stickers of the new Zimbabwean flag. Back in Harare, I joined thousands of compatriots, black and white, from all over the world. There was a charged atmosphere of

  possibility. We would show the world just what could be achieved in Africa’s newest independent nation.




  And initially Zimbabwe prospered, the economy grew, health care and education expanded dramatically as Western aid poured in to rebuild this nation, emancipated after eight years of war.




  So what went wrong?




  When I look back over the trajectory of Mugabe’s life, I find it hard to identify a moment when the ‘liberation hero’ transforms into the ‘tyrannical villain’. I

  think that’s because there was no ‘good leader turns bad’ metamorphosis. Robert Mugabe has been surprisingly consistent in his modus operandi. His reaction to opposition has

  invariably been a violent one, inherent in his political DNA.




  If you rewind to the early days of his tussles for his leadership of ZANU, the Zimbabwe African National Union, you will see ample evidence already of the bloody internal feuding by which he

  seized the helm of the party, and fought off challengers.




  The guerrilla war itself may have been a justified struggle for democracy, but as a teenaged conscript in the Rhodesian police, I witnessed first-hand the gruesome punishment of black civilians

  by Mugabe’s guerrillas, in order to win the ‘balance of fear’. Mugabe learned then that the barrel of Kalashnikov underwrote success at the ballot box.




  He made it clear again during the 1980 elections when – in breach of the Lancaster House peace agreement – he kept many of his guerrillas out in the field to warn the voters that the

  war would continue if his party didn’t win. Although the scale of his victory was such that he didn’t need to intimidate voters, he wasn’t taking any chances.




  Barely three years after independence, Mugabe ordered his troops into the southern province of Matabeleland to launch Operation Gukurahundi, ‘The Rains that Clear Out the Chaff’.

  They killed around twenty thousand Ndebele civilians, most of them supporters of Joshua Nkomo’s ZAPU party. No one has ever been held accountable for this political genocide. It remains the

  single worst moral stain on Robert Mugabe’s record – although at the time international reaction was shamefully muted.




  After these massacres, Mugabe coerced a shattered Joshua Nkomo, the father of black Zimbabwean nationalism, into a ‘Unity Accord’, which effectively created a one-party state.

  Without real opposition, Mugabe’s administration grew increasingly authoritarian, inefficient and corrupt.




  Mugabe appeared irked when, in 1990, Nelson Mandela was released from prison and soon swept to power in South Africa’s first democratic elections, eclipsing Mugabe’s role as the

  colossus on the African stage. Mandela joked that Mugabe had grown accustomed to being the star, ‘and then the sun came out’.




  By 2000, after thirteen years of political monopoly, Mugabe was shocked and enraged to find that a new opposition to his rule had emerged among the younger generation, and he set out to crush

  them, as was his default – violently.




  He also ordered his party militia onto white-owned farms to forcibly evict the owners and their workers. In Shona, it was called jambanja, a violent overthrow. Most of the farms were

  doled out as bribes to his own elite; Mugabe kept six for himself. Few of the new owners had any agricultural know-how, and commercial agriculture, the economy’s foundation, quickly

  collapsed, bringing the rest down with it.




  Mugabe’s old pupil, Petiri, sees a psychological tendency, on a social level, among African leadership. He travelled widely through Africa in the 1960s. ‘I knew Kaunda and Banda and

  Kenyatta before independence, when they were still on bicycles, when we were learning. I know the leadership of Africa: a father is a figurehead. It’s about masculinity. All radical fathers

  want to dominate their wives and kids, so in a political party, that domination is carried out too – you don’t want people to answer back – you select “yes” men. This

  has been a problem in our leadership. People have to listen and obey, or else. Mugabe is like that. Anyone who criticizes him is eliminated. One by one, got rid of.’
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  PEOPLE SMELL POWER AND RUN TO WHERE IT IS




  My old friend Godfrey Chanetsa arrives punctually for tea. His closely shaved head gleams, and he is dressed in an immaculately pressed striped shirt, dark trousers, and

  tasselled loafers. Educated at Queensland University in Brisbane, Australia, Godfrey, now fifty-seven, is articulate, cosmopolitan, passionate, just the kind of person that made so many

  enthusiastic about this country.




  We met during his days as a Zimbabwean diplomat in London in the early 1980s, when we were both still rouged with the first blush of enthusiasm for the new Zimbabwe, still enjoying our

  ‘rainbow nation’ moment. He used to hold great parties at Zimbabwe House, the embassy on the Strand, a listed building designed originally for the British Medical Association in 1907 by

  Charles Holden, architect of many London Underground stations.




  Godfrey had proudly showed me around the building. It had eighteen large naked statues by Jacob Epstein, representing the Ages of Man, which stood in exterior alcoves. When first erected, they

  had appalled conservative critics, and in 1937, after claiming that Epstein’s statues were crumbling, the Rhodesian authorities hacked off their extremities, ostensibly to prevent passers-by

  from being struck by falling stone genitals. Now the mutilated, emasculated honour guard of statues that stands shattered sentinel around Mugabe’s London outpost seems appropriate.




  Chanetsa returned to London for a second posting, fresh from a diplomatic stint in Moscow, where he had just witnessed the dramatic collapse of Soviet power.




  ‘It feels like that now here in Zimbabwe,’ he says, enthusiastically, ‘that the ancien régime is over, just its phantom limb twitching.’




  Chanetsa’s second tour of duty in London came to an abrupt end, when he clashed with Mugabe’s new wife, Grace, thirty-four years Mugabe’s junior, who had been a secretary in

  the President’s protocol office. Mugabe had her husband, Stanley Goreraza, an air-force officer, posted to China, and sired two children with her while Sally was dying of kidney failure.




  ‘I complained that we were turning our historic embassy library into a warehouse for Grace’s shopping,’ Chanetsa explains. ‘I wanted her to store it elsewhere.’

  (When she was later challenged about her expensive taste in shoes, in a land where many now go barefoot, Grace replied: ‘I have very narrow feet, so I wear only Ferragamo.’) He was

  ordered onto the next plane home, ‘the only diplomat to be withdrawn by Robert Mugabe personally, not by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, because I was said to have insulted his

  wife.’




  Back in Harare, he didn’t last long. ‘It was awful, my office was next to the toilet, which wasn’t disinfected, and it stank. Opposite my door sat Sithole, the

  department messenger, whose job was to cut the Herald [Mugabe’s mouthpiece newspaper] into squares and put them on a metal spike, as toilet paper. I had just come from the Strand to

  this! After six months I left, I didn’t even bother to get my pension.’




  Chanetsa joined Coca-Cola International, running their business in the nine southern African countries. Then, at fifty, he kept a promise he’d made himself and went back to his rural home.

  ‘That’s my musha, that’s where my father is buried, and you know African superstitions, no one can come close to my graves.’ He established a pig farm there, complete

  with export abattoir.




  Before becoming a diplomat, Chanetsa had been the man at Robert Mugabe’s elbow. He was his personal secretary, his amanuensis, and his spokesman both in exile in Tanzania in the 1970s, and

  after independence in 1980 when Mugabe took power. He saw him first thing each morning.




  ‘I wrote speeches and letters for him. He was really impressive. He has a force in him, and even some regional heads of state, they still react to that. He doesn’t talk much. He just

  blinks and listens. He lets you talk. He leans back with his head cocked to one side, resting on his hands, and listens to you.




  ‘You had to be very careful when you briefed him. You had to be really on top of it as he would ask very penetrating questions.’




  Chanetsa, too, describes Mugabe as the consummate loner. ‘He has absolute power within the party – there’s no internal democracy. He stays distant, remote. He never meets his

  ministers except on cabinet days, every Tuesday afternoon. He never trusted anyone enough to groom as a successor.’




  After Tsvangirai’s opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) was created in 1999, says Chanetsa, Mugabe fell under the control of his security chiefs. ‘He has a responsibility

  to them. Their guiding fear is that they’ll face retribution for the Matabeleland massacres. They only want to see a successor they are confident can look after their interests.




  ‘Their bottom line is: we fought and died for this country – they – the MDC – didn’t. It’s an entitlement thing. This is why I really believe Mugabe will not

  hand over to Morgan Tsvangirai. He will never do it. We will all go down. The ballot box only appears to be the final determinant, but for Mugabe it’s only final if it endorses

  him. Robert Mugabe doesn’t understand “process” – power to him is raw.’




  To understand how Mugabe keeps his people down, says Chanetsa, you must understand ‘the psychology of deprivation: Zimbabweans have learnt to be self-reliant. There’s a deep sense of

  individuality – no collective sense. We’ve become a nation of black-marketers, crooks. Robert Mugabe has subverted the revolution by keeping people busy just managing, just getting by.

  There’s no employment but people are busy, busy.




  ‘Only now do we realize we’ve been under serious dictatorship. It has become part of our identity.




  ‘In Eastern Europe the border guards faced in. Not here. Here, the people who would be in the front line have been allowed to go.’ All four of Chanetsa’s grown kids have joined

  this Zimbabwean diaspora: one in Canada, one in Australia, and two in South Africa. ‘My son in Australia came back for a visit. He was born when I was working for Mugabe, and Mugabe is still

  here – my son has known no other leader here. During his visit, there was no electricity, no running water, and he turned to me in disgust and said, “Dad, how can you allow this? I have

  options, I’m outside. But you?” ’




  In these elections, Chanetsa is serving as campaign manager for a third presidential candidate, Simba Makoni, who is offering himself as a sort of ZANU-PF-lite candidate, a reformist from

  within. Georgina and I find Makoni in his sparsely furnished office. On the wall is his banner: a sun rising over green tilled fields, into a clear blue sky. Underneath is his slogan –

  ‘Let’s Get Zimbabwe Working Again’. The young men in dark suits who guard him pace around the corridor outside, looking anxious.




  Makoni knows Mugabe’s court from the inside too. Armed with a Ph.D. in chemistry from Leicester, he served as a deputy minister when he was only thirty. Even now, at fifty-seven, his

  unlined complexion gives an impression of youth. He was in the politburo and a member of the cabinet for eight years, ending up as Mugabe’s Finance Minister. But after clashing with Mugabe on

  monetary policy, and being shuffled away from finance in 2002, he resigned – only the second man ever to have left Mugabe’s cabinet voluntarily. ‘People said, “Do you have a

  death wish!” Fear is such a crucial part of the way he runs things.’




  After Makoni declared his presidential challenge, Mugabe was furious, denouncing him as ‘worse than a prostitute’, and some inside Mugabe’s ZANU-PF, like General Mujuru, who

  had initially promised to support him, were in the end too afraid to do so.




  Such fear is well founded. Since James Mushore, the general’s nephew, has been helping Simba Makoni, his phones have been monitored, and he’s been trailed, and received death

  threats.




  ‘Originally,’ says Makoni, ‘Mugabe was puritanical and brooked no failure. In the early days, he was intolerant of greed and corruption, sloppiness and incompetence. When he

  came back from a foreign trip, he would even return unused foreign currency! But that all went. Now he likes greed and incompetence in his ministers, as it gives him more control over

  them.’




  Being in the politburo, he says, ‘feels like you’re in the court of the emperor. Earlier, he used to enjoy discussion, give and take, but then he became more and more intolerant as

  he concentrated power in himself. Now if you differ with him, you are his enemy.




  ‘Mugabe’s a mixture, initially he had the aura of a liberation hero – eleven years in jail, seven in the bush war, self-disciplined, he does press-ups at five thirty each

  morning, a teetotaller. Over the years, Mugabe and ZANU have built themselves into the lives of the people, there is a very intense fear of them. I’d come out of a cabinet meeting and

  colleagues would say, “How could you argue with the President like that!” The fear factor is crucial to understanding his power.’




  The country is in the condition it is because of a failure of leadership, says Makoni. ‘The other ministers could have said, “We’re not going to invade farms . . .” But

  we didn’t. He managed to do that because he had a team of jellyfish. On the surface, he is a very dominant character, but you can only do that in the face of pliancy and subservience. I saw

  him lose his temper many times, shouting, fist thumping the table.’




  Makoni says that in all his dealings with Mugabe, the President never left a paper trail. ‘There were no memos. Everything was done face to face.




  ‘Many say they hide things from the old man. He doesn’t want to know the nasty things. In March 2001, for instance, I told Bob that we would face a food shortage and that we needed

  to import food. And simultaneously Joseph Made [the Agriculture Minister] says to him, “We will have a bumper harvest.” He knows this how? Because he’s flown over the country in a

  helicopter “and it’s all green”! When famine indeed struck, Mugabe never acknowledged this error. He said he had a bumper harvest, when the only thing we were growing were

  weeds.




  ‘Again, in September 2004, when food shortages were imminent and he was told so by his colleagues, he said, “You can’t expect me to admit that in front of the UN.”




  ‘Many colleagues, as early as 1997, disagreed with his direction, but instead of standing up, we were expedient, greedy, we betrayed the national interest. Why have we allowed him to

  become the Kim Il-Sung of Africa? We are cosmopolitan and worldly-wise. The war veterans spent time in Tanzania, Mozambique, Zambia, and they said, we are never going to let our country become like

  them, and yet we did. It’s a terrible indictment of us, a terrible reflection of our cowardice, our opportunism, that we have followed our narrow self-interest.’




  The blame for the ‘overwhelming, omnipresent character that Mugabe has become’, Makoni attributes to three things. The departure of Mugabe’s most forceful colleagues, after

  which there was no counter to him in cabinet, as the rest all owed their jobs to him. The death of his Ghanaian wife, the tempering Sally, and the impact of his new wife, Grace. ‘Under her

  influence, the avarice and ostentation began to show, the vast convoys, the huge shopping trips.’ And the ‘Unity Accord’ in 1987, which effectively established a one-party state.

  The switch from a British-style prime-ministership to an executive presidency sealed Mugabe’s dictatorial metamorphosis.




  When Godfrey Chanetsa calls later, to see how our meeting with Simba Makoni went, his election prognosis has darkened. ‘No more politburo members support Simba.

  They’ve tested the water and retreated,’ he says scornfully. ‘People smell power and they run to where it is.’




  He now fears that Mugabe is preparing to punish his subjects for their latest rejection. ‘Robert Mugabe will make the villagers crawl back into their huts, with low-flying jets and

  helicopters flying all over the place. ZANU’s already sending its storm-troopers into the rural areas – they know the places they didn’t do well. They’ll kill the cattle of

  the last white farmers, send soldiers and paramilitaries in to scare the voters. We have no other way to respond to force, other than by using our vote. It’s our life against Mugabe’s

  life.’
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  THE LAST GOATS




  From the very start of his political career, the opposition leader, Morgan Richard Dzingirai Tsvangirai, Mugabe’s nemesis, has had a torrid time. In 1998,

  Mugabe’s war veterans beat him with iron bars and tried to bundle him out of a tenth-storey window. Since then his bodyguards have been murdered, and he’s been charged with treason

  three times, arrested multiple times, imprisoned, and survived two further assassination attempts.




  In 2007, he was arrested on his way to a prayer meeting. When his wife, Susan, finally managed to visit him in his cell, she found that he had been so severely beaten and tortured that he had

  lost consciousness three times, and had to be revived. TV footage of him waiting to appear in court, his head massively swollen, one eye gashed, shocked the world. He was later hospitalized with a

  fractured skull and internal bleeding.




  A freelance cameraman, Edward Chikombo, who distributed the footage of the badly injured Tsvangirai to the foreign media, was himself abducted. His corpse was found a few days later, dumped on

  waste ground outside the city.




  Now, as we wait for the official election results, Tsvangirai is AWOL. The MDC’s own projections, based on results recorded by their election agents at most of the nine thousand or so

  polling stations, show that despite all the obstacles placed in his way he has not only won the presidential elections, but has cleared the crucial 50 per cent barrier that triggers a run-off poll.

  So he has jetted off on a hectic series of meetings with African leaders, trying to persuade them to accept him as Zimbabwe’s new president.




  Tsvangirai’s biggest hurdle to regional acceptance is Mugabe’s almost messianic reputation as a ‘liberation leader’, Africa’s oldest, at eighty-four – nearly

  three decades older than his fifty-six-year-old rival. Mugabe’s propaganda machine portrays Tsvangirai as a sell-out, someone who watched the liberation war from the sidelines. And the

  hyper-educated Mugabe also derides Tsvangirai as ‘an ignoramus’, because he isn’t caped with degrees.




  But Tsvangirai’s story is one of considerable sacrifice. The eldest of nine children of a poor bricklayer in the south-eastern district of Gutu, at sixteen, Tsvangirai had to forfeit a

  scholarship to a good mission school in order to support his family after his father deserted them – a paternal abandonment he shares with Mugabe. He toiled in a textile factory in Mutare,

  before moving to Trojan Nickel Mine in Bindura, north-west of Harare. There he rapidly climbed from plant operator to mine foreman, and became the mine’s trade-union rep. Initially he revered

  Mugabe, joining his party.




  By 1988, Tsvangirai had risen to head the country’s confederation of trade unions, but he soon clashed with Mugabe’s over IMF-initiated reforms, and then over huge payments that

  Mugabe wanted to make to the country’s war vets. Tsvangirai transformed the union from a pillar of the one-party state to its main effective opposition. At the time, he said that Mugabe

  reminded him of his own father, ‘a stubborn old man’.




  Soon after he broke with the ruling party, over its ‘misrule, official corruption and dictatorship’, he became the founding leader of the Movement for Democratic Change, MDC. Mugabe

  has done his best to portray the MDC as the bastard child of revanchist whites and neo-colonial Western governments, a Trojan horse bent on purloining the country’s hard-won independence. But

  99 per cent of MDC supporters are black. From the start, it was more movement than party. A grab bag of opponents to Mugabe’s increasingly autocratic and dysfunctional rule, it attracted

  support mostly from the black urban working class, but also from the educated elite, churchmen, academics, industrialists, ethnic amaNdebeles, and white farmers.




  The latter only really threw in their lot with the MDC once Mugabe announced his plans to confiscate their farms without compensation. The MDC, like virtually everyone in Zimbabwe, agrees that

  land reform is necessary, but done in a planned, coherent way, not by the chaotic government-encouraged farm invasions that decimated agriculture and ushered in famine.




  The ‘land issue’ was about so much more than land. It was about breaking up the million-strong voting bloc of black employees who worked on the farms, and who had voted for the MDC.

  Mugabe wanted to shatter that bloc. And they became the main, though largely unsung, victims of the land takeovers. Many of them had originally migrated from neighbouring countries, Malawi,

  Mozambique, and Zambia, but now, after three or four generations, they were chased off the farms, and had nowhere to go. Homeless, and reduced to dire poverty, they perished in large numbers. The

  farmers’ organization JAG (Justice for Agriculture) claims that more than half a million displaced farm workers and their dependants have perished in the decade since their expulsion, of

  starvation and disease.




  The farm takeovers have now entered their final, mopping-up phase. ‘We’re in the crosshairs, straight in the firing line, we’re the scapegoats, but there are fewer and fewer of

  us goats left.’ John Worsley-Worswick, who heads JAG, is talking to a couple of sun-charred white farmers in shorts and desert boots, at JAG HQ in Harare. Worswick is the designated mourner

  at the protracted death rattle of the white Zimbabwean farmer.




  He answers the phone and immediately begins briefing: ‘Masvingo’s hot, Centenary’s hot, there are only ten farmers left there – but all will probably be off by tomorrow.

  It’s flaring up all over the place. Karoi, Chinhoyi are heating up – they’re driving farmers off there too.’




  It is Monday April 7th, and it seems that Godfrey Chanetsa has correctly predicted his old boss Mugabe’s next move.




  ‘The worst scenario is a military junta, but then we’ve effectively been under military rule anyway,’ sighs Worswick. He pauses to allow a jet fighter to scream overhead. For

  the last few days now, they have been constantly buzzing the city. Ostensibly they’re practising for the country’s twenty-eighth annual independence celebrations due in a couple of

  weeks, but most see it as something more sinister, a signal from the old man that he still has the big guns on his side, he can still blast his rebellious people into submission.




  ‘They’re a law unto themselves,’ continues Worswick. ‘There’s bugger all you can do except document and publish what they’re up to.’




  He hangs up and turns to me. ‘We’ve been cataloguing humanrights violations on the farms since 2000, electronically mapping them and collating them with political events, building an

  international case to take to the Hague, to the Southern African Development Community [SADC] Tribunal, to the African Court of Human Rights, to the International Criminal Court of Rome.




  ‘Amendment No. 17, passed in 2005, basically says white farmers are dirt, and need to be swept away. It makes it an offence to be on a farm – your own farm – without

  permission, you are trespassing on state land. In a country that’s starving, it basically makes it an offence to farm! An offence to grow food!




  ‘Our commercial national herd is down from two and a half million to a hundred thousand. Maize production is the lowest ever since land reform began. Tobacco is down from two hundred and

  forty million kilos to fifty million.




  ‘From six thousand five hundred productive farms in 2000, there are now only four hundred left,’ says Worswick. ‘Seventy-eight of those have investment-guarantee protection, as

  foreigners. We’ve lost another hundred farmers off the land in the last eighteen months as Operation Maguta [“Full Stomach”] was launched, when soldiers arrived to evict farmers

  and replace them with military personnel, promising “the mother of all agricultural seasons”. They pledged to put in fifty thousand ploughs. But still there’s been a greater

  decline in output this year than any other. Instead of being the mother of all seasons, as they proclaimed, it turned out to be the mother of all disasters.’




  He leans back heavily in his chair and lights up another cigarette to give me time to catch up with his torrent.




  ‘The party elite who take over farms have access to US dollars at the official rate of thirty thousand to one when the black market rate is eighty million to one. They can get loans at 25

  per cent per annum when hyperinflation is 200,000 per cent, so they can make huge profits on the difference, buy forex on the street, generating income without actually farming.’




  This is the alchemy of the famous ‘US$500 Mercedes’, where Mugabe’s favoured can take just US$500, and in four black-market currency deals, turn it into enough to buy a

  brand-new Merc.




  A few days later, on Thursday, Georgina and I have been invited to supper by Peter Lobel, scion of the bakery family that once produced most of Zimbabwe’s bread.

  Lobel now lives in New York (and set up an artisanal bakery there, called Tribeca Oven), but keeps a condo in a gated complex in northern Harare. The route takes us past State House, where the

  presidential bodyguards strut along the pavement, thrusting their AK-47s, bayonets fixed, at the passing cars, a ballet of the bellicose, intended to scare us. Like the pupa policemen, they are

  young and skinny, with helmets too big for their heads, oddly vulnerable, kids dressed up. And somehow this makes them more dangerous and unpredictable. You can feel the diminutive soldiers’

  insecurity, and how it’s all about the gun.




  One (black) Zimbabwean returning on holiday from the diaspora recently complained that he happened to chortle at a joke his sister had cracked while they were in their car, waiting at these

  traffic lights, when suddenly a presidential bodyguard banged on his window.




  ‘What are you laughing at?’ he demanded, machine-gun at the ready.




  The holidaying Zimbabwean tried to explain it was just an innocent family joke.




  ‘You don’t laugh near the President’s residence!’ the soldier roared. ‘It’s against the law.’




  Georgina and I keep our eyes fixed straight ahead, our mouths downturned.




  As we pass through the suburb of Gun Hill, I get, as I always do in this part of town, a frisson of revulsion. Here, on Garvin Close, is where Mengistu Haile Mariam, ‘the Butcher of

  Addis’, architect of Ethiopia’s Red Terror, has lived in a heavily guarded luxury home since being granted sanctuary by Mugabe in 1991, when his regime was overthrown. Mengistu also

  spends time on a ranch confiscated from a white farmer, and in his holiday villa on Lake Kariba. His security has been redoubled since two Eritreans tried to assassinate him here in 1995.




  During Mengistu’s seventeen-year rule, an estimated one million Ethiopians died in famines, exacerbated when he blocked emergency food shipments to areas sympathetic to his opponents. He

  had half a million more killed as ‘counter-revolutionaries’ in his Cultural Revolution-style purge of the educated classes – especially students and their professors. Human Rights

  Watch described the killings as ‘one of the most systematic uses of mass murder ever witnessed in Africa’. Before they could retrieve the bodies of their loved ones, relatives were

  charged ‘the wasted bullet’ tax, to pay for the execution.




  At the height of the Red Terror, it was reported by another NGO official that more than a thousand children had been killed, and ‘their bodies are left in the streets and are being eaten

  by wild hyenas . . . You can see the heaped-up bodies of murdered children, most of them aged eleven to thirteen, lying in the gutter, as you drive out of Addis Ababa.’ The city’s

  gutters, said other observers, were choked with severed heads.




  In 2007, an Ethiopian court convicted Mengistu, in absentia, of genocide. Still, Mugabe refused all appeals to extradite him. ‘Comrade Mengistu,’ insisted Mugabe, ‘. . . played

  a key and commendable role during our struggle for independence and no one can dispute that.’




  Mengistu has acted as a security adviser to his host. In particular, it was he who apparently suggested that Mugabe launch Operation Murambatsvina, driving hundreds of thousands out of the

  cities, and bulldozing their houses. Mengistu has good reason to fear Mugabe’s overthrow – the opposition here have threatened that when they come to power they will ship him back to

  Addis to be executed by his compatriots.




  At Lobel’s table, I’m seated opposite Heinrich von Pezold. He is, I’m told, 1,337th in line to the British throne.




  On hearing that Heinrich hails from Austria, Georgina, an ardent lover of musicals, begins to trill “The Sound of Music”.’




  ‘Actually,’ says Heinrich, who’s thirty-six, with piercing blue eyes and a prominent, vaguely Churchillian, forehead from which his blond hairline is in retreat, ‘the

  singing von Trapp family are my cousins – but I’m tone-deaf.’




  Heinrich’s grandfather farmed on the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro. His father came to Zimbabwe to recover from meningitis, and purchased Forrester estates from the Earl of Verulam, who also

  held the title of Lord Forrester. In 1998, while Heinrich was working on a D.Phil. at Oxford on ‘communist takeovers in Eastern Europe’, he came here on holiday to help with the farm.

  Overwhelmed by the beauty of the place, he abandoned his studies and stayed on at Forrester.




  ‘Come and see it,’ he insists in a soft Austrian accent. ‘Visiting a working farm is now somewhat of an elitist activity. There are not many of us left!’




  ‘Oh yes, you must come out,’ agrees his wife, Amanda, porcelain pale, thin and elegant, and once the lead singer of the South African band Magic Cactus.




  The drive to Forrester takes you past many ex-white farms, now bedraggled and barely productive, occupied by war vets and other new settlers. We slow by one, to watch

  squatters hacking down a long roadside avenue of mature fir trees, for firewood. Their amateur felling has toppled several trees onto the telephone poles, and now a forlorn frizz of broken wires

  hangs from them.


  

  Beside me, Georgina rummages in her straw bag. Soon I hear a long intake of breath. She is inhaling on a slim crimson steel cylinder, which tapers in at the stem, a postmodern take

  on a Jazz age cigarette holder. This is her latest invention – NicoPipeTM, motto: Smoke without fire. Inside is a Nicorette capsule dispensing nicotine as you suck.

  Nicorette’s standard white plastic dispenser, she says, ‘looks like a tampon applicator tube. It’s a pharmaceutical appliance, embarrassing and ugly.’ NicoPipeTM,

  available in a range of colours and styles, is elegant and aesthetically pleasing. And she is launching it just as smoking is banned in restaurants and bars in Europe and America.

  NicoPipeTM, she hopes, will make her fortune.




  ‘You might not want to suck on that thing in front of the von Pezolds,’ I suggest. ‘They are tobacco farmers, after all, and you’re trying to put them out of

  business.’




  ‘Somehow I suspect they’ll survive the threat posed by NicoPipe,’ she sighs.




  Forrester’s main farmhouse is traditional brick and thatch, with green cement floors. We stay in rondavels set in the garden of cacti and palms and frangipanis, Albizia

  gummifera, African flame tree, and cassia, which is bursting with bright yellow blossom.




  Despite the land crisis, Heinrich and Amanda are building an ambitious new house on a rock ledge overlooking one of the farm’s six substantial dams. We pack sundowners in a wicker picnic

  hamper and drive across the farm to it, followed by what Heinrich insists is the world’s fastest three-legged dog, a Doberman-cross-retriever called Tommy.




  ‘He’s been officially clocked running alongside the truck at 40 m.p.h.,’ says Heinrich. ‘Of course that’s how he lost his leg in the first place –

  car-chasing.’




  On the way we drive through irrigated fields of mange tout and snap peas. Other fields are being prepared, at this time of year, for tobacco, wheat, and maize. At fifty thousand acres, Forrester

  is one of the biggest arable farms in the country, certainly the biggest still in white hands. Technically, it is protected from land invasion by the foreign investment-guarantee code, and its

  invasion would put in jeopardy German aid to Zimbabwe (Heinrich has German citizenship too). Though one section of Forrester has already been jambanja’d, Heinrich tells us, he still has over

  eighteen hundred acres of tobacco under cultivation.




  One of the reasons that the squatters are only on one section of the farm – apart from the notional foreign investment-guarantee code – is that Forrester is the biggest employer of

  people from the adjacent Chiweshe Communal area. Heinrich employs between two and a half and three and a half thousand people, depending on the season, and he estimates that there are as many as

  twenty thousand living on the farm, as each employee has up to eight dependants living with him.
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