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  To those Zimbabweans I may not name, and in memory of those I cannot forget




  





  When he laughed respectable senators burst with laughter, When he cried the little children died in the streets




  

    W. H. Auden, ‘Epitaph for a Tyrant’


  




  





  ONE




  THE GREAT SILENCE




  I crossed the Limpopo River at Beit Bridge. Ahead of me Zimbabwe loomed in a shimmer of heat. I’d been passing to and fro across this bridge on South Africa’s

  northern border for decades. The drought had reduced the river to a muddy dribble far below. Now the flood was on the bridge itself, and it was human: a constant stream of travellers desperate to

  get out of Zimbabwe and into South Africa, the green land fat with promise. Traders, refugees, the hungry, the frightened – and the ‘border jumpers’ who, if they cannot cross the

  bridge today, will be back tomorrow at less well-known points, ready to dodge the South African border patrols, to risk the Limpopo and its crocs, and the veld and its lions, to get down south.

  South was salvation. Only fools, or truckers, or people looking for trouble, headed in the other direction.




  The South African border police were surprised to find someone who actually wanted to cross into Zimbabwe. There were two cops, him and her. Why did I want to go there – when there was so

  little to be had? No soap, no sugar – ‘no nothing’. Journalists went to Zimbabwe, but that was a bad idea because they were not allowed there. The country was gearing up for an

  election, and the year of 2002 was already marked by fear and bloodshed. ‘That old man up there is causing so much trouble.’ I could feel his quizzical scepticism focus on my car, my

  baggage. His colleague patted my shoulder: ‘Please come back to us, safely.’




  I was too old a South African to have anything but mixed feelings about the kindness of constables. It didn’t matter that these were the new South African police, or that they were black,

  but their words worried me as I drove across the ramshackle iron raft that spanned the thin waters of the Limpopo River.




  No one today thinks about the name of this bridge, but then in Zimbabwe today no one thinks much about anything, except hunger and politics and fear. That is a pity. Between the grandiose dreams

  of these hoodlum-tycoons, and the present-day misery of Zimbabwe, there is a link as real as this rusting shaft of steel. The man who gave this bridge its name, a Jewish diamond trader named Alfred

  Beit, was the man who, together with Cecil John Rhodes, invented – or might be said to have ‘floated’ – the country across the Limpopo, more or less the way investors float

  a company. It looked and sounded like a real country, and it was named Rhodesia, in honour of its founder-chairman, but it was, literally, a corporate raid, an armed take-over by men hungry for

  gold.




  All that has gone now. Rhodesia is no more, and the country that succeeded it, Zimbabwe, born in such great hopes, is as sad a place as exists on the planet. Robert Mugabe has been in power for

  over twenty years and he has decided, in what is perhaps a final spasm of his absolute power, to redress the wrongs of history by seizing back from the white formerly British settlers, all their

  ill-gotten gains. It is late in the day. Once upon a time there were around a quarter of a million white people in Rhodesia–Zimbabwe. Since Robert Mugabe took power in 1980, their numbers

  have dwindled and now stand at around 30,000 – some think the number is lower, no one is counting any more. The remaining ‘whites’, a hateful description of a tiny remnant, still

  have some financial importance, but they are of no political standing. That doesn’t mean that the Leader’s war of extirpation can be relaxed for a moment. As I crossed the border at

  Beit Bridge they were changing the names of towns and schools, to remove signs of alien contamination. The Leader had grown exasperated: ‘Look, we have even more little Englands, new Englands

  and south Englands here than there are in Britain itself. All these filthy imperial names must go.’




  That was the essence of Robert Mugabe’s election programme: semantic hygiene, racial cleansing; a new and pure Zimbabwe, scrubbed clean of all foreign pollutants – English names,

  treacherous blacks in the pay of foreign imperialists, decadent white farmers, ‘filthy’ British, scheming Jews and prancing, plotting mafias of gay conspirators. In Zimbabwe today all

  enemies are ‘white’; even black enemies undergo this skin transplant and become pale-faced messengers of foreign forces, Caucasian ‘teaboys’, imitation Englishmen. These

  pariahs, these enemies of the ‘pure’, native-born sons of the soil, are to be harried and got rid of by any means possible, hunted by gangs of militia, tracked down by the police and

  army, or assaulted by ‘veterans’ of the old liberation army. I go there compulsively because I do not believe what I hear – and when I see it, I still have the greatest difficulty

  believing it.




  Once I had driven across Beit Bridge on to the Zimbabwean side of the river, I waited in a holding area, a bureaucratic limbo, where the dozens of truckers who shunt food and petrol into

  Zimbabwe from South Africa spend hours waiting to clear customs. Two men in caps and badges directed me to a quiet spot where they offered me the relevant customs forms for a ‘fee’,

  pointing out that without these papers it would be dangerous to proceed. The forms were useless, the men were thugs, but it was an offer hard to overlook. These highwaymen were working with

  increasing desperation since South African tourists had stopped visiting Zimbabwe. I paid up and then went into the passport control office to get my permit, paid again, and went on paying up until

  finally I reached the old iron gate which the guard opened just wide enough to allow one car at a time to squeeze through. I was in.




  The road ran up the hill and into the heat haze. I drove past the steak house, the duty-free shop and the Sexually Transmitted Infections Clinic. I drove past dusty curio

  stalls where patient hawkers waited beside carved wooden elephants for tourists who never came. The money-changers hoisted their wares – great bricks of near-worthless banknotes. Several men

  ran into the road: pimps, offering women. Zimbabweans have nothing anyone wants to buy, except themselves.




  The first face I had seen on the other side was the Leader’s. He looked at me from the fence to which his poster had been wired – just him and me, in the immensity of Africa. The

  eyes were to follow me across the country. The posters were models of understatement. A small headline said: ‘Vote ZANU-PF 2002’, and all the other space was given over to presenting

  the face of the party, the face of the country, the face of the future. As I found out soon enough, the face was everywhere. As I drove into the flat dry fastness of Southern Matabeleland, the

  image of the Leader had been fastened to the fences in serial displays – posters were planted in clumps like some strange crop, and flowered before me. There were no competing images. One

  face alone. He raised a clenched fist, a curious gingerly brandishing of the freedom fighter’s tight-fingered club – but then there has always been something strangely timid about

  Mugabe. He is a modest exterior over a deep well of malevolence: green army fatigues and curious pinky glasses – Ozymandias in rose-tinted specs.




  What struck me as I travelled across the burning land was the great silence. I’d been this way before many times, but something had altered, the silence had deepened. The country was baked

  bone dry, aching for rain, food was scarce, but more than that – and nothing prepared me for it – was the sense of vacancy. Overhead the eagles were lifting on the warm air currents,

  otherwise nothing moved; you had the feeling that this was a country in hiding. The police, however, were everywhere.




  The shops were sad bedraggled affairs: bare shelves and rising prices, inflation topping 100 per cent. Zimbabwe had no cooking oil, soap, paraffin, and little maize-meal, the staple food, but it

  did have one of the highest Aids counts in Africa. People were hungry, unhappy, angry and ill. Zimbabwe, in February 2002, was out of energy, out of luck and a little bit out of its mind.




  I drove for about two hours along the road to Bulawayo without seeing a soul – just the occasional wrecked car rusting under the thorn trees and a dead donkey in a ditch, its legs pointing

  stiffly at the high blue sky. It was a relief then to meet Sam. He was walking, he was very thin, but he was human and I gave him a lift. Sam was on his way to Bulawayo because he’d heard

  that the president was to speak in a nearby town and Sam was a fan. Sam was on his way to tell the president he would vote for him though the people in his village were hungry and his cousins

  further north were eating roots. I asked him why food was scarce – did he blame the drought? ‘No’, said Sam, he blamed, ‘the British’. They were working with certain

  farmers and others ‘to keep maize for themselves’.




  ‘British?’




  He looked slightly unsure. ‘Well – whites,’ he said.




  I dropped Sam in Bulawayo where I spent the night and next morning I set off deeper into Matabeleland. I had the vague idea of heading towards Victoria Falls, about six hours

  away, but really I just wanted to wander in the countryside. The best way I knew of getting somewhere was to get gently lost. I wasn’t much fussed about where I ended up, though I was a

  little anxious. ‘Best not drive today, not to drive at all between Bulawayo and Vic Falls,’ people told me. There were rumours of roadblocks, militias, police. ‘Besides,’

  they said, ‘you will stand out.’




  I drove along the flat empty road that runs between Bulawayo and Victoria Falls. Again, the eerie silence. An hour went by before I saw another car. It was Saturday, a summer afternoon and the

  heat was becoming oppressive. More than anything I felt tension. It wasn’t the isolated incidents, bloody as they were: someone decapitated, a farmer shot – it was a palpable

  adulteration of the light, it was like some metallic taste. Zimbabwe was plunging into some peculiar circle of hell far from anything I knew and yet, in a perverse way, the place felt like home. I

  was scared, yes, but it was a kind of homing fear, a fear I could ride, it made a pathway that took me back to what I knew best, to where I belonged. I had been here before, or in places like it;

  in a previous life, in several previous lives. I had been travelling in this country for forty years. I was, in a curious way, at home. But here was the odd thing – I didn’t really

  recognize Zimbabwe. It took me back to somewhere I knew far better – South Africa in the Sixties – the same fear, the same reiterated slogans so weird it seemed no one could possibly

  take them seriously. It came as a shock that you were wrong about that, and those who ran the show believed very passionately in all they said. If you did not see that then you, and not they, were

  the problem.




  Apart from the cows and the warthogs, the occasional elephant – nothing – not the peace of the countryside, but a mute and mutinous, edgy, hateful silence of fear. I could feel it

  and I could smell it. Africa, in the bush, is not a quiet place. At the very least there is the wind, there are always stirrings of life, if only the cicadas. This strange humped waiting emptiness

  was something that I’d never encountered before – a hesitant, heightened expectancy. Partly, I knew it was my own internal anxiety that gave this feeling to the great rolling land that

  stretched away on either side of the road to Victoria Falls; but, partly, it was the spirit of the country that was hushed, it was a country in waiting. Alone in Africa, you know that there are

  animals which might suddenly veer into your path, but you also know that the predators of the bush are no danger when measured beside the unbearable stupidity and cruelty and malice of modern human

  beings.




  My first roadblock was a modest affair, several stones and a large tree trunk had been laid across the road, and a group of young men in white T-shirts stood armed with copies of AK47s carved

  from wood. I knew who they were, they were the youth brigade, the militia, the party White Shirts, and they showed a green legend across their chests that read: ‘The Third Chimurenga’.

  The Chimurenga were notable struggles for freedom in Zimbabwe. The First Chimurenga was the uprising by Shona forces against the occupying British colonialists who had taken away large swathes of

  their country and made it their own. The First Chimurenga failed but it was remembered with pride. The Second Chimurenga was the bush war against the white regime of Ian Smith in the Seventies. The

  people of Zimbabwe won the Second Chimurenga and Zimbabwe was born. Now Robert Mugabe had launched the Third Chimurenga. This time the enemy was anyone who opposed him, anyone who did not belong to

  the ruling party, anyone who did not show sufficient appreciation for the benefits the Leader had brought to his people, anyone who whispered that, after twenty years of absolute power,

  independence and freedom, things had been better under the British, things had even been better under Ian Smith. And since it was almost impossible to travel across Zimbabwe without finding people

  everywhere who believed that, and said so with surprising frankness, the Third Chimurenga had become a war directed by the Leader against his own people.




  The young men in the white T-shirts were Mugabe-Jugend, the wandering militias. Their job, principally, was to terrify people. They wanted my papers, they wanted me out of the car. They

  wanted me to open my boot, my baggage, and my glove compartment. I did as I was told. I didn’t know what they were looking for, and they didn’t know what they were looking for, but they

  would know it when they found it. When they had searched my car and found nothing, they turned to me and asked what a white man was doing on these roads on a hot afternoon. They had found what they

  were looking for. I had been singled out because of the colour of my skin. To these young men anyone of my racial type was an enemy, a spy, or both. My colour alone made me a representative of the

  former colonial power. I was essentially and intrinsically bad – in the words of their Leader: ‘The white man is evil.’




  That is what I meant when I said I felt entirely at home, and familiar, in Zimbabwe – perhaps, and very nervous, but not for a moment did I fail to see where I was. I was in exactly the

  same position as many blacks had been in in South Africa, in the days when, in the eyes of whites, your race elevated you or, if you were black, set you apart – as untrustworthy, treacherous,

  backward. Your skin colour helped to identify you for the devil you were and you had no defence against the charge. These young men, with their angry paranoia, were exactly the same sort of brutal,

  boring, muscled hoodlums whose delight and duty it was in the old South Africa to hate and harass black people. What was new this time round was that I was on the receiving end. Surrounded by the

  Mugabe Militia, I was in a position to see the irony of my situation, but it did nothing to relieve the sense I had of the overwhelming, bone-crushing, elephantine stupidity of my captors.




  Even in the old days, under the regime of Ian Smith, Rhodesia had little of the obsessive, semi-mystical, fatal obsession with race and colour that had been South Africa’s tragedy. You

  went to Zimbabwe to get away from all that; you went there because you did not find terminal tensions. There was nothing in Zimbabwe of our disease: The sniffing out of ‘wrongly’

  coloured people, the cult of the skin, the measurement of melanin, or the lack of it. The plague had never jumped the border. Until now. In the windless heat of February on that African afternoon,

  I took note of what I was seeing. When people said later: ‘Of course, Zimbabwe was never like that, no one would have been that crazy, that stupid, that diabolical’, then I would have

  my notes.




  The young men in the Chimurenga T-shirts tired of me. I had disappointed them; I carried nothing but a suitcase and a notebook. My car was registered in Johannesburg, my passport was Irish. I

  was not a ‘settler’, a white farmer, the villain demonized in the Zimbabwean party press for his conspiratorial, murderous ways. They took another look through my suitcase. Nothing.

  There were other cars coming along and I saw they hoped perhaps they’d catch another, more interesting, victim. I worried a little about my notebook, but the idea of anyone writing anything

  down was far from the minds of these young men. They handed me back my pen and my notebook as if they were quaint and outworn devices, like ladies’ fans, or a snuff box – relics from

  another era that no one in the modern world had any use for. They may well have been right, but I was glad they didn’t look too hard.




  I drove on into the hushed immensity of Matabeleland, came over a rise, and hit a second roadblock. This time it was the police, polite and effective, and they searched my car for arms. It is a

  fact everywhere to be noted in a police state that the police believe they are facing an invisible army of well-armed fighters and so they stop you often, searching for arms. But I had no arms, I

  was heading towards Victoria Falls where all foreigners wish to go, and so they waved me on my way.




  I’d almost relaxed, and I was driving down a long hill near a place called Lupane, when I saw the third roadblock at the bottom of the slope. It was manned by men in

  ties and dark glasses, and I knew before they opened their mouths and asked for my passport who they were. I had, within an hour, met with two branches of Mugabe’s private army: the youth

  militias, the uniformed police, and here was the third: his palace guard, his eyes and ears, the secret police, the slim young men of the CIO, the Central Intelligence Organization. They were, with

  perhaps a shade or two in difference in skin colour, the same secret army of spooks who had once served the old white tyrant, Ian Smith and his government, that amazing combination of preposterous

  whip-carriers and boastful cranks. When Smith went in 1980, and Mugabe arrived, it has always been one of those cherished legends that he asked the Chief of the CIO, Ken Flower, to stay on. He

  agreed, stayed on and served, as did numbers of his operatives. This has sometimes been held up as rather desirable, the continuity provided by democratic civil servants who moved between

  governments without taking sides. It is also nonsense. The old CIO – like the old intelligence organizations in South Africa of which the best known was the Bureau of State Security, or BOSS

  – was not there to safeguard the security of the country, but to ensure that the regime should stay in power forever, and it did so by eliminating enemies of the state. The CIO was amongst

  the most vicious and malicious of the secret agencies dedicated to protecting the ruler and his entourage. As an agency, it has been encouraged to harass and murder anyone designated an

  ‘enemy’. It has done so with eagerness; it has never been held responsible for its actions, not under Ian Smith nor under Robert Mugabe.




  The CIO under Ian Smith spent much energy laying plans to assassinate Robert Mugabe: the CIO under Robert Mugabe spent much time planning and carrying out assassinations of his enemies. And the

  Organization did so safe in the knowledge that its officers would never be called to account. Those who complained that agencies like the secret police were ‘beyond the law’ missed the

  point. These professional, well-dressed, softly spoken thugs were entirely within the law. They lived by the only reality that held in Zimbabwe, the only rule that counted: ‘Preserve the

  President and prolong him in power, by all means possible, forever and ever, amen.’ When people say to me that these things are ‘perfectly normal’, when liberals turn

  Machiavellian, confronted by realities in far-away countries where they do not live, I disagree. No matter how many times I see a tyrant’s police in action I am shocked – by their easy

  assumption of power, by their cynicism, by their sleek, comfortable ordinariness.




  I watched the CIO men flagging down the occasional passing truck or taxi; their demeanour was so effortlessly superior that you realized for how many years they had been the untouchable

  élite, accustomed to obedience, always above the people, the law – above human comprehension. The CIO operatives were urban, middle-class, and this made them even more distinctive in

  the hot and helplessly poor place that Lupane was. Along the dirt roads that intersected the national road there appeared bus after bus filled with passengers drawn from the surrounding villages. I

  also noticed, parked under the trees and further down the road, police vans and army vehicles. The buses let out their passengers at the main road and from there the people streamed across the

  veld. Lots of them carried umbrellas and were dressed smartly, as if they were on their way to a wedding. Many in the crowd wore the white T-shirts showing the Third Chimurenga slogan, their ribs

  showed through the cheap cotton like the staves of a barrel. The drought of 2002 threatened to be every bit as bad as the dry times had that hit the country in the Nineties. An excited, happy,

  hungry throng; soon there were hundreds climbing off the buses and walking up the hill, marshalled by the police.




  I waited for the CIO to decide what to do with me. Clearly something was up, because they really didn’t care about me, they didn’t want to detain me, but equally I could see they

  couldn’t let me go. The reason for this was suddenly clear. I heard it high overhead, everyone heard it, people began pointing, and there it was, a white helicopter in the blue sky. It was

  the Big Man himself. I had walked straight into a Mugabe rally.




  





  TWO




  BOB’S MY UNCLE




  They made me leave the car and walk across the fields. Hundreds were pouring off the buses now – those lumbering beasts you see careering along Zimbabwean roads, coughing

  noxious black smoke from the blend of petrol and diesel that fuels them. The crowds at the great official presidential rallies of 2002, like all the trappings of that great electoral road-show,

  were part of the scenery: people from miles around were bused in, after someone had frightened them with vivid depictions of what happened to those who did not back the Party, or sweetened their

  threats with blandishments – a party T-shirt, a pamphlet, even the journey itself – no small thing when you do not have the means to go anywhere. These were excited people. There was

  also the perverse pleasure of being shoved around by someone really important – a sort of masochistic snobbery we seemed prone to when the bully was impressive enough. I remember talking to

  people who had been pushed and punched by Al Gore’s bodyguard when the Vice President came to South Africa to receive some accolade for his liberal disposition. I think it may have been the

  freedom of the city of Soweto, or something equally incongruous. Without meaning to do so, some of the bystanders got in the way of the Vice-Presidential progress. They didn’t know who they

  were looking at. They simply stopped to gape at the limousine, at the big men with mikes stuck in their ears who flanked the Personage. They intended no harm, but the Vice President’s

  secret-service minders knocked them away from the sacred being, scattered them like chaff – and the procession moved on. Those assailed felt mildly angry, then surprised, then cheered, and

  even rather excited, when they discovered who it was who had beaten them up. After all, they thought, as they rubbed their bumps and bruises, it was not every day you got assaulted by the

  foot-soldiers of the Vice President of the United States.




  After walking for about five or ten minutes we came to a large amphitheatre, a clearing in the bush, big enough to accommodate the thousands of spectators. At the far end was a podium draped

  with flags, a rail behind which the microphones waited, and showing everywhere, the banners and slogans of the ruling party, ZANU-PF. The rally resembled the faith-healing meetings that were taking

  place around the country in the run-up to the elections. These revivalist sects punted a simple message: Mugabe was the way, the truth and the light; a vote for the Leader was a prayer to God, and

  a vote for the opposition was a sop to the devil. The dusty place, my police escort told me, was called the Lupane Business Centre. More hot air. There was no centre, there was no business, it was

  nothing more than a parade ground where the obedient populous might be conveniently marshalled, policed and disciplined.




  There was though the strong tradition of hopeful magic and of trying your luck. The Lord showed himself to his subjects, who assembled to pay him homage. His eye might fall on the poorest, the

  unhappiest, the hungriest (hundreds at the Lupane Business Centre qualified on all counts) and the wretch would be showered with treasure. Amongst the crowd, perhaps, was my passenger of the day

  before, Sam, who had left his village to walk to Bulawayo to see the president. He would arise and seek out the Lord and beg him to work a miracle – and feed his village.




  Such pseudo-religiosity arises out of the hotchpotch of ingredients that make up Mugabe’s political creed, and which might be described as pan-African nationalism, founded upon a base of

  agrarian Maoism. It remains the core belief amongst pan-African Nationalists: a philosophy in which the ‘peasant’ is exalted, ‘the land’ worshipped, much in the way the

  Nazis revered ‘the soil’. Often, what it comes down to is empty words, gestures and slogans. When your followers tire of promises and demand bread you give them bullets. The founding

  father of this fusion of blood, soil and African soul was Kwame Nkrumah, the former president of Ghana, known as ‘the Redeemer’. In a little-known series of lectures, Nkrumah once

  defined the central commandment of his faith: ‘Seek ye first the political kingdom.’




  Thus the air of anticipation; this was an afternoon with the Redeemer, the Messiah’s matinée.




  It was very hot. Suddenly people were pointing upward again and, shading our eyes, we saw the white helicopter hanging above us. It hovered and some murmured, others clapped;

  it was a revelation, a god descending. Uniformed policemen took up positions around the edges of the crowd and a file of soldiers moved into place between the podium and the people. The crowd was

  boxed in by the police at their backs and by soldiers who faced inwards, their guns at the ready.




  Thanks to the slim young men from the CIO, I had been given a free seat at one of those rare performances in which the President showed himself to the people. It was odd that this was Lupane.

  There was something else that weighed on the people whom I saw at the Lupane rally, something no one talked about, but it had never been forgotten. Or forgiven. Lupane, and the places around it,

  were killing grounds in the 1980s. It was here that Robert Mugabe’s ethnic exterminators, the red bereted Fifth Brigade, raped, burnt and assassinated thousands. No word of Five Brigade was

  spoken, no graves of the victims marked their resting place, no reparation was ever made by the killers or their masters, but the ghosts of the murdered walked this land. At the shoulders of those

  excited people getting down from the buses, you could almost feel the phantoms throng. The ghosts were a warning; they reminded people in Matabeleland that it might happen again. Should the Leader

  decree, another brigade of killers could sweep through the lands and kill them, all over again. There was nothing they could do about it.




  Everyone knew where they were. In this place, back in 1983, Five Brigade made its first appearance. The Brigade had only been in the Lupane area for a few weeks when their North Korean

  ‘instruction’ became horribly apparent. In a month and a half, the men in the red berets murdered more than two thousand people, often in public executions. The largest massacre, where

  sixty-two men and women were shot, took place on the banks of the Cewale River, not far from the meeting I was attending. Not long after that, fifty-two men and women were shot in the village of

  Silwane. As with other killings of that time, these murders have never been acknowledged.




  All around me sat people from whose families and villages the victims of the Fifth Brigade had come. Here, too, were the agents of the State from whose ranks the killers had been drawn. All the

  principals in the Zimbabwean tragedy were assembled: the ‘voters’ – nothing but election fodder for the great machine of the state; the gruff and rather pompous uniformed police;

  the watchful troops under the trees, pointing their rifles towards the crowd; the CIO agents who had abducted countless men and women during the years of the terror, and ‘disappeared’

  them; and the muscular young men of the Party Youth Brigades.




  And here, descending from the heavens, was the President. The chopper put down about a quarter of a mile away and a dust cloud sprang up. I heard a low murmuring like distant thunder, or like a

  river in flood. It was the crowd gnawing at itself in hungry expectation. Then, suddenly, he was amongst us, hemmed in by watchers and guards and welcoming officials, making his careful way through

  the crowd towards the podium. It was less a walk than a progress; he took five minutes to reach me and then he was almost invisible behind his platoon of minders. They wore sober suits and ZANU-PF

  scarves and looked rather like mourners at a funeral. Bright colour was the prerogative of the President, and the First Lady. He wore a golden shirt with an oval portrait of himself over the right

  breast pocket, and a white baseball cap, and he waved his fist as he walked. The people cheered and waved their pamphlets, their flags, their fists, their umbrellas. There was something immensely

  rigged about the cheers, the flags, the crowd – even the Leader seemed to be hamming it up, as if this had been done too often. And of course it had. The tales of Robert Mugabe’s

  triumphant processional arrivals at Harare airport are legendary for their unchanging hoo-ha: the armed outriders, the ululating women, the slow and heavily defended motorcade that moved from the

  airport to State House. If you cross Julius Caesar with Hendrik Verwoerd, and add a dash of his old friends and mentors, the North Korean Kims, father and son – Chong Il and Il Sung –

  you get something of the look and flavour of the man. The derisive appellation for Robert Mugabe in later years has been, ‘Kim Il Bob’, the very model of the modern tyrant.




  Robert Mugabe, on the public platform, had the role taped; he embodied its absurdity, its menace, its suffocating fragrance, its location midway between Hollywood and Hell, its supernatural

  pretensions, its angry self-importance. He fulfilled that strange requirement of a tyrant, expansion. Each time you looked there seemed to be more of him. More of them. Despots flowed, one

  into another, consorting, and merging like mercury. Like called to like, cousins in corruption. Mugabe scooped cash from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where the young dictator, Joseph

  Kabila – heir to the former dictator, his father, Laurent Kabila – payed for thousands of Zimbabwean troops, keeping himself in power by granting Zimbabwe lucrative concessions in

  diamonds and timber. Colonel Gadaffi of Libya kept him in houses and oil.




  The President walked now amongst his people; he mounted the platform. His generals took up positions behind him, looking very much like a plump chorus line. Stuffed into their

  uniforms, in their bemedalled self-importance, they seemed to reveal more naked flesh than night-club strippers. Next to the President walked the First Lady, wearing a turban and flowing robes

  emblazoned with the medallion portraits of her husband. She waved a clenched fist, less practised, less convincing than the club her husband showed so deftly at his right ear. The crowd received

  the First Couple as a crowd might receive the stars at the Hollywood Oscars, though with more reverence, as if they were witnessing, here and now, the saviours of the world. The difference I

  suppose is that the Hollywood stars are made of celluloid; they may be beautiful, enviable, rich – but they do not breathe the perfume of power, they do not possess, in their trim or

  surgically improved persons, the power needed for changing the world, healing the suffering, feeding the hungry, bringing grace to the soul of the people. They are not lords of life and death. They

  do not embody the possibility of miracles, or draw to them the sorts of desperate supplicants like the woman who believed in Christ so deeply that, ‘If I could touch but the hem of his

  garment I would be cured.’ Movie stars are adroit charismatics, well-paid ghosts, luscious shadows projected on to a screen. They are pictures, and pretty pictures cannot have their enemies

  beaten, locked up, or liquidated. For that you need a particular kind of star, a death star, someone whose power is intermingled in his ordinariness. That is what makes him seem so approachable,

  the sense we have that he, the leader, the tyrant, is just like us, a real human being, made of flesh and blood; he is the monster next door. The true tyrant is palpable, like bread, like terror;

  he has blood in abundance; he promises to shed his own for his people, his nation, his dreams. He ends by shedding the blood of his people with the stern resolve of a moralist who knows he is doing

  it for their own good.




  How substantial, how fed, Robert Mugabe looked. All those on the platform simply bulged: his wife, Grace, in her flowing robes and her turban; the army officers, positively rubicund in the

  forty-degree heat, sweat running out of their caps and coursing down their faces.




  The crowd were reaching out to touch Robert Mugabe; they pressed forward for contact with the demi-god; the soldiers pushed them back or hit them with rifle butts, but they didn’t feel it,

  they were entranced, almost ecstatic. There is something in a crowd – in all of us – that is drawn to the dictator; he has what the crowd desires – again the word – blood.

  Blood is what the tyrant has in plenty. The trouble is that however much we may need him, he does not need us.




  Then, too, there is the peculiar seduction that takes place. Sex is intertwined in the gear of rampant authority. In the swank and swagger and strut of it one sees the manners of the catwalk. In

  modern fascism, in the tyrannies of the twentieth century, whether left or right, there was a degree of high fashion. Narcissism. This was the unexpected side of men who could hang a village

  without compunction, then worry about how they looked in this tunic, or those boots, or that hat. There was something paradoxical – strangely, amazingly, almost girlish – about booted,

  holstered authority. Certainly, as I watched Robert Mugabe mount the platform, there was a mincing elegance; it was more than feminine, it was distinctly dainty. When he was seated he joined his

  knees together and seemed to reach for an invisible skirt to cover them.




  The President began to speak. He did me the good turn of breaking into English at key moments when there were messages he wished to convey to the wider world. The cameras of

  the Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation tracked him – the state broadcasters, who put out constant propaganda for the Leader, were the only journalists allowed near the presidential rallies.

  The President had banned all foreign reporters and refused entry even to such anodyne news gatherers as the South African Broadcasting Corporation which might have been expected to be

  sympathetic.




  Mugabe began by attacking the head of the Roman Catholic Church in Matabeleland, Archbishop Pious Ncube. The prelate’s crime had been to criticize the regime for its callous and cruel

  treatment of Zimbabweans and its particular crusade against the people of Matabeleland, long detested for embracing the ‘wrong’ sort of politics. The President began with a disclaimer:

  he did not wish to create what he called ‘bad blood’ with ‘Men of God’, but – and upon that ‘but’ the crowd leant silently forward. Such disclaimers are

  part of the President’s arsenal; he is a sly and devious man who has never, in his two decades as leader of his country, ever admitted to anything. He has always had a very great fear of

  being caught in the act. Of exposure. His way has been to tell his critics what they wish to hear, and then to go out and do whatever he chooses, leaving action to his ministers. But ‘bad

  blood’ was what he was there for and we all knew it, bad blood was in his veins, bad blood was exactly what he wished to see flowing, if faithful followers would step forward and rid him of

  such meddlesome priests, with their tiresome addiction to God who had, treacherously, won over the loyalty of priests like Pious Ncube. The President had found this God wanting, and abolished him.

  Another, more appropriate deity has been appointed in his place. Had the Archbishop not heard the news? Why did he not lift up his eyes and see who stood before him, in a green and gold shirt, a

  baseball cap and spectacles?




  ‘Archbishop Ncube’ – the President sighed, he looked to heaven where he foresaw a happier life for the bishop if only he would hear the message of the President – had

  gone too far. ‘We will respect him if he remains within the confines of the church but, once he shows off his political tentacles, and if those tentacles are harmful, we will cut them off . .

  .’ The President wished his audience to share his honest mystification with the graceless and unreasonable behaviour of the troublesome Archbishop who protested about the poor and hungry.

  ‘I don’t understand how his mind works. Today we won’t say down with him – but after hearing what he has to say we will certainly know what to say about him. He is a man who

  has been giving us trouble, but I don’t know why. I don’t understand it.’




  It was chilling stuff: the crowd were silent: who would be foolish enough to risk being misunderstood by the President?




  Next he turned to the white farmers. They should get off their land; he had taken farms away from many of them, but many still remained. ‘The job is not finished. Others have not yet got

  the farms. The country is ours.’ Then he saw off the foreign foe. Let the enemy outside Zimbabwe rant and rave; let Britain impose sanctions. Sanctions would only serve to harden his resolve,

  and confirm what everyone had always suspected, ‘The white man is evil.’




  He worked the crowd. His rhetorical gifts were considerable: he played to his listeners, he soaked them in his venom, blowing on the hate, keeping it warm. It was rather like Mark Antony’s

  speech after the assassination of Julius Caesar. It was a cunning, calculated, feline incitement to violence, a silky appeal to morality and reasonableness – interwoven with a certain

  reproach at the foolishness of men who were misled by black bishops, by evil white men, by the plots of foreign enemies, by the opposition of cowards like Morgan Tsvangirai, Gibson Sibanda and

  Welshman Ncube. Those who opposed him, and the Party, were the enemies of the Revolution and the white man’s pawns who had taken no part in the struggle against the armies of Ian Smith:

  ‘They didn’t want a fight – so they fled the war . . .’




  As memories of the war of liberation fought by the black Zimbabwean guerrillas against the old white Rhodesian regime have faded, so Robert Mugabe has amplified his role in that war, until he

  has grown so large in the propaganda that passes for Zimbabwean history that it looks sometimes as if it was a battle waged single-handedly by Robert Mugabe and his ZANU guerrillas. Everyone else,

  and particularly Joshua Nkomo, who led the other war party, and the other guerrilla army, ZIPRA, have been airbrushed out of the picture.




  The people stretched out in their thousands around the platform on which the man in the baseball cap waved his fist in the air. They have been assaulted, lied to, starved and murdered by this

  man. He has stolen their country – and, if that were not bad enough, he is robbing them of their own liberation.




  There remained the question of hunger. It was there, it could not be got away from, it stared out of the thin faces of his listeners, it was almost like walking through a forest of very dry

  twigs, things kept snapping underfoot. Into the Leader’s voice crept that note of righteous exasperation. He had been working day and night fighting off the church and its evil tentacles; he

  had confiscated farms from white people and given them to landless peasants; he was fighting sanctions imposed by Britain and the ‘white’ world, and what thanks did he get from the

  people of Zimbabwe? They continually told him they were starving. Well, he had a message for them: they were not starving; he had given orders, trucks would be arriving regularly with maize:

  ‘Everyone will get food. No one will starve. We have a task force on food . . .’




  I wondered where in this crowd Sam was sitting and whether he would have a chance to tell the President how hungry the people in his village were. Somehow, I hoped not, because it might well be

  that bringing such complaints to a President who is already doing so much for you might seem ungrateful, might be met with pained misunderstanding and who knew what might happen to you then?




  One of the most extraordinary things about attending this meeting and hearing the messages from the man who descended from the sky, was that he knew, everybody knew, that of the thousands

  gathered there to listen to him, very few would vote for him. There had been too much blood spilled in Matabeland. No one spoke of it, neither the victims nor the perpetrators, but the ghosts

  pressed closely. Since the terror of the early Eighties, an almost unbridgeable gulf had opened between the Shona-speaking rulers of Zimbabwe and their Ndebele compatriots. At every poll since 1985

  the people of Matabeleland had consistently voted against the ruling party, ZANU-PF; it was a way of keeping faith with their dead.




  The President now moved on to deal with the dead. It was nothing less, he said, than the duty of people in Tshlotsho and Lupane to vote for him. He said it with a dangerously plaintive look. The

  people of this area, he said, should not ‘let us down’, and to stiffen their resolve he invoked their lost leader, a man he had demeaned and destroyed. Voting for Mugabe was what Joshua

  Nkomo would have wished. His voice deepened, he all but brushed a tear from his eye. It was a towering display of hypocrisy. When Joshua Nkomo was alive, Robert Mugabe waged an incessant campaign

  against his old political rival. When the dissidents made trouble in Matabeleland in the early Eighties and certain of Joshua Nkomo’s ZIPRA guerrillas were said to be involved, Mugabe saw his

  chance. He cried treason and unleashed the army, and then Five Brigade, to eradicate the ‘dissidents’. The real aim was to break the will of the Ndebele people to resist – and it

  worked. His soldiers killed, and went on killing, until Joshua Nkomo capitulated. In 1986, Nkomo signed something called a Unity Pact, he was appointed Vice President, and thereafter ceased to

  matter in Zimbabwean politics. His physical death was a formality.




  Poor Nkomo, suborned in death, even as he was outmanoeuvred, and outgunned in life. In a final indignity he was renamed ‘Father Zimbabwe’, whose dearest dying wish, confided to the

  President, was that land should be taken from the evil whites and returned to landless blacks. ‘He left us a legacy of land reform. Let’s uphold his wishes by uniting in our fight to

  regain our land.’




  Then it was all over. There was a little singing, a little dancing, the First Lady, Comrade Grace, made what is a regular donation at these rallies. She gave $250,000 to the local school, and

  six sewing-machines to local seamstresses. Then the President moved slowly and solemnly out of our sight and we were made to wait until, with the beating of mighty wings, and a great wind that

  disturbed the butcher birds in the long grass, the helicopter lifted into the heavens.




  





  THREE




  PERFUME OF A TYRANT




  I was about five when I met my first tyrant. His name was Hendrik Verwoerd. He was my neighbour and we lived close to each other in one of those green Johannesburg suburbs that

  named its streets after Irish counties: Kerry, Wexford, Donegal. So much in South Africa conspired to remind one of somewhere else. I sometimes think it helped people to forget that, for half a

  century, we had been locked up in an institution for the mentally disabled. My Irish grandfather used to say to me: ‘Christopher, shall we be taking a walk and stare at the Doctor?’ I

  didn’t know Verwoerd was a tyrant then, and I’m sure he didn’t know either; it’s a role you have to grow into. My mother said, ‘That man spent the war knitting socks

  for Mr Hitler.’ The year I’m talking of was 1948: that was my year for staring hard.




  Dr Verwoerd, genial and pink, with a lick of thick pale hair and flinty eyes. It was his skin I noticed first: it was stretched tightly over his bones like a drum skin. Each afternoon we went

  walking past the Doctor’s house and my grandfather would lift his stick, wave it at the sky and curse softly to himself. The black man assigned to act as my Nanny also behaved oddly when we

  were about to pass the place. He hurried me to the other side of the road, as if the house hid some terrible contagion. I just stared. I tried to work out what sort of socks the Doctor would have

  been knitting for Mr Hitler.




  At that time, Dr Verwoerd edited the propaganda paper of his party, a kind of Afrikaner Pravda. He didn’t stay in our street for long. When his party of racial puritans came to

  power in 1948, he left my suburb and went off to join the new regime. None of us knew what was coming. None of us ever do. The man who brought Dr Verwoerd into his government headed a new

  ‘purified’ Afrikaner Nationalist Party, a revolutionary movement that stood for the triumph of sacred tribe and holy blood over all infidels. His name was Dr Malan. Like many of his

  sort, he had a warm admiration for the Nazis, hence my mother’s appraisal of people like him as knitters of socks for Mr Hitler. Though, to be fair, Hitler-worship amongst

  ‘purified’ Afrikaner Nationalists had less to do with race-theory and more with a desire for revenge, over Britain in particular. Afrikaans Nationalists were not really any more fervent

  Hitlerphiles than were Irish Nationalists, but they would have gone to bed with the devil if it had meant scoring a victory over the old British enemy. They had lost the Anglo-Boer war at the turn

  of the century, but they had never given up the dream of independence. When General Jan Smuts, the visionary intellectual, misread the mood of the country and calamitously lost the election in

  1948, together with his seat in parliament, the Boer party understood politics was war by other means and votes were better than guns: and this time they were making no mistake.
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