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			Chapter 1: 
Funeral – Dead Heroes

			Robert Mugabe watched impassively as the flag-draped coffin was lowered into the red earth at Heroes Acre. The military band struck up the slow, mournful notes of the national anthem, and a cold wind swept across the granite terraces. Rows of party officials stood stiffly beneath their black umbrellas, their faces arranged into expressions of solemn respect. Cameras flashed, soldiers saluted, and the television announcer’s voice trembled with patriotic fervour.

			His sons, Takudzwa and Tatenda, stood on either side of their mother, gently supporting her as the last words of the funeral oration faded into the wind. Thandiwe, dignified in her grief, wore a long black dress and dark glasses to conceal her swollen eyes. Her hands trembled slightly as she clutched the folded flag that had been presented to her by an army officer in full ceremonial uniform.

			Around them, the crowd began to thin, government officials, soldiers, and party faithful dispersing towards the waiting motorcade. The rhythmic beat of the military drum echoed against the granite walls of the monument, then fell silent. Only the family remained by the open grave, the smell of freshly turned earth mingling with the faint perfume of wilted wreaths.

			Thandiwe’s lips moved soundlessly, perhaps in prayer, perhaps in disbelief. Takudzwa, the elder of the two sons, stared straight ahead. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, glancing helplessly at his mother.

			

			Publicly, Ike Chikamba, the former Minister of Defence, known in the liberation days as Comrade Zhukov, was being laid to rest as a national hero. His portrait, enlarged and airbrushed, gazed down from the dais: a young guerrilla in fatigues, rifle slung over his shoulder, eyes fixed on some distant ideal.

			But Mugabe knew the truth. Behind the speeches and slogans, Chikamba had long since become a liability, a man whose greed and brutality had grown too visible to ignore. The stories of missing funds, smuggled gold and the secret killings had reached too many ears. Better to bury him gloriously and let the marble monument sanctify the sins that could not be spoken.

			As the rifles cracked in the ceremonial salute, Mugabe’s expression did not change. Only those who knew him well would have recognised the flicker of relief behind his dark glasses. With Zhukov in the ground, one more ghost had been laid to rest, and the Party, for the moment, could breathe again.

			Mugabe’s convoy pulled away, the flashing lights of the escort vehicles reflecting off the wet tarmac. The applause and speeches were over. What remained was silence, the kind that settles only when the state’s theatre ends and private sorrow begins.

			Chapter 2: 
Frontier Gold – Emplacement

			We live on the third planet from the Sun, a small blue world that, despite man’s dreams of reaching Mars, is the only home we will ever truly know. The very name “Earth” taken from old Germanic words meaning simply ground, gives no hint of its extraordinary beginnings.

			Scientists tell us that Earth formed about 4.5 billion years ago from swirling clouds of dust and gas drawn together by gravity. Over unimaginable spans of time, this young planet cooled, cracked and reshaped itself repeatedly. Today, it is composed of three main layers: a super-hot iron-nickel core, a thick rocky mantle, and a thin solid crust on which we live out our everyday lives.

			But Earth’s surface has never been still. Entire continents have drifted across the globe like slow-moving ships. Mountains have been pushed skyward and worn down to stumps. Rivers, ice, wind, earthquakes and ancient volcanoes have sculpted the land into the familiar shapes we recognise today.

			Deep within the crust, these forces twisted and folded older rocks, granites, basalts, schists and slates into a complex patchwork of seams, fractures and hidden cavities. Inside some of these cracks, minerals collected over millions of years, leaving behind deposits of the metals and stones on which human civilisation now depends. In many cases, only tiny traces – one to ten grams per tonne in the case of gold – are enough to spark a mine. Yet now and then much richer deposits are uncovered in the most unexpected places, triggering the great gold rushes that changed history.

			And once in a rare while, something even stranger occurs.

			Far below the surface, where heat and pressure are unimaginable, molten fluids rich in metals begin their slow journey upward. These fluids rise through narrow cracks and faults, carrying gold, silver, copper and other elements dissolved within them.

			As they travel upward, the pressure drops and the temperature falls. The fluid can no longer hold all its precious cargo. Gold, the heaviest and least soluble, drops out first, followed by silver and copper. Bit by bit, the metals crystallised on the rock walls, forming bright threads and ribbons inside milky white quartz veins. Some veins are pencil-thin; others are metres wide and stretch for kilometres through ancient rock.

			This process repeats itself over countless ages, with each pulse of mineral-rich fluid adding another thin layer to the growing treasure hidden deep below.

			In the ancient greenstone belt of south-eastern Africa, where parts of Zimbabwe and Mozambique stand today, one such event occurred. These greenstone belts, made of old volcanic rocks now metamorphosed into chlorite- and amphibole-rich schists, are famous for hosting gold. But in this case, nature created something unusual: a highly concentrated mix of gold, far richer than typical deposits.

			Many millennia later, a basalt dyke forced its way through the ancient greenstone formation, slicing the gold-bearing reef as cleanly as a knife through cloth. When the molten basalt rose from deep within the crust, it exploited every weakness in the host rocks, pressurising them until they tore open. In that violent geological moment, the once-continuous quartz reef was dissected and displaced, its two halves now offset on either side of the intrusion.

			

			Visually, the dyke was unmistakable, an abrupt, black barrier cutting through the gold reef, barren of mineralisation and frustratingly solid. Yet its very presence told a story: a younger pulse of magma forcing itself laterally, long after the gold-laden hydrothermal fluids had deposited their load. The reef had once been continuous, but the dyke had broken its spine, leaving the orebody displaced and offset.

			This hidden mineralisation took place long before the first mammals appeared, long before dinosaurs, long before anything recognisable as human life. Since then, continents have shifted, mountains have risen and crumbled, and the relentless forces of erosion, wind, water, frost and time have carved the land into the highlands and valleys we know today.

			Eventually, this ancient, metal-rich vein became part of the rugged borderland between present-day Zimbabwe and Mozambique, a region shaped by both the Earth’s deep interior and the slow artistry of weather, forests and flowing rivers.

			It lay untouched for millions of years, waiting patiently beneath the soil and granite outcrops, holding its secret until the day someone would stumble upon it and change everything that followed.

			

			Chapter 3: 
Frontier Gold – The Colonisers 

			Ten years after Bartholomew Dias rounded Africa’s southernmost cape in 1488, Vasco da Gama continued the Portuguese quest for a sea route to the East. On his 1498 voyage to India, he anchored at Sofala, just south of present-day Beira, unaware that he had reached the coastal gateway to an ancient inland gold trade.

			This landing marked the start of centuries of European expansion. Encouraged by their crowns, Portuguese, British, French, Dutch, German, and Italian adventurers established trading posts overseas, soon followed by armies sent to subdue indigenous peoples in the name of empire and Christianity. At the same time, Arab and Swahili merchants were moving south along the East African coast, founding their own settlements and spreading their own religion, Islam. Though the two cultures sometimes clashed, trade usually prevailed over conflict.

			The Portuguese quickly recognised Sofala’s importance. For generations, Arab and African traders had brought ivory and gold from the interior, especially from the Manica Highlands and the powerful Kingdom of Mutapa, down to the coast. In 1505, the Portuguese built Fort São Caetano to control this commerce and gradually extended their influence north to Mozambique Island and west along the Zambezi, Pungwe and Buzi Rivers. Reaching the goldfields of the plateau, however, proved difficult. Harsh terrain, tropical disease and the political strength of Mutapa meant most Portuguese power remained confined to the coast and a few fragile inland missions. By the 1600s, Sofala declined due to silting and shifting rivers, and Mozambique Island emerged as the main colonial centre. Yet legends of Sofala’s gold endured and continued to lure explorers inland.

			In the 17th and 18th centuries, the Portuguese Crown introduced the prazos da coroa, large land grants along the Zambezi. Their holders, the prazeiros, ruled vast estates, commanded private armies and traded in ivory, slaves and gold with little interference from the distant Portuguese authorities. Meanwhile, the Pungwe River became the southern route into the interior, eventually giving rise to settlements Dondo, Nhamatanda, Gondola and Macequece (later Vila Pery, now Chimoio). Beira also grew into a strategic port, despite its harsh, mosquito-infested plain.

			By the late 1800s, competition for the interior intensified. The Scramble for Africa culminated in the Berlin Conference (1884–1885), which formalised colonial borders. In 1891, the Anglo-Portuguese Treaty fixed the present boundary between Mozambique and Rhodesia, a line that split families, trade routes and entire communities. To the west, English became the new second language; to the east, Portuguese.

			To connect the interior with the coast, the British South Africa Company partnered with the Portuguese Beira Railway Company to construct a line from Beira to Umtali. Built through swampy, fever-ridden terrain in the 1890s, the narrow-gauge railway soon became the region’s economic lifeline, later upgraded to a wider gauge to allow direct trains from Salisbury to the sea.

			Gold discoveries along the Mutare Greenstone Belt drew prospectors to Penhalonga, Odzi and the eastern highlands. Though most finds fell short of dreams of a Johannesburg-sized boom, several important mines emerged, including Champion, Rezende, Penhalonga, Redwing and Old West. After independence, attention shifted to alluvial deposits along the Mutare River, continuing a tradition of gold recovery stretching back centuries.

			Across the border in Mozambique, similar geology produced mostly alluvial gold, with only a few attempts at lode mining. The short-lived Monarch Mine near Manica was one of the rare ventures into hard-rock extraction.

			Today, rusted machinery, collapsed tunnels and old tailings heaps bear witness to the long, relentless quest for gold – Arab, African, Portuguese, British and modern alike – along the valleys of the Pungwe and Revue.
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			Chapter 4: 
Franco De Menezes

			Franco had been born on the family farm near Vila Pery, Mozambique, in 1948, where his family grew cotton for the giant Textáfrica gin and factory. The de Menezes clan had worked their 1 000-hectare holding west of Vila Pery for more generations than Franco’s father, Marcello Xavier de Menezes, could recall. But Marcello, sensing unease in Mozambique’s political future, had long decided his son would be educated in English. So, at the age of six, Franco was sent to boarding school at Peterhouse, near Marandellas in Rhodesia. With only a shaky grasp of English, he struggled at first, though his athletic ability soon earned him respect. Tall and powerfully built, he played lock for the 1st XV in his final year and represented the school as a fast bowler.

			After A-Levels in Mathematics, Physics and Geography, Franco went on to study Mining Engineering at the Camborne School of Mines in Cornwall, England, one of the world’s premier hard-rock mining institutions. He relished his three years in Cornwall, balancing study with rugby in winter and surfing in summer.

			Each student was required to spend three months gaining practical mining experience. Franco was assigned to the Zambian Copperbelt, where he and other trainees learned drilling and blasting underground. The local crews roared with laughter at his first clumsy attempts with the rock drill and air-leg, but he soon found his rhythm and was accepted as one of them.

			

			When their attachment ended, the group borrowed a car and headed for Rhodesia, then in the early stages of the guerrilla war. Franco, familiar with the country from his schooldays, became their informal guide, haggling in Shona for carved souvenirs, explaining customs and steering them through the landscape. They toured Salisbury, wandered among the ancient stone walls of Great Zimbabwe, and stood spellbound at the Victoria Falls, before returning to Lusaka and eventually to the UK.

			Franco’s first professional posting was at the Kilembe Copper Mine in Uganda, operated by Falconbridge Limited of Canada. He was met at the tiny Kasese airstrip by Tom McKay, a rough-edged Scotsman, who booked him into the Marguerita Hotel overlooking Kilembe Golf Course. The following morning, Tom collected him, delivered him to his quarters and took him around the mine, introducing him to more people than he could hope to remember.

			Kilembe was a world unto itself – a narrow ribbon of civilisation carved into the folded, rain-soaked terrain of western Uganda. Nestled at the foot of the Ruwenzori Mountains, the valley was perpetually green, nourished by mist and meltwater streams that tumbled from the heights. Even at midday, the air was cool and sharp, carrying the scent of wet earth and copper-bearing rock.

			The township clung to the slopes in narrow terraces. Tin-roofed houses in faded colonial pastels sat among hibiscus hedges and banana groves. On the valley floor, the company buildings, workshops and the main concentrator plant spread out in neat industrial order, their corrugated roofs flashing in the shifting sunlight.

			The mine itself was a feat of endurance. Adits driven into the mountainside between 4 300 and 6 800 feet were linked by tracked ropeways and the steep chairlift to Bukangama. When the mist rolled down from the upper slopes, the cable towers vanished one by one, leaving the chairs to glide eerily through a ghost-white veil. On clear mornings, the view was breathtaking, the ridges falling away into the deep valley and, beyond them, the blue-grey mountains bordering the Congo.

			Life obeyed the mine’s rhythm. At dawn, the siren echoed across the valley, summoning workers from the village. By seven, the chairlift thrummed with movement: helmets gleaming, lunch tins clattering, voices drowned out by the machinery’s hum. Day and night, the crushers, conveyors and thundering ball mills turned out concentrate bound for the smelter at Jinja, four hundred kilometres to the east.

			Yet for all its industry, Kilembe retained an austere beauty. Clear streams wound between moss-coated boulders; giant ferns unfurled under ancient trees. At dusk, the mist crept back into the valley, and the lights of the bungalows flickered through the haze like lanterns on a mountainside. It was a hard place, demanding and remote, but unforgettable.

			Franco worked as a shift boss under Karl, an Austrian mine captain. In his first month, he rose early each day to attend Swahili classes – communication with the workforce was compulsory. He learned quickly and passed the exam within weeks.

			His first year alternated between morning and afternoon shifts, ending at 11 pm. By the end of twelve months, he was weary but earning well. When his eighteen-month contract neared its end, he considered leaving, but a steady morning shift at Bukangama persuaded him to stay.

			He had taken up golf and was steadily lowering his handicap, playing nine holes on Wednesday and Friday afternoons and a full eighteen on weekends. He considered nothing to be finer than teeing off at 8am on a Sunday, the sun glinting off the snow-capped Ruwenzori, the fabled Mountains of the Moon.

			

			In August 1972, President Idi Amin ordered all Asians to leave Uganda and seized their businesses, accusing them of crippling the economy. Since Asians controlled nearly ninety per cent of commerce, the effect was immediate: shops emptied, shortages multiplied, and inflation soared. Expatriates grew uneasy, and many quietly departed.

			Falconbridge, hoping to keep the mine operating, offered those who stayed a substantial tax-free bonus payable abroad – provided they remained “until the end”, though no one quite knew what that ominous phrase meant. Yet, for those who stayed, life continued in its strange, suspended way. Supplies dwindled, rumours thickened, but the beer at the club still flowed and, for a while, that small comfort was enough.

			After completing his contract in July 1973, Franco flew to Johannesburg for six weeks’ leave. His parents, Marcello and Julietta, had recently fled Mozambique, unsettled by the surging Frelimo insurgency around Vila Pery and the political changes they saw as inevitable. They had abandoned the farm but escaped with most of their assets.

			Marcello urged Franco to settle permanently in South Africa, but Franco preferred to return to Uganda, where he had grown fond of life in Kilembe and had been promised a promotion. He spent a few weeks visiting old friends from Vila Pery who had resettled near Durban and now ran a supermarket on the north coast. He even managed a deep-sea fishing trip and landed a pair of fine dorado.

			Back at Kilembe, Franco was promoted to Mine Captain, responsible for several upper levels. As an expatriate, part of his salary was paid into his UK bank account. The pay was excellent, and he hoped to save as much as possible while still young.

			***

			

			A few months later, he was asked to act as Mine Safety Officer during the incumbent’s leave. The following week, management informed him that a series of lawsuits had been filed by lawyers representing injured workers.

			“You’ll have to testify for the company,” he was told.

			Franco checked into the Speke Hotel and later went to the bar for a relaxing drink. A friendly Ugandan struck up a conversation. Franco explained he was in Kampala to testify in court. The next morning in court, when the judge entered, Franco nearly choked. It was the same man he had been chatting with over a beer. The judge betrayed no sign of recognition.

			The case concerned a scraper-winch accident. Franco described the machinery and the required safety procedures. George the shift boss confirmed the sequence of events, stating that the injured man had not followed standard practice. Judgment was reserved. 

			Two weeks later, the mine manager appeared at Franco’s office, grinning. “How did you manage that? It’s the first case we’ve ever won!”

			“You owe me a couple of beers,” Franco replied.

			***

			In 1975, Amin nationalised the mine. On “Nationalisation Day”, every employee, from the General Manager to the newest labourer, was ordered onto the soccer field by 10am. The sun was merciless. They waited for hours, sweating, uneasy, not knowing what to expect.

			Two helicopters eventually thumped into view, disgorging Canadian directors and Ugandan officials. A third arrived later, carrying Amin himself. He strode across the pitch as if it were a parade ground and announced, to forced applause, that he was now chairman of the company. As a grand gesture, he promised his soldiers would slaughter ten buffalo for the miners’ feast.

			

			Facing the expatriates, he vowed that “nothing will change”. His self-appointed Italian economic adviser leapt to his feet, clapping like a zealot, prompting a weak, reluctant ripple of applause from everyone else. But things changed immediately.

			Once operations resumed, unrest ignited. Workers demanded their pensions before the government swallowed them. Sabotage followed: air and water pipes blown apart underground, equipment disabled in the shadows. Within days, the mine ground to a halt. Soldiers ordered that all explosives be moved to surface magazines, and they sealed off the only road out of the valley for two tense weeks.

			Franco knew then it was over. He resigned, withdrew his savings and left Kilembe behind. With no job lined up, he flew south through Kampala and Nairobi and stayed briefly with his parents in Johannesburg, where Marcello again urged him to settle permanently. Franco refused. He wasn’t ready to stay still.

			The day he landed in Johannesburg, 25 July 1975, Mozambique fell to Frelimo. White residents were given twenty-four hours to leave with whatever they could carry. Many fled to South Africa or Rhodesia; others drifted back to Portugal, stripped of everything.

			A week later, Franco boarded an Air Rhodesia flight to Salisbury. As he stepped out into the cool July morning, he felt something he had not known for months: possibility. He already knew a handful of Camborne men working on mines there.

			Rhodesia seemed, at least for now, like a place where the ground was still steady beneath his feet.

			

			Chapter 5: 
Ike Chikamba

			Ike Chikamba was born in 1954 at Hilltop, a timber estate nestled in the lush Eastern Highlands of Zimbabwe, near the border with Mozambique. His father named him Ike after hearing the nickname of General Dwight D. Eisenhower on the family’s crackling shortwave radio, the same Eisenhower who would later become President of the United States. To Daniel Chikamba, a man of simple means but wide curiosity, the name carried strength, leadership and hope for a better future for his newborn son.

			Daniel worked at the Hilltop sawmill, one of the oldest and largest timber operations in the Eastern Districts. The estate itself covered some 1 400 hectares of pine forest, originally planted in the 1920s when colonial forestry projects began to expand in the region. By 1940, logging and milling were in full operation, and Daniel, then a young man, joined the workforce felling and trimming the tall, straight pines that blanketed the slopes. The family lived in the modest company housing provided to workers, a small cluster of tin-roofed cottages surrounded by the constant scent of resin and sawdust.

			The border between Rhodesia and Mozambique was little more than a line on a map, invisible amid the dense forest. Young Ike often crossed it freely, sometimes walking miles through the pine plantations and along dusty tracks to visit his mother’s relatives in Mozambique’s Manica Province. These early journeys, filled with the smell of burning wood and the chatter of timber trucks, instilled in him both a sense of adventure and a cross-border identity that would shape his outlook in later years.

			Ike began his education at the small Hilltop Estate School, a simple institution built to serve the families of estate workers. Despite the limited resources, wooden desks and chalkboards worn smooth, Ike quickly distinguished himself as one of the brightest pupils. He consistently ranked at the top of his class, showing a natural aptitude for numbers and problem-solving that impressed his teachers.

			When he completed Grade 7 with exceptional results, Daniel was determined that his son should continue his education. In 1968, he took Ike to St. Augustine’s Mission, a respected secondary school owned and run by the Anglican Diocese of Mutare. Perched on a hillside overlooking the Vumba Mountains, St. Augustine’s had earned a reputation as one of the finest educational institutions in the country, known for its academic rigour and moral discipline.

			At St. Augustine’s, Ike thrived both academically and athletically. He excelled in Mathematics and Chemistry, subjects that came naturally to his inquisitive mind. Outside the classroom, he found joy in sport – particularly soccer, where his speed and stamina made him a valuable player for the school team. He also boxed competitively, often taking on older and stronger opponents from across the Eastern Districts, earning a reputation for his determination and courage in the ring. Once he gained the upper hand in a boxing match, he was often relentless, regarding his opponent as an enemy rather than a competitor. Frequently, the umpire had to physically drag Ike away before he caused any serious damage. 

			Ike’s school career was not without turbulence. His final school report, though glowing in its praise of his intellect, noted his tendency toward poor discipline. Teachers described him as strong-willed and quick-tempered, with “a need to dominate others”. This remark, while unflattering, hinted at the leadership streak and fiery independence that would later define his character.

			***

			Finding a job, of course, was another challenge. Like many young men fresh from school, Ike dreamed of working behind a desk, pen in hand, dressed neatly in a shirt and tie. But such positions demanded experience and seniority, qualities he had yet to earn. Opportunity, however, often appeared in unexpected places.

			Riverbend Mine, next door to St. Augustine’s Mission, was hiring. With a strong reference from the mission school, Ike was taken on as a general assistant in the survey department, a small but vital section responsible for charting the underground workings. His first months were spent in practical service: carrying the heavy theodolite and its three-legged tripod through the tunnels for Jimmy Johnson, the Chief Surveyor. Jimmy was a Scotsman, meticulous, good-humoured and quick to spot potential. Under his guidance, Ike was introduced to the precise science of surveying: measuring angles, plotting underground stopes and transposing readings into detailed plans of the mine’s expanding labyrinth of workings.

			Jimmy soon came to respect Ike’s intelligence and steady curiosity. He was impressed, too, by the young man’s command of English and his disciplined work ethic. “The more you learn, the more you earn,” Jimmy would say with a laugh, repeating the rhyme each time he handed Ike a new task or set of notes to study. For Ike, those words became both encouragement and prophecy.

			Ike lived in the mine housing reserved for single employees, sharing a small room with two other new recruits, Patrick and Matthew. Both men worked the night shift underground, so the room was seldom crowded, and Ike usually had it to himself in the evenings. The compound, built in neat rows of brick huts, echoed each night with the rhythmic hum from the mills and the chatter of workers.

			Sundays were sacred. Ike attended Mass at St. Augustine’s, which stood within easy walking distance of the mine. After church, the afternoons were given to leisure, often spent with other workers watching the mine’s soccer team play on the dusty pitch beside the compound. These gatherings brought together miners, clerks and local residents, united by the game and the shared rhythm of life in the Eastern Districts.

			One Sunday afternoon, Matthew’s younger sister Thandiwe came to visit. She was a shy, bright-eyed girl of fourteen who attended Tsvingwe High School, a few kilometres away. Ike noticed her immediately. There was a quiet grace about her, a blend of youthful energy and early maturity that reminded him of his own sister back at Hilltop Estates.

			Over the following weeks, Thandiwe began visiting more often, sometimes bringing vegetables or a pot of sadza she had cooked herself. She helped Ike with small chores – washing, sweeping, cooking – and they would talk as the sun dipped behind the hills. Ike told her about his work, his hopes of one day qualifying as a mine surveyor, and the encouragement he had received from Jimmy Johnson.

			Thandiwe listened with admiration, fascinated by his ambition and his growing confidence. What began as a friendship of shared company and simple kindness slowly deepened into something tender and unspoken, a bond that would, in time, alter the course of both their lives.

			***

			Gold mines have always been magnets for temptation and deceit, and Riverbend Mine was no exception. Security was tight. Every worker, from the underground blasters to the clerks in the offices, was subject to sudden searches for stolen gold ore or contraband. The Chief Security Officer, Magnus Willis, a broad-shouldered man with a clipped moustache and an air of authority, took particular pride in his work. Together with his assistant, Luke Moyo, he had long suspected that a small cabal of mine employees was involved in smuggling high-grade ore out of the property. Catching them, however, was another matter entirely.

			The security office at Riverbend Mine was a compact but orderly space tucked away behind the main administrative block, overlooking the vehicle checkpoint. The room smelled faintly of gun oil, dust and the lingering aroma of strong coffee. On one wall hung a large map of the mine lease area, annotated with coloured pins and neat pencil markings showing patrol routes, access points and the positions of security cameras. A row of steel filing cabinets occupied another wall, each drawer meticulously labelled “Incidents” “Personnel” “Gate Logs” “Visitors”

			Magnus kept his desk immaculate, the surface polished to a dull sheen and dominated by a heavy Bakelite telephone, a two-way radio set and a small brass nameplate bearing his title. A locked steel cabinet in the corner held firearms and ammunition, mainly .303 rifles and a couple of ageing shotguns, along with a ledger that recorded every round issued and returned.

			Luke’s desk was less tidy, cluttered with notebooks, copies of night shift reports and a half-eaten packet of biscuits. He was younger and more easygoing than his superior, but shared Magnus’s determination to stamp out theft and corruption. A corkboard above his desk displayed photographs taken during surprise inspections, grainy images of vehicles, ore sacks, and suspicious footprints along the fence line.

			

			Outside the window, the view extended across the mine yard to the processing plant, where trucks trundled between the ore stockpile and the mill. From this vantage point, Magnus could see almost everything that happened at the heart of the operation. He often stood there in the early mornings, binoculars in hand, watching the first shift clock in, his sharp eyes missing very little.

			He took his job personally: the mine’s integrity was, in his view, his own reputation on the line. Yet he knew the challenge. The smugglers were smart, cautious and always seemed to be one step ahead.

			Magnus Willis carried himself with the unmistakable bearing of a former soldier. Everything about him suggested precision and control, from the sharp crease in his starched khaki trousers to the mirror polish on his brown leather shoes. Even in the dusty environment of the mine, he managed to maintain an almost parade-ground neatness. His short-sleeved shirt was always freshly ironed, the buttons fastened to the collar, and a brass-buckled belt was cinched tightly around his lean waist.

			He was a broad-shouldered man in his late forties, with a square jaw and a military moustache that seemed as much a part of his uniform as the badge on his chest. His eyes were a cool, assessing grey, and he had the habit of speaking in short, decisive sentences, in a tone that discouraged argument. Though he had long left the army behind, the discipline had never left him. He neither slouched nor fidgeted; even when seated, he gave the impression of being at attention.

			Unlike some ex-servicemen who tried to maintain their authority with swagger sticks or loud voices, Magnus had no need of such props. His authority came from quiet confidence and an unspoken expectation that others would meet his standards. He inspected his guards with the same thoroughness he had once applied to his platoon: boots shining, shirts tucked in, rifles clean, and no excuses.

			Despite his rigid discipline, there was nothing theatrical about him. He was not a bully, nor a man given to shouting; his presence alone was enough to restore order. When he walked through the mine compound, conversations hushed and backs straightened instinctively. Even the roughest of workers knew that Magnus Willis was a man who meant what he said and who never, ever overlooked detail.

			Luke Moyo was younger and softer-spoken than his superior, with a calm, observant manner that put people at ease. Where Magnus inspired obedience, Luke inspired trust. He had a natural way with the mine workers, listening more than he spoke and often settling disputes before they reached the office. His uniform was neat but not immaculate. He was a man who valued practicality over polish. Though he respected Magnus’s strict discipline, he tempered it with compassion, believing that fairness often achieved more than fear.

			That morning, when he unlocked the office door, Magnus found a brown envelope on the floor. Opening it with Luke in attendance, he extracted a letter written on a torn-out page of an exercise book. The wording was short and to the point. CHECK IKE CHIKAMBA’S BACKPACK. THE ORE SAMPLES ARE MISSING FROM THE CABINET. Nothing else. No signature.

			The survey and geology departments occupied a shared open-plan office. In one corner of the geology section stood a tall glass display cabinet containing various gold-bearing ore specimens, some with visible streaks of gold glinting under the electric light. The cabinet was kept locked, and the only key was held by the Chief Geologist, who, in typical absent-minded fashion, kept it hidden beneath a pile of papers and drawing instruments in the bottom drawer of his desk.

			

			That Friday morning, Ike was alone in the office, completing a set of drawings for Jimmy Johnson. Most of the other staff were underground. The stillness was broken by the sudden crash of the door swinging open. In stormed Magnus Willis and his deputy, Luke Moyo, both looking grim.

			“I want to know what’s happened to the ore samples from that cabinet,” Willis barked.

			Ike looked up in surprise. “I’ve no idea, Sir.”

			“Turn out your pockets, and open your bag,” Willis ordered sharply.

			Ike complied. He emptied the contents of his satchel onto the desk: pencils, notebooks, a rolled plan, and his lunch tin.

			“Open it,” snapped Willis.

			Ike hesitated, puzzled, but did as he was told. To his horror, several small rock samples tumbled out, pieces of quartz streaked with unmistakable specks of gold.

			“They’re not mine! I’ve never seen them before!” he cried.

			“That’s not all of them. Where are the rest?” Willis demanded, his voice rising.

			Ike’s protests fell on deaf ears. Within minutes he was marched out of the office and taken to the security compound, then to the local police station in Penhalonga. There he was thrown into a cold concrete cell, the heavy door slamming shut behind him. The echo lingered for a moment, swallowed by the damp silence. A bare bulb flickered weakly overhead, casting long shadows across the stained walls. The air smelled of sweat, disinfectant and despair.

			He sat on the narrow iron bunk, the thin mattress; cold and uncomfortable, and tried to gather his thoughts. Somewhere down the corridor a man coughed, and from farther away came the dull rattle of keys and the shouted orders of a guard. Time seemed to stretch, each minute dragging into the next. He had been in tight spots before, but never like this, stripped of everything familiar, left alone with his own thoughts and the weight of what had brought him here.

			The first night was the longest. The chill from the concrete seeped through his clothes and into his bones. Every sound – the drip of a leaking tap, the shuffle of boots in the corridor, the distant clang of a gate – seemed amplified in the darkness. He tried to sleep, but the light above the door burned all night, humming faintly like an insect trapped behind glass.

			A tin plate clattered onto the floor outside his cell just before dawn, a scoop of thin porridge and a mug of something that might have been tea. He ate without appetite, more to occupy his hands than to ease his hunger.

			When the warder finally slid open the door, the glare of the passage made him blink. “Out. Exercise yard.” The man’s voice was flat, routine.

			He stepped into a narrow yard enclosed by high walls topped with rusted wire. A dozen other prisoners shuffled around in slow circles, some staring vacantly at the ground, others whispering in small groups. The sun was already fierce, bouncing off the concrete and stinging his eyes.

			A man with greying hair and the calm eyes of someone long resigned to his fate nodded as he passed. “First night?” he asked quietly.

			Ike nodded.

			“You’ll get used to it,” the man said, though without conviction. “We all do, one way or another.”

			The bell rang after an hour, and they were herded back to their cells. As the heavy doors slammed shut again, he realised that the worst part wasn’t the confinement, it was the uncertainty. Not knowing how long he would be there, or what would come next.

			

			He sat on the bunk, elbows on his knees, and stared at the wall until his eyes lost focus. Somewhere beyond the thick prison walls, the world went on, mines kept running, trucks rolled down dusty roads, and life continued as if he had never existed.

			The hours dragged. Late that evening, a constable informed him that he would be held through the weekend and taken before the magistrate on Monday morning. The news hit Ike like a hammer blow. He sat on the hard bench, shivering and sleepless, trying to make sense of how his world had collapsed in a single day.

			On Saturday afternoon, Jimmy Johnson appeared at the police station. He argued heatedly with the duty officer, insisting that Ike was innocent. “I know this lad,” Jimmy said firmly. “He’s decent, hardworking, and clever. If anything, he’s been made the scapegoat for someone else’s crime.”

			Ike’s voice trembled. “Please, Sir, I didn’t take anything.”

			Jimmy sighed. “I believe you, son. But it won’t be easy. Willis is boasting all over the mine that he’s made a big catch. Says he found an anonymous note on his desk yesterday morning, telling him exactly who to search.” He lowered his voice. “There are men in the geology office I wouldn’t trust as far as I could throw them. But without proof, my hands are tied.”

			Even Luke Moyo, the assistant security officer, confided quietly to Jimmy that he was uncomfortable with how things were unfolding. But the machinery of accusation had already started turning.

			On Sunday morning, Ike’s father, Daniel, arrived from Hilltop. He was visibly shaken, his eyes sunken from worry.

			“I didn’t steal anything, Dad,” Ike whispered through the bars. “But they won’t believe me. They’re going to send me to jail. I’m scared.”

			

			Daniel tried to console his son, but he too felt helpless. For all his years of service at the sawmill, he had no influence in a world where suspicion outweighed truth.

			When Monday came, Ike was brought before the magistrate in Umtali. The proceedings were brief. The Chief Security Officer’s testimony was accepted without challenge. No lawyer spoke for Ike; no one called for further investigation.

			Before he had time to fully understand the words, the sentence was passed: twelve months’ hard labour.

			That afternoon, Ike was transferred to Umtali Central Prison. He was issued coarse white calico trousers and a matching shirt and thrown into a crowded cell with twenty other inmates. The smell of sweat, fear and despair filled the air. 

			As the iron door clanged shut, Ike sank onto the cold floor, his mind racing. In a matter of three days, his promising young life had been overturned, a victim of injustice, circumstance and the silent corruption that haunted every gold mine in the land.

			

			Chapter 6: 
Franco’s New Start

			Franco booked into the Meikles Hotel, Salisbury’s grand old landmark with polished brass fittings, thick carpets and liveried waiters gliding silently between tables. It was a world away from the dust and sweat of the mines. The next morning, as sunlight filtered through the curtains, he found a copy of The Herald pushed under his door.

			He poured himself a cup of the complimentary tea and sat on the edge of the bed, scanning the front page. The Herald, as everyone knew, was the government’s mouthpiece. Its reports on the Rhodesian Bush War were always one-sided, full of rhetoric about “terrorists” and “patriots defending the nation.” But Franco wasn’t interested in propaganda that morning. He turned quickly to the classified section, his real quarry lying among the columns of Vacancies.

			Two advertisements caught his eye. One, which was placed by a mine, was located somewhere in the Bulawayo area. The other had been posted through an employment agency and mentioned only that the mine was situated in the Eastern Districts of Rhodesia. Both were seeking experienced Mine Captains, men familiar with underground work, gold mining methods, and with verifiable references.

			After breakfast in the hotel’s dining room, Franco returned to his room and phoned reception, asking to be connected to both numbers listed in the paper. The first call came through within minutes.

			“Impala Mine, van Rensburg speaking,” came the voice on the line, gruff, Afrikaans-accented and businesslike.

			

			Franco introduced himself, explaining that he was newly arrived from Uganda, where he had worked at Kilembe Mines until operations were interrupted by political unrest. He was seeking a position in Rhodesia and was willing to travel to Bulawayo for an interview.

			Van Rensburg asked a few curt questions: “What experience do you have with narrow-reef gold mining?”

			“None directly,” Franco admitted. “My work at Kilembe was on a copper mine, but I have solid managerial experience and strong references from my superiors there.”

			Van Rensburg grunted. “You’ll have to send those through. Leave me your contact details. I’ll be in touch.”

			The line went dead, and Franco suspected that would be the end of that.

			Fifteen minutes later, the hotel phone rang again. This time, the call was from Claire at Capital Recruitment. Her tone was pleasant and professional.

			“Mr de Menezes? We’ve received your inquiry about the mining position. Could you come to our offices for a short interview this morning?” She gave directions, Union Avenue, near the centre of town, and suggested 10:30am. Franco agreed.

			He dressed carefully: pressed shirt, polished shoes, and, for old time’s sake, his Peterhouse school tie. The walk from Meikles to Union Avenue took less than ten minutes. Salisbury’s city centre was bustling: office clerks in rolled-up sleeves, women in summer dresses carrying shopping bags from Barbours Department Store, and the distant sound of military trucks along Jameson Avenue reminding everyone that the war was never far away.

			The Capital Recruitment office occupied a modest corner suite in one of the older commercial buildings near the city centre. The brass plate on the door had lost much of its shine, but the engraved lettering “Capital Recruitment (Pvt) Ltd, Mining, Industrial & Technical Placements” still carried a certain dignity. Inside, the air was cool and faintly scented with furniture polish. A small reception area was separated from the main offices by a half-glass partition, its counter neatly arranged with files, a visitor’s book and a small vase of wilting carnations. Behind it, a young secretary in a crisp blouse tapped steadily at an electric typewriter, the rhythmic clatter blending with the whir of the ceiling fan overhead.

			The office décor spoke of quiet efficiency rather than modern flair, filing cabinets lined one wall, their drawers labelled in neat handwriting, and a corkboard displayed neatly pinned job listings for drill rig operators, shift bosses and metallurgical foremen. A faded map of southern Africa hung above a bookcase, its surface crowded with coloured pins marking mine locations across Zimbabwe.

			Franco asked for Claire and was soon ushered into a tidy office cooled by a humming ceiling fan. Claire was not the youthful woman he had imagined from her voice, but a plump, middle-aged woman with a kindly, professional air. She described herself as a “recruitment executive specialising in mining placements” and handed Franco a multi-page questionnaire.

			Her office, into which Franco was shown, was tidy but well-used. A desk calendar, a stack of personnel files bound with elastic bands and a jar of pens stood beside a gently humming telephone. A small electric fan turned lazily in the corner, keeping the midday heat at bay. Behind her chair hung a framed diploma from a Johannesburg business college and a sepia photograph of a much younger Claire, smiling beside a group of colleagues at what looked like a mine site canteen.

			The atmosphere was practical, businesslike, but not unfriendly, the sort of place where job seekers arrived nervous and left with renewed hope, clutching freshly typed CVs and advice on where to go next. Filling the form in was bureaucratic and tedious, full of questions about past employers, hobbies, family background and military service. Completing it took nearly half an hour. 

			When he handed it back, Claire skimmed through his answers, nodding approvingly. The position we’re filling,” she said, “is with an independent gold mine, Riverbend Mine, near Penhalonga, just outside Umtali. It’s privately owned and doing rather well, but they need someone dependable to oversee production. With the shortage of skilled manpower these days, I doubt your lack of gold-mining experience will be a problem.”

			Franco’s spirits lifted. Penhalonga. He remembered the place vaguely from his childhood journeys through the Eastern Highlands.

			Claire continued, “The salary is a little above the industry average, though the exact figure will have to be discussed with the mine manager. Umtali’s a beautiful part of the country; I went to school there myself. You’ll find it quite different from Salisbury: smaller, more peaceful and very scenic.”

			She took down Franco’s contact details at Meikles Hotel and promised to reach out soon, once she had spoken to the mine’s owners.

			With the interview over, Franco stepped back into the bright sunlight of Union Avenue. He wandered through the busy streets, past shopfronts displaying radios, safari hats and rolls of printed cotton. The air was heavy with the smell of petrol and jacaranda blossoms.

			He stopped at an open-air restaurant just around the corner from Barbours, ordered a light lunch and a cold Castle Lager, and sat watching the swirl of city life, the soldiers on patrol, businessmen in short-sleeved shirts, the secretaries laughing at a nearby table.

			

			For the first time in months, Franco felt a flicker of optimism. Somewhere east, beyond the hills of Nyanga and the border forests of Manica, perhaps his next chapter was waiting to begin.

			When Franco returned to Meikles Hotel that afternoon, a message was waiting for him at the reception desk. It was from Capital Recruitment. Claire had left word that Mr O’Reilly, the mine manager, would be in Salisbury the following day on business and wished to meet him at 11:30am in the Meikles Hotel lobby.

			The next morning, Franco dressed carefully, choosing a clean shirt and tie, and arrived ten minutes early, his nerves concealed beneath a veneer of calm. The Meikles lobby was elegant, with marble floors, chandeliers, and the faint smell of floor polish and cigars. He sat in one of the deep leather armchairs, scanning a newspaper but not really reading it.

			At 11:35, a broad figure approached, moving with the confident gait of someone accustomed to command.

			“Sean O’Reilly,” the man announced, extending a large hand. He was slightly overweight, balding and ruddy-faced, with a nose that spoke of both sun and whisky.

			“Good morning, Mr O’Reilly,” said Franco, standing quickly.

			“Cut out the ‘Mister’, I’m Sean,” came the reply, accompanied by a warm grin. “And take off that jacket and tie. It’s hot enough in here, even with the air conditioning.”

			Franco obliged, smiling despite his nerves.

			Sean O’Reilly was a big man in every sense, broad through the shoulders, with a ruddy face that spoke of years spent in the African sun and a booming laugh that could fill a room. His hair, once fiery red, had faded to a sandy grey, and his freckled skin bore the faint tracery of old scars and laughter lines. A heavy moustache dominated his face, more Irish cavalryman than company man, and his blue eyes held a glint of mischief that age had not dimmed.

			

			He had the easy confidence of someone who had seen much and worried little. A lifetime in the mining game, from the Zambian Copperbelt and now Manicaland, had made him both practical and unflappable. He believed in strong coffee, honest work and the kind of plain talk that left no room for pretence. When he entered a room, he did so with the relaxed assurance of a man who knew he belonged there.

			Around the mine he was respected, even liked, though few ever mistook his geniality for weakness. He could turn sharp in an instant if he suspected dishonesty or incompetence. His men said he ran a fair camp, one where effort was rewarded and excuses found no sympathy.

			At home, Sean was a different man, fond of his garden, his pipe and Colleen’s soda bread. He enjoyed company, especially when it came with a good story and a glass of whisky. He spoke with the slow, measured lilt of his native Cork, occasionally seasoning his sentences with the odd Irish idiom that left newcomers puzzled and amused in equal measure.

			“Sorry, I’m a bit late,” Sean continued, settling into the chair opposite him. “I’ve just been going through your file with Claire at Capital Recruitment. So, you worked at Kilembe?”

			“Yes,” said Franco. “I left less than a week ago. Things were getting unpleasant. The Ugandan army had moved in, and after the miners’ strike most of the union representatives simply disappeared. I decided it was time to get out while I still could.”

			Sean nodded grimly. “I’ll bet you’re glad to be out. I’ve never been there myself, but I knew a bloke who worked underground at Kilembe a few years back. Said the ground was treacherous: bad rock, wide stopes.”

			

			“That’s right,” Franco agreed. “We used the cut-and-fill method. The ore grades were decent, but conditions were difficult. It taught me a lot about discipline and problem solving.”

			Sean leaned back, eyeing him thoughtfully. “So, now you’re looking for a job in Rhodesia. Mind if I ask, why here?”

			Franco hesitated only briefly. “I went to school here, Peterhouse, near Marandellas, and I’ve always wanted to come back. I still feel a connection to the country. And there’s another reason. My family used to live across the border in Mozambique, outside Vila Pery, before Frelimo took over. We left in a rush, but I’ve always hoped one day we might reclaim our property there.”

			Sean gave a short, dry laugh. “Well, that’s not likely to happen anytime soon, lad. But I can understand the sentiment.” 

			He leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Let me tell you about the job. Riverbend Mine is privately owned. I hold fifty-one per cent; the rest’s mostly with a local consortium of businessmen and farmers. We’re producing good gold, but manpower’s short. Too many of our men are away on military or police call-ups. We need someone steady, someone who can jump in feet first.”

			He fixed Franco with a steady look. “It’ll be out of the frying pan, into the fire. Think you can handle that?”

			Franco smiled faintly. “Sure,” he said, though inside he felt a flicker of apprehension at the thought of managing a gold mine in a war-torn country.

			Sean chuckled. “You’ve got the right attitude. I pride myself on being able to size a man up quickly, though I’ve made a few wrong calls in my time. Still, I like you. The job’s yours, if you want it.”

			Franco blinked, surprised by the abruptness. “That’s, well, thank you, Sean. I’d be honoured. Would it be all right if I started in a week? I’ve a ticket to Johannesburg to see my parents.” He hoped he wasn’t pushing his luck. O’Reilly had sounded like a man in urgent need of staff.

			Sean waved a hand. “That’s fine. If I were hiring someone from another Rhodesian mine, they’d have to give a month’s notice anyway. Tell you what, take two weeks. We’ll pay your return airfare to Salisbury, but if you leave within a year, you’ll pay it back. Fair?”

			“Very fair,” said Franco, relieved.

			“Good man.” Sean stood, extending his hand again. “Let me know when you’re arriving, and I’ll have someone meet you at the airport.”

			They shook on it – a firm handshake sealing a deal that would change Franco’s life.

			“Thank you,” said Franco sincerely. “I appreciate the opportunity.”

			“Don’t thank me yet,” Sean grinned. “Wait until you’ve seen the place.”

			***

			At midday on a crisp June day in 1975, Franco landed at Salisbury Airport on an Air Rhodesia flight from Johannesburg. Frost had blanketed the city the night before, and the air that day still carried the clean, sharp scent of winter. At the arrivals hall, he spotted a neatly dressed man holding a cardboard placard with his name printed in bold letters.

			“Welcome to Rhodesia, Mr de Menezes,” Bill Phillips, the Personnel Manager, said warmly, shaking
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and the birth of an independent Zimbabwe, Frontier Gold is a gripping historical thriller in which
greed, politics and violence collide beneath the red earth. A chance discovery of gold in a remote
frontier zone is made - and buried in secrecy for years — until events force it back into the open.

Grounded in authentic mining practice, regional history and the brutal realities of the time, Frontier
Gold plunges the reader into a world of armed insurrection and corruption, where a porous frontier
breeds lawlessness and lethal mining ventures thrive beyond the reach of authority. As gold is torn
from the earth and power shifts hands, the characters are forced to confront how much blood, loyalty,
and conscience they are willing to trade for buried wealth.

Blending historical realism with relentless suspense, Frontier Gold explores how gold can transform
lives — sometimes enriching them, often destroying them — and asks the enduring question: what is
the true cost of striking it rich?
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where he worked as Mine Manager for sixyears.
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