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Praise For Mugabe*

“The best argued and best written indictment yet of the man Nelson Mandela mockingly calls Comrade Bob.”

—The Economist

 

“Martin Meredith offers a heartfelt look at African politics through the lens of an informed and objective journalist. . . . It is a book that gives the full story on Zimbabwe’s current predicament. . . .”

—Quarterly Black Review of Books

 

“An accessible introduction.”

—Foreign Affairs

 

“Martin Meredith’s book is not so much a biography as a brief gallop through the unfolding moral fable of independent Zimbabwe to the present day. As such it is a useful short guide. . . .”

—The Sunday Times

 

“Fast paced and readable.”

—The Nation

 

“The book is highly readable, clear, and fast-moving. It is excellent on Mugabe’s early life and the way he became drawn into the struggle of Zimbabwe. It is also well-timed. . . .”

—The Financial Times

 

“Concise and lucid.”

—Wall Street Journal

 

“Pithy, authoritative, and highly readable: journalism of the highest order.”

—NOAH RICHLER, National Post

 

“Martin Meredith’s account of the pursuit of power and plunder is especially good on the early years of Mugabe as an African guerilla fighter.”

—The Telegraph

*Previously published in North America as Our Votes, Our Guns
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Our votes must go together with our guns. After all, any vote we shall have, shall have been the product of the gun. The gun which produces the vote should remain its security officer—its guarantor. The people’s votes and the people’s guns are always inseparable twins.

 

ROBERT MUGABE, 1976






[image: 002]





[1]

THE PRIEST AND THE PRESIDENT

FROM THE WINDOW of his book-lined study, Father Dieter Scholz gazed out at the hills surrounding Chishawasha Mission as he reflected on the character and career of Robert Mugabe, the aging president of Zimbabwe. They had first met at a secret gathering in Salisbury in December 1974 a few days after Mugabe had been released from eleven years’ imprisonment during a cease-fire in the guerrilla war against white rule in Rhodesia, as Zimbabwe was then called. Father Scholz, a Jesuit, had been one of the few white priests to support the African nationalist cause. As a member of the Catholic Justice and Peace Commission, he had played a leading role in investigating wartime atrocities by the Rhodesian security forces. Together with a small band of Catholic colleagues, he was regarded by Ian Smith’s regime as “an enemy of the state.” Smith had seized independence from Britain in 1965, determined to halt the tide of black nationalism sweeping through Africa that had led Britain to hand over its other colonies to African rulers. In the civil war that subsequently broke out in Rhodesia in 1972, Smith acted ruthlessly against his opponents, both black and white. Father Scholz was kept under constant surveillance. With a  new cease-fire in place, he and his colleagues had gone to the meeting with Mugabe, in a college building in the city centre, to gain a first-hand account of the negotiations that had led to Mugabe’s release. “He was quiet spoken and articulate,” recalled Father Scholz in 2001. “There was no rancour.”

Mugabe told the gathering that during the previous month in Que Que prison he had been in the process of writing a Latin examination for a law degree when an African envoy arrived asking him and other senior members of the banned Zimbabwe African National Union (Zanu) to attend a summit meeting of African leaders in neighbouring Zambia that was intended to pave the way to negotiations for a Rhodesian settlement. He was told the plan was backed by Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere, Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda, Mozambique’s Samora Machel, and Botswana’s Seretse Khama, all of whom had hitherto supported the war effort, allowing guerrillas to use their territories to establish rear bases and supply lines. Also involved in the plan was the South African prime minister, John Vorster, who had provided the Rhodesian security forces with crucial support and who was prepared to lean heavily on Smith to get him to cooperate. As part of the plan, Mugabe was told, the Rhodesian authorities had agreed to his temporary release from prison; a senior white official subsequently visited him to promise that the government would pay for any costs resulting from an interruption to his law examinations.

But Mugabe was hostile to any idea of negotiations. His years of imprisonment had only hardened his resolve to pursue revolution in Rhodesia. Alone among the nationalist leaders, he saw no reason to seek a compromise with Rhodesia’s white rulers that would leave the structure of white society largely intact and thwart his hopes of achieving an egalitarian people’s state. Whereas other imprisoned nationalists, such as his main rival, Joshua Nkomo, the leader of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (Zapu), were willing to come to terms with Ian Smith, Mugabe regarded armed struggle as an essential part of the process of establishing a new society.

Mugabe’s first reaction to the proposal to attend the summit meeting in Lusaka was to turn it down. “We Zanu leaders felt that we could not entertain talks at this stage, that it was too early,” he told the Catholic group. Even when the African envoy returned to Que Que prison two days later with a written invitation signed by Nyerere, Kaunda, Machel, and Khama, Mugabe was still reluctant to go. “We were very angry because we thought that the heads of state were selling us out,” he explained. Only under duress had he finally agreed to travel to Zambia for a preliminary meeting. “The four heads of state said we could prosecute the war to the end, but if we had a chance to achieve the same aim without bloodshed, we should do so.” They also wanted Zanu and Zapu to bury their differences and form a united front for the negotiations. But Mugabe remained recalcitrant. Soon afterwards he returned to his prison cell.

When the summit meeting eventually took place in Lusaka, Zambia, in December 1974, it was a fractious event. The African presidents were infuriated by the continuing divisions between Zanu and Zapu. “Nyerere attacked both Zanu and Zapu,” Mugabe reported. “He scolded us and then Kaunda spoke and attacked us still more viciously, calling us treacherous, criminal, selfish and not taking the interests of our people to heart. If we did not comply, he would no longer entertain our military presence in Zambia.” Machel, he said, had made similar threats about Mozambique’s support.

Faced with those threats, Mugabe ostensibly agreed to form a united front and to accept the plan for negotiation, but he had no intention of adhering to it. “We all had plans for self-preservation,” he admitted to the Catholic group.

Upon his release from prison, Mugabe, together with a few trusted colleagues, set about secretly organising recruits for Zanu’s guerrilla army, Zanla, based in neighbouring Mozambique. Mugabe was assigned the Salisbury district. He was a frequent visitor to Silveira House, a training centre for black leaders that Jesuit priests had established on land belonging to Chishawasha Mission, fifteen  miles east of Salisbury. It was one of the few places in Rhodesia where black politicians and church personnel met regularly to discuss ideas for a new social order. Mugabe’s two sisters, Sabina and Bridgette, were employed there to work on development programmes for women. Mugabe was given an office and a telephone there and he lectured on Christianity and socialism.

Silveira House was well known to Smith’s security police as a hotbed of dissent and was constantly watched. On days when the presence of the security police was more evident than usual, Father John Dove, a former British army officer who had founded the centre, would discreetly inform the staff, “today we are sailing close to the wind.”

In March 1975, shortly after his fiftieth birthday, with the recruitment campaign well under way, Mugabe resolved to head for Mozambique himself. He was ambitious to gain control of Zanu’s guerrilla campaign. Before leaving, he went to say farewell to his mother, Bona, at her home near Kutama Mission, west of Salisbury. “I am going to war, whether I shall return or not,” he told her. Mugabe’s brother, Donato, recalled how their mother wept at the news.

But the security police were already closing in. Returning to Salisbury from Kutama Mission, Mugabe discovered that one of his closest friends, Maurice Nyagumbo, a former prison colleague, had been arrested. Nyagumbo was later sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment for recruiting Africans to join Zanu in Mozambique, a fate that would also have befallen Mugabe.

Desperate to escape the dragnet, Mugabe sought help from Catholic priests. He made his way to a parish house in Rhodesville, a Salisbury suburb, searching for Father Emmanuel Ribeiro, a prison chaplain who had previously been sympathetic to Zanu detainees, smuggling letters and messages for them. Father Ribeiro agreed to let him hide in the parish house while he worked out an escape route.

At Mugabe’s suggestion, he went to see Sister Mary Aquina, a white university sociologist and ardent supporter of the African nationalist  cause, one of the few people in Salisbury whom Mugabe was prepared to trust.

On learning of Mugabe’s predicament, Sister Mary immediately began to devise an escape route. From the convent where she worked she drove her grey Volkswagen to a farm in Ruwa, twenty miles from the capital, setting up contact with a Zanu activist living on an agricultural cooperative at Nyafaru in the eastern highlands, close to the border with Mozambique, alerting him that “farm medical supplies” needed to be fetched from Salisbury urgently. On her return to Salisbury, fearing that Mugabe’s presence at the Rhodesville presbytery might be betrayed by the parish priest, she rushed round to warn him. She found Mugabe in a room pacing up and down and offered to take him straight away to the farm in Ruwa. But Mugabe wanted to wait for a companion, Edgar Tekere, to arrive.

Later that day Mugabe and Tekere left for the farm in Ruwa, where the Zanu activist joined them. At midnight they set off on a circuitous route to Nyafaru. The following night, as friends at Nyafaru prepared to guide them across the border, a look-out spotted the security police approaching. With no time to spare, Mugabe escaped through a back window into the forest. On April 5, 1975, with the police in close pursuit, he crossed the mountains into Mozambique.

For two years, while Zanu was wracked by internal feuds, Mugabe bided his time in exile in Mozambique. But in 1977 he finally succeeded in gaining control of the guerrilla campaign.

 

 

In Salisbury, Father Dieter Scholz persevered with the work of the Justice and Peace Commission. Born in Berlin in 1938 and educated by Jesuits, he had been sent to Rhodesia in 1963, speaking little English and knowing nothing about the country. After studying the chiShona language at Salisbury University, he had been sent to a  mission station in northeast Rhodesia, after which he returned to Salisbury. In 1973, soon after the guerrilla war started, Scholz was told over supper one night by a fellow Jesuit visiting Salisbury from the Zambezi Valley about harsh counter-insurgency measures being used by the Rhodesian security forces. When Scholz informed the Justice and Peace Commission, there was considerable scepticism about the report. Scholz therefore decided to travel to the Zambezi Valley himself to ascertain the facts, bringing back first-hand accounts of security force brutality against civilians. With the support of the Justice and Peace Commission, he began documenting other cases. One volume was published in April 1975; a second volume, dealing with abduction, torture, and murder, was published in 1976. Shortly before a third volume was due to appear in 1977, the police raided the commission’s offices and arrested Scholz and other leading members, charging them with offences under the Law and Order (Maintenance) Act, a totalitarian measure used by the government to suppress its opponents. The charges were eventually dropped, but in 1978 Scholz was deported.

 

 

By 1979 the guerrilla war had spread to every rural area of Rhodesia. Main roads and railway lines were under frequent attack. White farmers bore the brunt, barricaded at night in fortified homes, living daily with the risks of ambushes and land mines. Despite the death and destruction that white rule had brought, Ian Smith remained obdurate. Only reluctantly did he accept the need for an alliance with the moderate African leader, Bishop Abel Muzorewa, giving way to him as prime minister in 1979; even then, so intent was Smith on showing that whites were effectively still in control that he undermined what little chance of success Muzorewa had of bringing peace.

As the war intensified, Britain launched one last initiative to find a solution, calling for negotiations at a conference to be held in  London. Once again Mugabe saw no need to attend. His guerrilla army, Zanla, was planning to embark on a new phase of urban warfare. “We felt we needed yet another thrust, and in the urban areas, in order to bring the fight home to where the whites had their citadels,” he recalled. The longer the war lasted, the greater were the prospects for achieving his revolutionary objectives.

Yet again Mugabe faced the wrath of African presidents. Both Samora Machel and Kenneth Kaunda insisted that so damaging were Rhodesian raids on guerrilla bases and supply lines in Mozambique and Zambia that they could no longer afford to support the war effort. Machel, himself a revolutionary leader in the war against Portuguese rule in Mozambique, was blunt: If Mugabe refused to go to London and explore negotiations, then he would close down the liberation war.

Mugabe was furious. “We thought they were selling out,” he recalled. “The front-line states said we had to negotiate, we had to go to this conference. There we were, we thought we were on top of the situation back home, we were moving forward all the time, and why should we be denied the ultimate joy of having militarily overthrown the regime here? We felt that would give us a better position. We could then dictate terms.”

Mugabe gave in and arrived in London in September 1979, a cold, austere figure who rarely smiled and seemed bent on achieving revolution, whatever the cost. While in exile he had repeatedly insisted on the need for a one-party Marxist state, threatened that Ian Smith and his “criminal gang” would be tried and shot, and warned that white exploiters would not be allowed to keep an acre of land. British officials, although acknowledging his intellectual ability, found him difficult to deal with. “Mugabe could be very unpleasant,” recalled Sir Michael Palliser, head of the Foreign Office. “He had a very sharp, sometimes rather aggressive, and unpleasant manner.”

For his part, Mugabe distrusted the British as intensely as they distrusted him. “I never trusted the British. Never at all. I did not  think they meant well toward us. In the final analysis, I do not think they wanted the liberation movement, and especially the one I led, Zanu, to be the victor.” At one point during the Lancaster House conference, Mugabe remarked caustically to British Foreign Secretary Lord Carrington: “It is we who have liberated Rhodesia—you are simply intervening now to take advantage of our victory.”

Against all odds, the conference stumbled towards agreement. However, at the final hurdle, Mugabe balked at accepting the cease-fire arrangements and made plans to fly to New York to denounce the Lancaster House proceedings at the United Nations. What stopped him was a direct warning given to him by an envoy from Samora Machel: If he did not sign the agreement, he would be welcomed back to Mozambique and given a beach house where he could write his memoirs, but Mozambique would make no further sacrifices for a cause that could be won at the conference table. In other words, as far as Mozambique was concerned, the war was over.

Mugabe was resentful about the outcome of the conference: “As I signed the document, I was not a happy man at all. I felt we had been cheated to some extent, that we had agreed to a deal which would to some extent rob us of victory we had hoped we would achieve in the field.”

The British plan, agreed to at the Lancaster House conference, involved sending out to Rhodesia a British governor, supported by a small team of officials, to hold the ring between an assortment of armies in the hope that the cease-fire would last long enough for elections to be held. It was a perilous venture, likely to explode at the point when the election results were announced.

The man chosen as governor, Christopher Soames, a Tory cabinet minister, had few apparent qualifications for the job. He had never been to Rhodesia or taken any interest in Rhodesian affairs and, as he admitted, his knowledge of the complexities of the conflict was slight. On his arrival in Salisbury on December 12, he  spoke of the task ahead in the manner of a Tory grandee: “I want to see the freest, fairest elections possible in this country . . . but intimidation is rife, violence is rife. . . . You must remember this is Africa. This isn’t Little Puddleton-on-the-Marsh, and they behave differently here. They think nothing of sticking poles up each other’s whatnot, and doing filthy, beastly things to each other. It does happen, I’m afraid. It’s a very wild thing, an election.”

Mugabe returned to Salisbury on January 27, 1980, nearly five years after his escape into exile, to be given a hero’s welcome by one of the largest crowds ever seen in Rhodesia. Banners portraying rocket grenades, land mines, and guns greeted him, and many youths wore tee shirts displaying the Kalashnikov rifle, the election symbol that Zanu wanted but the British had disallowed.

Mugabe himself was unexpectedly conciliatory. In Mozambique, shortly before Mugabe’s return to Salisbury, President Samora Machel had intervened to warn Zanu against fighting the election on a revolutionary platform. Machel himself was still struggling to overcome the massive disruption caused in Mozambique at independence in 1975 by the exodus of whites fleeing from the Marxist regime he had instituted. Addressing members of Zanu’s central committee, Machel was blunt. “Don’t play make-believe Marxist games when you get home,” he said. “You will face ruin if you force the whites there into precipitate flight.”

Consequently, Mugabe’s manifesto was stripped of all reference to Marxism and revolution. It spoke instead of the need to take account of “practical realities” such as the capitalist system, which could not be transformed overnight:Zanu wishes to give the fullest assurance to the white community, the Asian and coloured [mixed-race] communities that a Zanu government can never in principle or in social or government practice, discriminate against them. Racism, whether practised by whites or blacks, is anathema to the humanitarian philosophy of Zanu. It is as  primitive a dogma as tribalism or regionalism. Zimbabwe cannot just be a country of blacks. It is and should remain our country, all of us together.





This message of moderation was largely lost, however, in the uproar over intimidation that erupted at the time of Mugabe’s return. All three main parties—Mugabe’s Zanu-Patriotic Front, as it was now called, Nkomo’s Zapu, and Muzorewa’s United African National Congress—were adjudged guilty of using intimidation, but British officials considered Zanu-PF to be the worst culprit by far. In violation of the cease-fire agreement, Mugabe had withheld several thousand guerrillas from holding camps to influence the campaign. The scale of intimidation in eastern Rhodesia, according to British officials, was massive. Neither Nkomo nor Muzorewa supporters had been able to campaign there at all. “The word intimidation  is mild,” roared Nkomo. “People are being terrorised. It is  terror. There is fear in people’s eyes.” There were mounting demands for Soames to ban Zanu from participating in the election, as he was empowered to do under the terms of the Lancaster House agreement.

Four days after his return from Mozambique, Mugabe was summoned by Soames for a meeting at Government House, the residence he used in Salisbury. A sprawling bungalow of a type originally designed for Indian earthquake zones, it was surrounded by spacious gardens brimming with roses and exotic flowers that glowed after dark during the warm summer evenings. The ornate rooms, furnished with portraits of Cecil Rhodes, Queen Victoria, and other important personages; the fishponds; and the aviary reflected a gentility that had long since passed. Mugabe arrived in a convoy of battered vehicles crammed with armed bodyguards, who leaped out ahead of him. A British official stepped forward, his arms outstretched. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have guns in Government House. Perhaps your people would prefer to wait in the car.”

The meeting in the main reception room was icy. As Soames recalled: “I had the same picture that everybody had, that he was something of a Marxist ogre, and that he’d as soon slit your throat as look at you. And that he was ‘a bad man.’”

Soames remonstrated with Mugabe over his tactics of intimidation. Mugabe in turn pointed to intimidation by Muzorewa’s auxiliaries and the Rhodesian security forces. He saw the meeting merely as part of the British plan to thwart his campaign. “The governor is scared by the prospect of a win by our party,” he later said. “He would have preferred Muzorewa to win.”

Mugabe’s suspicions increased after two assassination attempts were made on his life. The first, on February 6, was clearly the work of amateurs: A grenade thrown at the house he had bought in the former white suburb of Mount Pleasant exploded harmlessly against a garden wall. But the second attempt, on February 10, nearly succeeded. As Mugabe’s motorcade was travelling from a political rally in Fort Victoria to the airport there, a massive bomb placed in a culvert on the roadside exploded only seconds after Mugabe’s car passed over. Mugabe was shaken but not hurt. In a memorandum Mugabe gave Soames two days later, he blamed the security forces for the assassination attempt and listed numerous examples of the ways in which, he claimed, the British authorities, acting in collusion with the Rhodesian administration, were trying to destroy his party. Their exchanges became increasingly acrimonious.

As the election approached, Soames was required to decide whether to take action against Zanu, either by banning it from areas directly affected by intimidation or disqualifying it altogether. The Rhodesian security forces, Muzorewa, and Nkomo all urged him to disqualify Zanu; even his closest advisers were in favour of a ban. But Soames eventually concluded that Mugabe was likely to win the election by such an overwhelming margin that imposing a partial ban would make little difference to the outcome and would wreck whatever chances there were of working with Mugabe to achieve an  orderly transition. The risk was that the Rhodesian security forces, furious at the prospect of Mugabe winning, might stage a coup.

The day before polling began on February 27, Soames called Mugabe to Government House, deciding that what was needed was a private meeting alone in his study to try to overcome the distrust with which he and Mugabe had viewed one another. There, Soames informed Mugabe that he would not be using his powers to ban polling or disenfranchise voters in any part of the country. “I think it’s in the best interests of Rhodesia that all parties start this election,” he said.

Mugabe was relieved but outwardly showed little reaction. Soames then steered the conversation towards the post-election period, asking how Mugabe saw the future. Mugabe paused. There would be no radical change, no hounding of the whites, no nationalisation, he said. He was deeply conscious of the shortcomings of his own team, their lack of political, administrative, and economic experience and skills. Independence should not come too quickly after the election. “I would like you to stay on for as long as possible,” he told Soames. They parted amicably.

There remained the possibility of a coup. With Soames’s encouragement, Mugabe invited General Peter Walls, the Rhodesian armed forces commander, to a private meeting later that night at his new Mount Pleasant home. There Mugabe asked him to stay on as armed forces commander if he won the election. Walls recalled: “I said to him, but how can I as an avowed anti-Marxist work for a person like you? He gave me a lecture on how the principles of Karl Marx were the same as Jesus Christ.” Unknown to Mugabe, Walls sent a message to the British prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, asking her to abrogate the elections because of intimidation.

Walls made one further attempt to block the election. On March 2, while the counting of the votes was still under way, he summoned two of Soames’s senior officials to a tense meeting at security force headquarters. “We asked that the elections be set aside, declared not free and fair,” he recalled. Other officers raged at what they considered  to be British perfidy. The two officials faced such a barrage of abuse that they feared a coup was imminent. Robin Renwick, Soames’s political adviser, recalled: “We said that we had promised a free and fair election—there has been an election which, broadly speaking, was free and fair, and we are going to help the government which emerged from it in every way we can.”

When the election results were announced on the morning of March 4, Mugabe’s victory was so overwhelming that arguments over the effect of intimidation became largely irrelevant. With 63 percent of the national vote, Zanu gained fifty-seven of the eighty black seats in parliament. More than anything else, it was a vote for peace. As most blacks well knew, any other result would almost certainly have led to a resumption of war.

The shock for the whites was all the more profound because they had been convinced, until the last minute, that either Muzorewa would win or at least an anti-Mugabe coalition would be possible. A black Marxist government had been their greatest dread all along; yet suddenly, so it seemed, one was upon them. Within hours, civil service resignations poured in; husbands phoned wives telling them to pack a bag and leave for South Africa; children had even been sent to school that morning carrying bags packed for flight in case rumours about the election results were true.

Less than twelve hours later, the panic began to subside. That evening Mugabe appeared on television; far from being the Marxist ogre the whites feared, he impressed them as a model of moderation. He called for stability, national unity, and law and order; promised that civil service pensions would be guaranteed; and pledged that private property would be protected. “There is no intention on our part to use our majority to victimise the minority. We will ensure there is a place for everyone in this country.... Let us deepen our sense of belonging and engender a common interest that knows no race, colour or creed.”

To most whites, who had never seen him before, Mugabe appeared  articulate, thoughtful, and conciliatory. What further mollified them was his decision to retain General Walls as overall commander of the security forces. The emphasis that Mugabe placed on his intention to build on existing institutions of state and to transform the capitalist system gradually, and his assurances that there would be no nationalisation of farms, mines, or industry, were not entirely trusted, but in view of what had been expected, the future of the whites seemed not as bleak as it had on the morning of March 4. Even Ian Smith, who only a few weeks before had denounced Mugabe as “the apostle of Satan,” now found him “sober and responsible.”

In the aftermath of the election, Mugabe turned regularly to Soames for help and advice, calling on him every day at Government House. At their first meeting, shortly after the election results had been announced, Mugabe arrived composed and calm but daunted by the magnitude of the task he faced, as Soames’s private secretary, Jim Buckley, recalled: “He said, ‘I have no experience of running a country and neither has any of my people. None of us has run anything and so we need your help.’” At a subsequent meeting, Mugabe asked Soames to stay on as governor for an extended period. “Soames said, ‘I have a job back in the UK, but we could stretch it to the end of the month.’ Mugabe said, ‘No, No, I am talking about maybe one, two or three years.’ Soames said, ‘sorry, but that’s totally out of the question.’”

Nevertheless, the help that Soames gave Mugabe in the weeks before Independence Day on April 18 was crucial in ensuring an orderly transition. For his part, Mugabe was profusely thankful. Soames, remarked Mugabe, was “so good a friend.”

“I must admit that I was one of those who originally never trusted him. And yet I ended up not only implicitly trusting him but also fondly loving him as well,” he added.

In the hours before midnight on April 17, 1980, political leaders and dignitaries from around the world gathered in a football stadium in Salisbury to witness the birth of Zimbabwe. Mugabe marked the  occasion with a speech pledging reconciliation: “If yesterday I fought you as an enemy, today you have become a friend and ally with the same national interest, loyalty, rights and duties as myself. If yesterday you hated me, you cannot avoid the love that binds you to me and me to you.” He said he would “draw a line through the past” to achieve reconciliation. “The wrongs of the past must now stand forgiven and forgotten. If ever we look to the past, let us do so for the lesson the past has taught us, namely that oppression and racism are inequalities that must never find scope in our political and social system. It could never be a correct justification that because the whites oppressed us yesterday when they had power, the blacks must oppress them today because they have power. An evil remains an evil whether practised by white against black or black against white.” He called for a new vision and a new spirit.

Zimbabwe, it seemed, was on the threshold of an era of great promise, born out of civil war but now bursting with new ambition. Mugabe himself was widely acclaimed a hero: the revolutionary leader who had embraced the cause of reconciliation and who now sought a pragmatic way forward. Western governments lined up with offers of aid. Amid the jubilation, President Nyerere of Tanzania advised Mugabe: “You have inherited a jewel. Keep it that way.”

 

 

Father Dieter Scholz returned to Zimbabwe in 1990 to work at Mary Mount Mission in a remote rural parish in Rushinga district, close to the border with Mozambique. The area had suffered heavily during the war. Father Scholz had first worked there as a missionary in the early 1960s and again in the early 1970s, just before the war began. He was shocked by what he found on his return:The price this remote district paid for the liberation of Zimbabwe was staggering. Four out of every five young men I had taught twenty years earlier and who had joined the struggle, had not come  back and no one knew where they had fallen and been buried. A whole generation seemed to be missing in Rushinga.





Equally shocking was the indifference of Mugabe’s government to the area’s plight. During the war the Rhodesian security forces had destroyed virtually all cattle, deliberately infecting them with anthrax as a communal punishment of the local population for supporting the guerrillas and to deny the guerrillas food. Ten years after independence, there was not a single head of cattle in the whole of eastern Rushinga. “Despite many promises, by 1990 the government had still not given the people a single cow or ox,” Scholz recalled. Peasants tried to plough their fields with small home-made hoes, harvesting barely enough to survive.

Each year, during the rains, we found the skeletons of Zanla fighters—sometimes in the bush, often in the fields and, on one occasion, crouching in a cave—but it was not until the 1990s that a cemetery was set up near Rushinga to give them a decent burial.

Party officials came and went. They promised to match every coffin which the Mission would donate with one of their own. With funds from abroad we paid skilled wood workers to make coffins. They were extremely well crafted. But when the time of the solemn re-burial came, only half the bodies could be laid to rest because the coffins promised by the party had not materialised.



In the capital, renamed Harare, the new black elite scrambled for property, farms, and businesses. Mugabe joined the fray, but his real obsession was not with personal wealth but with power. Year by year, he acquired ever greater power, ruling the country through a vast system of patronage, favouring loyal aides and cronies with government positions and contracts and ignoring the spreading blight of corruption. “I am rich because I belong to Zanu-PF,”  boasted one of Mugabe’s protégés, Phillip Chiyangwa, a millionaire businessman. “If you want to be rich you must join Zanu-PF.” One by one, state corporations and funding organisations were plundered. In the most notorious case, a state fund set up to provide compensation for war victims was looted so thoroughly by Mugabe’s colleagues that nothing was left for genuine war victims. An official inquiry into the scandal named prominent politicians, including cabinet ministers, among the culprits, but no action was ever taken against them. It was as if Mugabe and his inner circle had come to regard Zimbabwe as the spoils of war, for their own use.

Ordinary people meanwhile suffered the brunt of government mismanagement. By 2000, Zimbabweans were generally worse off than they had been at independence: average wages were lower, unemployment had trebled, public services were crumbling, and life expectancy was falling.

As opposition to his rule mounted, Mugabe struck back with increasing ruthlessness, determined to stay in power whatever the cost, just as Ian Smith had done. “I do not want to be overthrown and I will try to overthrow those who want to overthrow me,” he declared at a state banquet in 2000. Reverting to the role of guerrilla leader, he claimed his “revolution” was under attack from his old enemies: the whites, the British, and the West. It was the whites who were responsible for Zimbabwe’s economic plight, he told a party congress. “They are trying to sabotage the economy in their fight against the government.” He urged supporters “to strike fear in the hearts of the white man, our real enemy.”

In an attempt to bolster his popularity, Mugabe sent gangs of party activists—“war veterans,” as they were called—to rural areas to seize control of hundreds of white-owned farms for redistribution to peasant farmers. When the courts ruled the land seizures were illegal, Mugabe turned to vilifying judges: “No judicial decision will stand in our way,” he declared. Anyone who opposed him he threatened with reprisals. A Catholic archbishop who criticised  his conduct of government received death threats from the secret police. All black opponents he denounced as mere dupes of the whites, and he gave “war veterans” licence to attack and terrorise opposition supporters at will. The police were instructed not to intervene and often stood by watching violence and beatings take place. The campaign of intimidation by “war veterans” spread to factories, businesses, and offices; even foreign embassies and aid agencies whom Mugabe accused of supporting the opposition were caught up in the mayhem.

Year after year, Mugabe sustained his rule through violence and repression—crushing political opponents, violating the courts, trampling on property rights, suppressing the independent press, and rigging elections. In a speech in 2003 he warned he would use even worse violence if necessary, threatening to act like a “black Hitler” against the opposition. “If that is Hitler, then let me be a Hitler tenfold. That is what we stand for.”

 

 

In a pastoral letter sent to congregations all around Zimbabwe at Easter in 2007, a group of Catholic bishops spoke of the “deep crisis” the country faced after twenty-seven years of Mugabe’s rule. Among the signatories was Dieter Scholz, the newly ordained Bishop of Chinhoyi. The plight of Zimbabwe’s people, said the bishops, was pitiful. They faced mass unemployment, soaring inflation, hunger, and destitution. The health system had all but disintegrated; schools were in dire straits; public services had collapsed. Yet far from addressing their grievances, Mugabe’s regime responded “with ever harsher oppression through arrests, detentions, banning orders, beatings, and torture.”

In their agony, said the bishops, quoting a passage from the Book of Isaiah, Zimbabweans were asking: “Watchman, how much longer the night?”





[2]

THE MAKING OF A REVOLUTIONARY

LIKE MANY OTHER African independence leaders, such as Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere and Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda, Robert Mugabe was a product of the missionary system. From early childhood, his mentor had been the Catholic Church. He was born on February 21, 1924, in the “Christian village” at Kutama Mission in the Zvimba district, west of Salisbury, established by Jesuit Fathers for Africans who had been baptised. Both his parents were mission trained: His father was a carpenter; his mother, Bona, was a devout and pious woman who taught the catechism and the Bible. His Jesuit teachers were strict disciplinarians, and Mugabe himself developed a belief in the need for self-discipline that was almost puritanical in its intensity. “I was brought up by the Jesuits and I’m most grateful,” he recalled. “I benefited from their teaching enormously.” At one stage, his mother thought he might become a priest.

Catholic missionaries had set up their first “Christian village” at Chishawasha Mission on land given to them by Cecil Rhodes’s private commercial enterprise, the British South Africa Company, which had declared the occupation of Mashonaland in 1890 in the  name of Queen Victoria. The land was a reward for the role the Jesuits had played in accompanying the Pioneer Column of white settlers that Rhodes had sent across the Limpopo River to search for gold and extend the realms of the British Empire. Like all the land that Rhodes handed out to white settlers, the land at Chishawasha—some 12,000 acres—was acquired by dispossessing the local population. When the Shona rebellion against white rule broke out in 1896, only six years after the Union Jack had been hoisted near a hill called Harare, the mission station at Chishawasha, along with hundreds of white farms, was engulfed in the violence.

Once the rebellion had been suppressed, the Jesuits returned to Chishawasha, establishing a self-sufficient Christian farming community there. They built a school, a clinic, workshops, and a compound for African Christian families. Jesuits taught skilled trades such as carpentry, stonemasonry, shoemaking, and horticulture, while Dominican nuns concentrated on domestic science and child care. Chishawasha soon became a model for other mission stations that the Catholic Church established throughout Rhodesia.

Kutama Mission, an offshoot of Chishawasha, achieved a particular distinction. When Mugabe was seven years old, an Irish Jesuit, Father Jerome O’Hea, took charge as the new supervisor. A strong believer in education as the key to emancipation, he devoted his efforts and much of his personal fortune to founding a teacher training school and a hospital. Kutama’s reputation soon spread far afield, attracting students from across Rhodesia and from neighbouring countries. One of them, Lawrence Vambe, a journalist, recalled his time there in the early 1930s in his memoirs: “Here was young Africa, full of hope and zeal, brought together under the umbrella of this institution, where we were all trying to gain a deeper insight into the white world, as well as break away from our own tribal chains.”

As a child, Mugabe was secretive and solitary. He spent much time on his own, preferring to read rather than participate in sports  or other school activities. “His only friends were books,” his brother, Donato, recalled. He was remembered in particular for his serious demeanour—what Father O’Hea later described as “unusual gravitas.” Because of his aptitude for learning, he was invariably the youngest boy in his class. “I suppose the fact that he was younger and smaller may have kept him a little apart from everyone,” recalled a school friend, David Garwe. “I don’t remember him taking part in sport or school plays. He always seemed to enjoy his own company.”

At the age of ten Mugabe was struck by a family calamity. His father, Gabriel, left Kutama to find employment in Bulawayo but never returned, deserting his wife and six children for another woman, with whom he had three children. Mugabe, his brothers, and his sisters were consequently brought up in straitened circumstances by his mother and grandparents. “Mugabe has never forgiven him for that,” recalled a family cousin, James Chikerema, in an interview in 2000. In later years Mugabe lavished fulsome praise on his mother but never once mentioned his father. Even after he had been in power for twenty years, so little was known about his father and the circumstances in which he abandoned his young family that the local press still speculated about who he really was, whether he was perhaps a







































































At the independence celebrations in the football stadium in Salisbury, Nkomo and his wife, maFuyana, found themselves relegated to seats for lower-ranking guests: 
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