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    Praise for The Black Victorian


    The Black Victorian is written with an unrelenting graciousness and lack of political piety which might be a hallmark of Zimbabwean style on and off the page, and with a feeling for the country’s colonial and post-colonial disorders that few historians have ever matched. Highly recommended as an expression of the art of non-fiction and a guide to the life of Robert Mugabe, which was always more of a tragedy to others than to himself.


    – Imraan Coovadia, University of Cape Town 


    There have been many books about Mugabe – this one is special because it is finally told through the eyes of a black Zimbabwean. With that comes a perspective that sits in the continuum of African history and positions the reader on the streets, in the homesteads in Kutama, on the platform of the Salisbury train station, or the avenues of contemporary Harare. Mugabe’s tale is told in the context of his own world, with the metaphors, parables and proverbs of African language and culture, sometimes insightful, often tongue-in-cheek. Told through the stories of his friends, confidants, relatives, critics and colleagues, it’s a 360-degree insider view that we haven’t read before where we catch glimpses of the indecipherable twists and turns of Mugabe’s soul. In the midst stands the author, an ordinary citizen whose memories are buffeted by witness of the presidential motorcade and the crumbling of the Zimbabwe dollar. Unable to hold back his personal perspective, Percy’s language dances with descriptive agility. It’s a page turner.


    – Chipo Chung, Zimbabwean actress and activist 


    Percy Zvomuya has achieved what has been missing in the burgeoning biographies and autobiographies of those leading figures in Zimbabwe’s liberation history. Mugabe has been a presence that is absent. He left no memoirs. Zvomuya has dared to venture where even Mugabe left without telling us anything. This is a well-researched and excellent biography. 


    – Dr Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni, University of Calgary


    This is more than the story of just one man. It is a compassionate yet shocking portrait of the promising young country, Zimbabwe, and how, over time, she was hoodwinked and ultimately trashed by her beloved and brilliant son, Robert Mugabe.


    – Judith Garfield Todd, Zimbabwean writer, activist and freedom fighter 


    The last time I counted there were 27 biographies about Robert Mugabe. Forget them. If you have them, throw them out. Zvomuya’s wealth of philosophical, anthropological, folklorist, linguistic, historiographical, and poetic talents are brought to bear on a political biography that bares Mugabe’s enigmatic soul as has no other.


    – Prof David Moore, University of Johannesburg


    What a biography should be! This is not a story about a man; it is about a man and his time, place, country, and region. Zvomuya’s impressive research creates a compelling history of southern Africa’s pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial eras. It deftly contains over a century’s worth of social, political, and cultural history – a truly awe-inspiring accomplishment! 


    – Dr Siphiwe Ndlovu, author of The Theory of Flight


    Only Zvomuya could write this evocative rendition of Robert Mugabe’s life. It is a recovery of a Zimbabwe beyond current caricatures that leaves you feeling like you have lived through sixty years of Zimbabwe’s evolution, from when adult African men were called cook boys in Southern Rhodesia to the bountiful days when there was enough sadza and nyama, from the former tribal reserves, the Mhondoro Tribal Trust Lands, to the later years when we see the presidential motorcade navigating the decaying streets of Harare. The Black Victorian is an insider’s take, told with the ease of a calm and sharp observer who has sat with state officials, diplomats, the who’s who of the elite, but also recounted from the vantage point of ordinary Zimbabweans. Zvomuya’s language is poetic, steady and frank in true African griot form, but it does not despair. It captures the absurdity of the hand dealt by history where we realise that our African hopes and dreams were staked on decrepit chancers and fools, men who found themselves with the levers of state power and no concept of self-restraint. This is a portrait of a difficult man who, in spite of his learned pretensions, simply could not let go of power. 


    – Nomalanga Mkhize, Nelson Mandela University


    The Black Victorian unpeels the layers of Mugabe’s life and times to reveal how he became the apex predator of the nationalist movement in Zimbabwe. It chronicles the development of his personality from the Christian village established by the Catholic Church in rural Zimbabwe to his overthrow by his former comrades. These stories, vividly narrated, portray a calculating and secretive loner, who would never reveal his intentions until he knew everyone else’s, playing his cards close to his chest, while never forgetting or forgiving a slight. As a result, he will not be remembered as a heroic nation builder, no Mandela moment of bringing people together to rally around a common vision. From the interviews this book presents oral history at its best, with a range of diverse voices telling their versions of the Mugabe they knew, yet no one really knew. The book shows us how complex and hidden he was despite being in the public gaze for more than 40 years.


    – Farai Madzimbamuto, University of Botswana


    This well written book unpeels the layers of Mugabe’s life and times to reveal how he became the apex predator of the nationalist movement in Zimbabwe. The book is well researched with extensive written and oral sources. It chronicles the development of his personality from the Christian village established by the Catholic Church in rural Zimbabwe to his overthrow by his former comrades. These stories, vividly narrated, portray a calculating and secretive loner, who would never reveal his intentions until he knew everyone else’s, playing his cards close to his chest, while never forgetting or forgiving a slight. As a result, he will not be remembered as a heroic nation builder, no Mandela moment of bringing people together to rally around a common vision. From the interviews this book presents oral history at its best, with a range of diverse voices telling their versions of the Mugabe they knew, yet no one really knew. The book shows us how complex and hidden he was despite being in the public gaze for more than 40 years.” 


    – Farai Madzimbamuto, Zimbabwean retired professor of medicine, University of Botswana


    You see he was a conservative by background and upbringing and he was a conservative communist, and that’s a very common psychological type. Ever met them? The person who becomes a revolutionary, but is a conservative in every instinct.


    – Doris Lessing, in an interview, 1983 

  


  
    


    To the memory of my mother, 


    Betty Dube-Murwira, who died too soon.
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    Train, carry me


    KENNETH KAUNDA AVENUE, a street at the southern base of Harare’s inner city, is more than a road. It is here on this thoroughfare, at the edges of the undulating Causeway plain on which the city was built, that uptown meets downtown. The avenue snuggles close to the railway, tying its fate to the steel tracks. 


    Zimbabwe’s train network, like the surrounding railway district, is now much neglected, yet there was a time when Kenneth Kaunda Avenue, or Railway Avenue as it was known before the first democratic elections of 1980, was the country’s ever-turning axis. The Victorian-style train station was at the centre of the constant movement of people and goods between the city and Beira on the Indian Ocean coast, and the main means of travel between Salisbury and Bulawayo, and beyond to South Africa. If you arrived for the first time in the big city on the overnight train, early morning found you on Railway Avenue. You stood on the street’s pavement, breathing in the crisp highveld air while surveying the city before the sun licked up its shadows and lit its nooks. And if you left Salisbury by rail on the night train for the last time, having failed to conquer it, or for better opportunities further afield, your last impressions of the ‘Sunshine City’, now cloaked in darkness, were from the vantage point of Railway Avenue.


    The fortunes of the railway and the adjoining area are today much diminished, a legacy of Robert Mugabe’s misrule, but this was not always so. When the train first arrived in the capital, Salisbury, in 1899, it was carrying the cargo of its own folklore. In the villages strewn on the Rhodesian plateau through which the train passed, it was immediately cast as evidence, if any was ever needed, of the white man’s wiles and inventiveness. The iron millipede was incorporated into catchphrases and verses, and its wail, ‘kweee kweee’, became a refrain in songs. ‘My home is far,’ goes one classic of the train songbook, ‘so far that I will reach it only at the onset of summer, so please, train, carry me.’1 


    Bulawayo was the first major settlement in Southern Rhodesia to be connected to the outside world when the rail tracks from Vryburg, in South Africa, reached the southern region of Matabeleland in late 1897 after years of delay. Its ambitions to be declared the main city of the colony were not to be realised. No matter, for the residents of the town were ecstatic and, as if borrowing from the pen of epic poets, the town crier, the Bulawayo Chronicle, crowed: ‘Today is the parting of the ways for Matabeleland, the relegation of the old method of transport to the past and the beginning of civilization in its entirety.’2


    These years in which the train was introduced were a time of great upheaval. A few years earlier, in 1890, the land on a plateau between the Zambezi in the north and west and the Limpopo in the south had come under the control of white settlers of British origin. The whites had come with new ways of transportation: the mule-drawn coach, instantly mythologised in the classic folk tune ‘Chemutengure’. In their brutal war of pacification of 1896–1897, not long after they had settled, they deployed a weapon of war never seen before, the recently invented Maxim gun. They also brought the watch – chiringazuva – a contraption on the wrist that watched and tracked the sun. Those-without-knees, vasina mabvi – because the white man wore trousers, covering his knees – even introduced a new god. The sheer insolence of it all. Out went musikavanhu zambe, the god and creator the African had known and worshipped since the beginning of time through the intercession of spirit mediums and ancestors.


    One of the early converts to the new religion – Christianity – was the family of Bona, the woman who would become the mother of Robert Mugabe. Bona was born in Chishawasha, north-east of Salisbury, probably around the time the train reached the capital. Her birthplace was a Catholic mission station, the oldest Catholic mission station in Mashonaland on land donated to the church by the British-South African business magnate and empire man Cecil John Rhodes. According to Robert Mugabe’s friend, the Jesuit priest Fidelis Mukonori, Bona was ‘one of the first girls to be educated, to be able to read and write’. She must have been born around the time the school for girls was established – a few years before the turn of the twentieth century. It was at Chishawasha where Bona was confirmed and baptised. 


    In 1908, together with her parents and other African converts, the vaShawasha – the people of Chishawasha – decided to move to Zvimba, about 80 kilometres south-west of Salisbury. In those days, when the country was sparsely populated, there was land for everyone, including the recently arrived vaShawasha. After a while, they sent word to the mother church in Chishawasha: we need a minister. 


    Given that Mugabe’s government would one day preside over the destruction of the train as a means of transport, it’s not without irony that the decision to site a new mission station at Kutama, where the future president would be born, was contingent on the village’s proximity to the train tracks. Kutama was the village nearest the recently laid railway connecting Salisbury and Bulawayo, the country’s two main towns. So, it was decided that this village would be the site of the Catholic Church’s new mission in the heart of Shona country.


    Before the arrival of the whites, the land on which Kutama Mission was built had been under the rule of the people of the Gushungo clan. In their story of origin, the Gushungo, just like the other Bantu-speaking peoples, had trekked from Guruuswa, the mythical land of tall grass in the north. As they traversed the forests, one of the travellers could walk no more. Bidding farewell to the others, he said, ‘Makumbo angu azvimba [My feet are swollen]. Proceed; I will remain here.’ Zvimba, the Shona word for ‘swell’, became his new name and that of the territory he came to control; and Gushungo, the name by which Mugabe would later be affectionately known, his clan name.


    On their arrival at Kutama, Mugabe’s future mother Bona, her parents and others were given a warm welcome and allocated land. It was at Kutama – a cloistered Christian village whose residents were discouraged from communing with their ‘pagan’ brethren outside its perimeter – where on 18 August 1918 the carpenter Gabriel and the catechist and midwife Bona celebrated their wedding. It was a marriage in a time of influenza, for the year 1918, when World War I ended, was the year of the global pandemic, which the future president’s parents contracted. Unlike millions of others around the world who succumbed to the plague, they recovered. 


    Weddings, like Christianity itself, were a new phenomenon. Before the advent of the white man and his church, Africans arranged marital unions between families with long-standing ties, vematongo. The marriage itself was preceded by a slow, romantic dance mediated by aunts and uncles that culminated in marriage. The ceremony was marked by elaborate rites and the exchange of cattle, hoes and highly valued beads sourced from Portuguese traders. But that was in the old days. The old practices of the people were pagan, the African was told by the missionaries, and adherence to these ways was a sure way to damnation. The priest usurped not only the spiritual roles of the shamans and spirit mediums, but also the secular responsibilities of aunts and uncles as advisors. Was there a ceremony in the African’s life in which the priest didn’t play a starring role – whether to announce the banns of a marriage or a christening after a birth, or to administer extreme unction? To all these rites the self-assured clergyman rushed on his bicycle to preside over the proceedings, his cassock billowing in the tropical winds.


    Fidelis Mukonori told me Mugabe’s parents’ marriage happened this way: ‘The priests were happy with his father; the priests were happy with the mother. The priest superior said, “Gabriel, here is Bona, your future wife.” “Bona, here is Gabriel, your future husband.” And they both assented: “It is well, Father.”’ In his later years Mugabe spoke openly about how his parents had become a couple by priestly edict: ‘This is what happened to us, you were just arbitrarily paired with someone, you had no way of refusing.’ 3 Neither Mugabe nor Mukonori mentioned a rumour that the priests had thought the pious Bona would join the Dominican Order as a nun, or the even more scandalous story that she was stampeded into marriage because she was already pregnant before the official nuptials. Had that happened and had the priests known, she and Gabriel would have been banished from the grounds of Kutama.


    If Bona harboured hope of a religious vocation, it is sometimes said she transposed it onto her first-born, who arrived later that year, in September 1919. About eight decades later, talking to a reporter after her son’s triumphant return from Mozambique, she said that before she married Matibiri, a priest had predicted (prophesied?) that the names of her sons would reflect ‘vhangere raMwari’ – the good news of God. And so it was that her first-born child was the supremely gifted Michael, named for the archangel, the leader of the new God’s army; after him came Raphael, and then Robert Gabriel, named after his father and the angel of annunciation and also after a sixteenth-century saint, Robert Bellarmine, an Italian Jesuit priest who was also a professor and preacher. After Robert came Donatus, affectionately known as Donato, and then Sabina and Bridget. Of the six children, only the last four survived into adulthood. When Mugabe was small, he used to be called Bellarmine. As he grew up, he shed the latter name, but it clearly had particular significance to him as his last-born child, a son with his second wife, Grace, was called Bellarmine Chatunga. 


    Those who believe in fate, and also in nominative determinism, would find Mugabe’s names apt for someone who came to be the spokesperson for the cause of nationalism. This was, coincidentally, also the opinion of his mother. As she later said. ‘We named him Bellarmine, so now he is preaching the gospel of nationalism.’4 


    [image: ]


    The years just before Robert Mugabe’s birth were consequential for the politics of the young country. Given this background, perhaps it should not be a surprise that Mugabe became a protagonist in the nationalist movement. Three decades had passed since British settlers took over the land, renaming it Southern Rhodesia. Their hold over the territory was then unchallenged, even though it still remained an unsettled time. 


    No one felt quite at home: the natives, who in the future era of high nationalism would be called ‘children of the soil’, were now second-class citizens in the land of their birth. The newcomers, who were still trying to tap into the mystique of the newfound land, didn’t feel quite at home either; the colonists wanted to imprint their Anglo-Saxon stamp on a strange, stubborn country. They were also searching for a common identity as Southern Rhodesians, separate from the mother country, Britain. 


    The Rhodesian settlers wanted to fashion a new-made country, distinct not just from Britain, but also from South Africa. In 1922, just two years before the birth of Mugabe, a referendum was held in which Southern Rhodesians had the option of joining the Union of South Africa as its fifth province. In Southern Rhodesia itself, there were voices for and against joining South Africa. The Pioneer Column, the imperial force that invaded Mashonaland, had set forth from South Africa and included many people who had lived in the territories south of the Limpopo. It therefore made a lot of sense to join the Union that had brought together the Cape Colony, Natal, the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. Indeed, this was the wish of one of the high priests of the project, Cecil John Rhodes, whose imperial dream had been to establish a British presence on the continent from the table-shaped mountain in the Cape all the way up to the lakes of Uganda. ‘All this to be painted red; that is my dream.’5 But the colonists in Southern Rhodesia wanted to establish a distance between themselves and South Africa. They therefore chose to become a self-governing territory under the control of Britain. The biggest advocate of self-government was the lawyer Charles Coghlan, who duly became Southern Rhodesia’s first prime minister.


    The myth of the Rhodesian – ‘Rhodesians never die’ – must have begun in those days. Clearly, they were a hardy and resourceful tribe, pathfinders, determined to go it alone when becoming part of an existing state was an easier option. Yet, the real adversary of the settlers lay of course not outside the country’s borders, but within: the Africans, who had taken up arms and fought the invaders in their 1896–1897 uprising. Known in Ndebele as ‘umvukelo’ and in Shona as ‘chindunduma’6 – an onomatopoeic word derived from the ‘dhu-dhu-dhu’ sound made by the Maxim gun – the war had been brutally put down by the British occupation forces assembled by Rhodes. 


    A year after the referendum, settling the destiny of Southern Rhodesia as a nation in its own right, the young country was granted a constitution. In theory, because it promised equality and the right of all races to vote, it was a promising document. Yet in its requirements that one be able to fill in the voting application form without help in a society in which most Africans were not literate, that one had to have a certain income and own property, when all about the African’s land was being parcelled up by land-thirsty speculators – white farmers and the British South Africa Company itself – the document codified a status quo in which the white man was master and the African his servant.
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    In 1923, the year before Robert was born, the Mugabe family was allocated a piece of farmland on land owned by the Catholic Church and, in keeping with the Christian theme, then known as Nazareth. 


    January, to some Rhodesians, was a detestable month: ‘the rain it raineth every day, and the mud it mud-eth, to such an extent that the most easy-going of housewives is driven to distraction’.7 But to Bona, January 1924 was an auspicious month: the cobs were weighing down the maize stalks, ready to be cooked or roasted on an open fire. ‘The granary was bursting with the maize crop,’ she later said of her bumper harvest.8 However, these years of plenty would not continue for long, as the demand for land – the African’s land – was increasing. Since 1908, adverts had been placed abroad – in the United Kingdom, South Africa and other white dominions of the British empire – inviting white immigrants to come and settle in Southern Rhodesia. In these marketing notices Southern Rhodesia was described as ideal for the colonist. There was plenty of cheap land suitable for growing a variety of crops, and well-watered tracts ideal for cattle ranching, with 300 days of sunshine – a real paradise for people who came from a land of cold. 


    On a visit to England in 1924 from Persia (Iran), where Doris Lessing’s father worked as a banker, he went to the Empire Exhibition at Wembley, where the Southern Rhodesian stand had an alluring invitation: ‘Make your fortune in five years.’9 Lessing’s father, a romantic, then decided to quit his banking job and move to Southern Rhodesia, where the family acquired 3 000 acres of farmland in 1924 – the year Mugabe was born. The young Doris immediately identified with the land in Banket, not very far from where Mugabe grew up, on which she created her own pastoral idyll: ‘A white child, opening its eyes curiously on a sun-suffused land, a gaunt and violent landscape, might be supposed to accept it as her own, to take the msasa trees and the thorn trees as familiars, to feel her blood running free and responsive to the swing of the seasons,’ she later wrote.10 


    I have driven many times through this enchanting land – Lessing country – whose road verges are adorned with makeshift banners hawking ‘paffadder [sic] worms’ for fishermen who at weekends converge on dams in the area. The road is marked by sudden drops and rises and sharp curves. From the car window, one can see the land folding into boulder-strewn mountains or opening into rolling forested valleys which, Lessing said, were infested with so many poisonous snakes it’s a miracle she was never bitten.


    When Mugabe was of age, and began ranging over the surrounding pasturelands as a goatherd, he would also have begun making competing claims on the very same muhacha-dominated landscape. But the law, already tilted in favour of Lessing and other whites, was weighted again to the colonists’ advantage in 1930, when Mugabe was six. In that year, the Land Apportionment Act was passed. This law, the ancestor of all subsequent legislative efforts to dispossess Africans, gave legal approbation to white acquisition and hoarding of African ancestral land. It apportioned 41 million acres of the best land to whites, then just 5 per cent of the population, and 44 million acres to the remaining 95 per cent of the population. The result was the creation of large tracts of farmland on which, in the words of one beneficiary, ‘very isolated white farmers lived immense distances from each other’,11 while Africans were crammed into rock-strewn or infertile Tribal Trust Lands (or reserves). 


    On their ranches white farmers were lords, even the law itself, terrorising their black servants, whom they called ‘kaffirs’ or ‘munts’. When a farmworker was suspected of stealing from the baas or bwana, he was even sometimes tied to a tree and flogged. Some of the names by which Africans called these farmers – Mashumba, the lion; Kambama, a word derived from the Shona word for a slap; Chimpungura, ‘when he hits people, he hits them hard’12 – attest to their brutality, and reveal how they were feared and how Africans had accepted their position as servants. An anecdote recounted by Lessing is instructive: one day a young Doris and her brother were watching the Africans work on their farm (depending on the season, her father employed between 40 and 60 people). As the African workers toiled, they sang a work song. When she enquired from one of the workers what it meant, she was told, ‘They are singing this song saying, “We are tired, we’ve been working since very early, we are hungry and as usual the white baas and his sister are standing there watching us work, but it’s alright, it’s nearly Saturday, and we’ll get drunk and have a party!”’13 


    The fate of those not employed on the farms, who lived in what came to be called the Tribal Trust Lands, kumaruzevha, was not any better. Peasants in Mugabe’s village fell under the thumb of a capricious native commissioner whose surname was Yardley; to the villagers, Yardley was Pondombiri, Shona for ‘two pounds’, because whenever he levied a fine for any infraction, it rarely went beyond that amount.


    Of the white man, Mugabe later said: ‘He was the ruler to be obeyed. Whoever was white therefore not only had the power but also the privilege of demanding respect from every black. And so we feared the white man. After the defeat of the blacks [in the first war against the settlers] our parents and grandparents accepted rule by the white man as something unavoidable. There was no way we could get rid of the white man. He was power. He had guns. He had subdued everybody through the security forces. And therefore all we could do was to seek from him the removal of our grievances. If we could get some form of justice within the system, that was all that people sought to be achieved. And we accepted this as youngsters.’14 


    But it was not only the farmer and the native commissioner who were feared, but also the priest. Of the precarious place of the Africans who lived on ‘Christian grounds’, like the Mugabe family, the writer Lawrence Vambe later wrote that the church had real power over the affairs of the vaShawasha people. Any man, woman or family could be ejected from what were now church-owned lands for no reason at all and with no right of appeal. ‘It could therefore be said, putting it in crude, practical terms, that the church owned the vaShawasha people; its influence was overpowering. Like the air we breathed, the church was everywhere.’15 As at Chishawasha, so it was at Kutama.
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    Look where he is now


    NOW NOMINALLY AN ORDINARY citizen for the first time since 1980, Mugabe ended 2017 on an elegiac note. The mesmeric spell he had cast over Zimbabwean citizens was finally broken. But at least the loner could be alone, and the rhetorician could live in total silence. In his retreat at Blue Roof, not even the echoes of shrieks of glee and sardonic laughter from a city some cynics used to render as ‘ha-ha-ha-ha Harare’ could reach him. The people of Harare were not going to abstain from their pleasures on account of his personal tragedy. ‘Look at where he is now,’ his old friend George Kahari told me. ‘Now he is complaining that these guys in power are illegal. [In] what ways was he legal? He always rigged elections. So there is no difference between Mugabe and Mnangagwa. They worked together.’ Kahari also made a pointed observation: ‘People are more important than any individual, however strong you may be.’ He might have added that one day, as in the Shona proverb, the elephant can be felled by an ant. 


    Grace later spoke about what the coup had done to Mugabe’s sense of self: ‘After the coup d’état, Baba was never the same. He was devastated by the humiliating betrayal at the hands of people he had enabled and groomed. His “children” – Chiwenga and Mnangagwa – had brutally and shamelessly let him down … He could not eat. He refused to eat.’ He was ‘no longer interested in life’. ‘The coup d’etat killed him. It was a slow and painful death. After November 2017, he was a broken man. A shell of the man he used to be. All those things you used to tease him about doing, beyond the presidency of the country, such as writing his memoirs, he would not bring his mind to doing any of that. He had neither energy nor enthusiasm for anything. It was sad, sad, sad.’1


    And so, 2018 came and went. Just like the proverbial Tambaoga, the man who kept his own company, Mugabe lived out his final years in lonely splendour. It was his fate to end his days alone. Mugabe’s boon (and doom) was a long life. He lived long enough to see the Lilliputian minions grow into hulking giants. As if to mock him, his successors designated his birthday, 21 February, a public holiday, as Youth Day, beginning the process of making him ancestral even though he was still with us. Wheelchair-bound, he was unable to walk and was also plagued by cancer. He moved between Harare and Singapore, where the family had another home and which was closer to his doctors. In 2002, when he was asked how he would like to be remembered, he replied: ‘As the son of a peasant who took up the fight against colonial racism,’ and when he died, ‘he should just be remembered as a person who was content with what he had [and who] played his part in the shaping of the nation, the Zimbabwe nation, by the Zimbabwean people’.2


    When the end was nigh, one of the questions asked was whether Mugabe would be buried at the National Heroes Acre. That site had featured in one of his published poems. Of its occupants he wrote:


    Their undying struggle for national freedom


    Binds them, as much one unto another


    As indeed unto you there and me here,


    But forever bidding that, in equal manner,


    We solder with the fast element of unity


    My own freedom to yours and yours to another’s, 


    So the dappled labyrinth of national freedom


    Can forever fly and forever grow.3


    Would he be buried there? On 6 September 2019 it was announced that Robert Mugabe had died in Singapore. He eschewed burial, in his own words, ‘in the eerie silence of this sacred acre’4 at the National Heroes Acre, preferring the flatlands of his village, Kutama. He also didn’t want the man who had humiliated him to preside over his funeral. 


    Unusually, Mugabe has three graves: the untenanted grave next to his first wife, Sally Mugabe, buried at the Heroes Acre; the mausoleum that began to be constructed after his death; and the homestead grave in which he is actually buried, not very far from the hut where he was born. Speaking about the fortress grave, lined with thick slabs of concrete, steel plates and a perimeter wall, Mugabe’s relative Sophia Jaricha told me: ‘We are building that wall because [Emmerson Mnangagwa, his successor] wants to exhume him, we see his machinations. Britain, America, Europe want this man’s brain. The reason why we are securing him is because of the value of his brain which they want.’


    The former ruler’s decision not to be buried at the shrine on the hill of hyenas, Chikomo Chemapere – as its Iron Age settlers called it – troubled Father Fidelis Mukonori, his close friend, who told me that Mugabe had presided over the burial of many nationalists and guerrilla leaders who lay there. Mukonori asked: ‘How does he respond to the souls of those who departed before him who are saying, “You laid us to rest here at the national shrine and yet you are not here to join us. Why?” How will he answer?’
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    About the book


    For this definitive biography of Robert Gabriel Mugabe, Percy Zvomuya allowed the dust to settle after his subject’s fall from power and his death two years later in 2019. By doing so, he has gone far beyond the easy stereotype of the African nationalist who went from liberator to dictator, to create a complex portrait of a man who was always the outsider as a young man, as a leader of a revolutionary movement and as president of Zimbabwe.


    With infinite patience, Zvomuya spent over a decade tracing the life of a man almost synonymous with his country – first Rhodesia, then Zimbabwe. The curious figure of the black Victorian emerges as Mugabe’s fascinating contradictions are exposed. The author is highly critical of Mugabe and how he oversaw the devastating decline of Zimbabwe, but the reader will come away with a far richer and more nuanced understanding of the country and its people.


    Writing with an unparalleled grace and verve, Zvomuya has created a beautifully crafted and intimate portrait which is suffused with a deep social understanding of Mugabe and his times.
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