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T

hey were already casting their nets by sunrise. A cool dry air was blowing eastwards. Their clothes were sodden by morning dew. The group consisted of five members, led by Samuel Chindola. They were fishing along the Zambezi River on the Zambian side. All that fishing was an attempt to disguise their real motive. 

The winter period had ended. Warm weather was beginning to be felt. Sporadic winds blew, dropping withered leaves. In a week or two, growth hormones of trees that had been lying idle would become active again; making shoots to grow new leaves. 

Samuel Chindola beckoned for others to gather. He was donning a grey work suit.  

“Chenga,” called Samuel Chindola, “you know your route. Go up stream.” He took a deep sigh. Looking at Mwenga, he continued, “You Mwenga, take down stream. We will meet at seventeen hundred hours.”  

Promptly, Chenga and Mwenga obeyed their commands and left without saying any word. They had been doing the surveillance for the whole week in preparation for getting into Hurungwe Nature Reserve, in Zimbabwe. 

By now, Samuel Chindola was happy. Everything had been planned to perfection.  

“Mumba, bring all our equipment we left at Kafue. You should be here by midday,” he said peremptorily. His face was serene. 

Samuel Chindola cast his bulging eyes sideways; sighting a boulder nearby. He took three strides towards it, seating on top of it. He felt his trousers wet. The boulder was still cold and sodden by dew. By then, Samuel Chindola was left with Cleopas Zhanje, his number two men in importance. 

Hurungwe Nature Reserve was one of the biggest animal sanctuaries in Zimbabwe. It was situated northwest of the country, bordered by Mana Pools National Park on the east and Kariba town on the southwest. The sanctuary boasted of all fauna and flora from chameleons to elephants, and rye grass to Musasa and Baobab trees. 

Mwenga, who had taken the downstream route in a canoe, was busy scrutinizing the Zimbabwean side. He wanted to check whether game wardens were patrolling the area. He saw no one. The area was quiet except two Hippopotami, a bull and a cow, which were grazing on the Zambezi banks. 

On the upstream route, Chenga continued fishing using five mechanical fishing rods. Each rod consisted of a dried reed, three meters long twine, a hook and bait in the form of a worm. Changing one rod after another, he caught none. How could he catch fish when he continuously pulled out the rods out of water? His mind was not on fishing, but his eyes were busy scouting for any game wardens that were constantly patrolling the sanctuary. That surveillance was his daily task. Satisfied that no game warden was in the vicinity, Chenga made a U-turn at fifteen hundred hours. 

Time was moving very slowly. When everyone had gathered, Chindola spoke, again, his face serene. “We all know what we’re supposed to do. We didn’t spend the whole week here preparing for nothing.” He shifted his gaze from one member to another. When he saw that they all bobbed their heads in unison, he continued. “Is there any question?” Mumba, whose body was aching from carrying heavy loads on his shoulders from Kafue to Zambezi River, asked, “When are we leaving?” 

Chindola heaved a heavy sigh before responding, “We leave at ten o’clock tonight. But as of now, you can take a nap, if you wish. I can see that your eyes are drooping with sleep.” 

The hours dragged slowly before their time approached. At exactly five minutes to ten, Samuel Chindola jabbed Mumba who was deeply asleep. Mumba ignored him. After another attempt, Samuel Chindola poked his fingers into Mumba’s ribs.  Pain quickly shot into his head. 


“You’re hurting me!” Mumba groaned. 

Other members were awakened by Mumba’s whimper. 


“Up, up, gentleman!” Samuel Chindola shouted, shaking his comrades one by one. “It’s time to get moving. Beds are at home, not here,” he taunted. 

A minute or two slipped by before anyone acted. 

Immediately, Samuel Chindola’s eyes glittered with anger. His voice was hoarse. “Do you still want to go?” 

Everyone got up, waiting for further commands. Samuel Chindola, a giant man, brown in complexion, with a clean shaven head, summoned Cleopas Zhanje, “Bring forward our coracles.” When the coracles had been brought forward, it was time to set off towards Zimbabwe. 

Pulling his coracle towards the water, Cleopas cried deliriously, “This water is very cold!” He got into the coracle, edging forward. “Come on guys!” He beckoned to other crew members who were still rooted on their spots. “Don’t you want to go, gentleman?” he asked, hoarsely. 

Samuel jumped onto a two men coracle that he was sharing with Mumba. They began rowing forward. A deafening silence ensued. When they had travelled for about fifty metres Chenga’s canoe started drifting away. Samuel Chindola’s fiendish temper flared. “What’re you doing, Chenga?” He had been taken aback by Chenga’s naivety. 

“I think Chenga hasn’t sobered enough,” Cleopas retorted, trying to defend his colleague. “Chenga, please, wash your face with that cold water. It will invigorate you.” 

They all stopped rowing, waiting for Chenga to catch up with them. It was after five minutes when he caught up with them. “Chenga, please, don’t force me to take drastic measures against you,” Samuel Chindola threatened, his face flooded with anger. “This isn’t time to take up squabbles. We’ve better things to do.” He wiped sweat on his face using his right hand. 

No one spoke till they were reached the other side of the Zambezi River. When they were approaching the riverbank, they halted their coracles. Putting their ears on the ground, they listened for any sound. Peeping in all directions, they saw nothing. Satisfied that everything was all right, they quickly rowed their boats inland. 

“Come, come, please,” Samuel Chindola whispered, alighting from his coracle. 


Others followed suit. 


Picking up their belongings, they hastily sank their canoes. “Hurungwe Nature Park, here we come!” Mumba silently told himself, his heartbeats increasing. 

The Zambians were good in making coracles, light in weight but strong. They could carry heavy loads. They were made of small ribs of wood covered with strong stretched crocodile skins, knitted together. As they knew that the Zambezi River was infested with crocodiles, they had a belief that the crocodile skins on the canoe’s sides would make the reptiles docile. No harm would befall them as long as they were in the coracle. Also, by tying a part of the crocodile skin on their shoulders, one would swim in the river without posing any danger to one’s life. It was as safe as swimming in one’s swimming pool. 

Taking their luggage in their hands, they waited for further instructions. A grave silence passed. Samuel Chindola heaved another sigh. “We head straight into Zimbabwean territory. We’ll walk in a single file, following tracks used by animals,” Samuel Chindola paused, taking another check at any sound. “We don’t want to give the game wardens a hint that we’re here.” Pulling his bag near him, he pulled the zip off, retrieving round-soled sandals. He gave each of his companions a pair. The round soled sandals were a disguise to game wardens. The wardens would mistake the prints with the elephants` spoors. 


Also they wouldn’t know the direction taken by the poachers. Under cover of the night, they slunk away. 


Samuel slowed down his pace, gingerly putting down his luggage. It consisted of a crossbow, a number of arrows, two Winchester rifles, one AK-47 Rifle and some ammunition. The journey had taken them almost four hours on foot. “Oh, how time flies!” he exclaimed, peering at his watch. “Now, it’s quarter past two. We’ve to find somewhere to rest.” Other members were equally tired but could not bear to tell their leader to take a rest. “We should hustle before the sun sets; otherwise the game wardens will catch up with us.” 

Cleopas Zhanje knew the Hurungwe Nature Reserve as he knew the palm of his hand. He had entered into the sanctuary immemorial times. 

“There is a cave nearby. We only need about an hour’s walk,” he said, picking up his luggage. Mumba looked sharply at him, before reluctantly following behind. “If we clamber two more hills, we’ll be there, almost.” He hurled himself forward. After a distance, he looked back, glaring at Chenga, who was staggering behind. 

Samuel Chindola waited for Chenga who was dragging his feet slowly. “Do you want to return to Zambia, Chenga?” He swore, anger building in him. He gave Chenga no time to answer. He kneed Chenga in the groin. Another blow hit him on the cheek, knocking him down. He dropped on a Mimosa thorn shrub. His eyes glistened with tears. If it had not been Cleopas who quickly intervened, Chenga would have lost a set of his front teeth. 

“This is his first time,” Cleopas consoled. “He is still learning.” He took Chenga by the hand, shoving him forward. “He should’ve learnt that by now,” Cleopas sneered back. He waved Cleopas to lead the way. After that, no one spoke, until they reached the cave. At the entrance, Cleopas took out his crow-bow, squatted down, peering at the minute spoors. He scooped a little soil by his forefinger, sniffed and got choked in the process. He sneezed, wiping his dwarf nose by his shirt collar. He sneezed again, his eyes darting in all directions. Bobbing his head to himself, a twinkle of smile covered his face. He entered. His eyes were rotating in all directions as those of a Chameleon. 

All that time, others were routed outside. When they were beckoned to get inside, they trotted in as sheep flocking into their pen. 

“Rest at last!” Mumba sighed, giving out a whoop of laughter despite the ogle look shown to him by Samuel Chindola.” I’ll sleep for only five minutes, nothing more, I promise.” He smiled impishly at Samuel Chindola. Using his luggage as a pillow, he lay on the ground. 

“Sleep at your own risk. None is going to wake you up when we leave this place,” Samuel snapped remorselessly. “At five in the morning, we leave this cave.” 

Mumba was already snoring when Samuel Chindola had finished talking to him. “I mean it,” Samuel Chindola said, showing a haggard look. “No one is going to wake you up. You will become meat of lions on your own”, he coughed slightly, clearing a throat that had been choked by saliva. He looked dubiously at Mumba before taking out his machete, feeling its double edges with his fore-finger. 

All along, others were silent, only listening attentively to him.  “What’s next?” Cleopas enquired. He craved a sleep too badly. 

“Phew!” Samuel Chindola breathed, “I surmise Mumba is a bit correct. It`s better we take a sleep. After that we would gain our strengths back.” He bowed his head biting his lower lip in the process. “I guess we should rest the whole day. At five in the late afternoon, we resume our journey. Elephants would be easier to locate on their way to water holes.” He tried to smother a yawn, but his eyes were itching for sleep. 

At three in the afternoon, Mumba woke Samuel Chindola by whimpering in sleep. Abruptly, Samuel Chindola grabbed his Winchester rifle. He put it down when he saw that it was 

Mumba. There was no need to sleep again. “It’s better we wake up, gentlemen. There is no need to sleep twenty hours a day like a lion,” Samuel Chindola suggested. He took out his canteen, gulping water from it. Other members got up, and took turns to swig from the same canteen. 

“I’m now fit,” Mumba boasted. He stood up, smiling enchantingly at everybody. “A good nap is the best medicine for exhaustion.” 

“We’ll see,” Samuel Chindola taunted. He glanced at his chronometer for the second time around. ‘Time to set off again.” Everyone got onto his feet, moving in a single file. Samuel Chindola was in front with Cleopas behind everyone. They walked for about thirty minutes before they halted. Listening attentively, they heard a car whizzing away. 

There’re game wardens,” Cleopas whispered under cover of sprouting Mopane shrub. 

Mumba was trembling with fear. “What can we do?” he asked 

“Never mind,” Samuel consoled, his voice calm. “They’re going away for good. They won’t return till tomorrow morning. From now onwards, we do what we want. The sanctuary is ours.”  

They waited for ten minutes before they resumed their journey towards the waterhole. 

Cleopas Zhanje saw himself being touched by Mumba. 

“What’s the matter with you, Mumba? Remember, we’re in a foreign land.” 


Mumba was speechless. 


His numbed hand was raised up slowly. What he saw drained all the existence out of him. A Kudu was struggling to extricate itself from a python’s tangle.  

“What type of snake is that?” Mumba asked, his voice quivering, his knees giving away with fear. 

Cleopas Zhanje moved forward,” There’re two types of snakes that kill their prey in that way. It might be a Python or a 

Boa Constrictor,” explained Cleopas Zhanje, not quite sure. 

They all looked sharply at the reptile. It twisted its body, strangling the Kudu tightly. The Kudu tried to wrestle, but was overpowered. The reptile coiled its body around its prey, suffocating it in the process. The Kudu’s life ebbed away slowly. The snake twisted its body one more time, a cracking sound of bones being heard in the process. It began to use its tongue to lick the carcass. 

‘“Let’s move away,” Samuel said, waving away his right hand. “We’re wasting precious moments by looking at that snake that has already found its prey. Like that reptile, we should make our own kill today.” 

They walked away. The water holes were drying up with the onset of summer, known by high temperatures, especially in the Zambezi Valley area. The five men knew in their hearts that in order to make a killing, they had to find a waterhole that was frequented by animals. That waterhole had to be big in size to enable elephants to bath and drink. 

They lurked behind a Muhute shrub, a tree that was evergreen all year round. They laid on their stomachs, their ears glued to the ground for any animal sound. Attentively, their eyes were focused on many paths leading to the waterholes. After what appeared like a decade, a small herd of Zebras approached the waterhole. One by one, they scouted the waterhole. Sniffing their noses in the air, they came closer. A bull that was leading the herd dipped its hind-legs in shallow water, lowered its head, gulping thirstily. 

The hunters didn’t want to deal in such type of animals; they were of no commercial value. After quenching their thirst, the herd of Zebras quickly disappeared into the sparse bush. 

A pair of antelopes rambled along. They suspiciously approached the waterhole. Peering for any danger, especially from predators like lions, they trotted in. Their legs barely touching the pond, they began drinking. 

When it was becoming pitch dark all members but Samuel were becoming restless. 

“Why can’t we...” Mumba was cut short. His body was aching from cramp. 

Nearby, a fearful trumpet sound of elephants was heard. “That’s what we’ve been waiting for!” Mwenga whispered excitedly. 

Slowly and carefully, the hunters walked gingerly towards the direction from where the sound had emanated from. Approaching the water hole, the hunters sought the area they could see clearly. 

Fearing nothing, a herd of elephants approached the waterhole. They were uprooting small trees, selecting tender leaves, munching noisily. A leading bull dived into cool, clean water, darkening it with greyish mud. 

All the seven elephants stopped drinking. They had picked up a human scent. For a while, the elephants remained rooted on their spots, trying to ascertain the intruders. They resumed drinking after concluding that there was no danger in the vicinity. 

The five hunters laid down their heads when they saw that elephants had picked up their scents. They only raised their heads when they heard the elephants bathing. 

“What can we do now?” Mwenga asked excitedly, raising up his gun. The prospect of getting rich quickly was boiling up in his head. “Kill them?” 

“Not now, Mwenga,” Samuel Chindola whispered sententiously. “We’ll make our kill when they finish drinking water. If we try to kill them at that spot, their carcasses would be spotted easily by game wardens.” 

The herd was small, only seven elephants, including three calves. Four elephants appeared to have forgotten about the human scent they had picked up earlier. They continued bathing for a quarter of an hour before drinking up for the day. 

Mumba was losing patience. He wanted to shoot them there and then. He did not want to lose the promised two hundred thousand American dollar bounty. If it were not Samuel Chindola who jabbed his ribs, he would have fired a shot. “Not so quickly, Mumba.” Samuel Chindola snapped. “We follow instructions, please learn that. Put down that gun! Do you want to get us caught by Game Wardens?” 

Mumba quickly dropped his rifle. The elephants took flight on hearing the sound of a falling rifle. The five hunters followed them at a distance. When they had entered the jungle for about twenty metres, Samuel beckoned for everyone to halt. 

Setting the arrows on the bows, the hunters took aim. Samuel counted up to three. Immediately, the triggers were released, discharging poisonous arrows. At first, it appeared as though no elephant had been hurt. After a few minutes, three elephants, one of them a calf, lay dead. 

Samuel arrived first at the scene, followed by Cleopas. Each one of them removed machetes from their sheaths, cutting off the tusks. Thick blood gushed out, dyeing the ground from grey to red. Green-Bomber type of flies had already invaded the area. “I told you before that we were going to make our kill. There we’re!” Samuel said triumphantly. He handed his other tusk to Mumba to carry, and Cleopas handed his tusk to Mwenga. 

Seeing Chenga walking barehanded, Mumba enquired, “Why can’t Chenga carry that calf. We can sell the meat in 

Kafue.” 

Samuel Chindola was incensed by Mumba’s statement. He cursed fiercely, “You’ve a lot to learn, Mumba. We didn’t come here to hunt for meat. Carry it at your peril. Do you want to be caught by game wardens while slaughtering that calf? Please,  


Mumba, set your priorities right.” They walked in silence. 


“We’ve to hustle to reach the border before dawn,” Samuel said, after pondering what action to take. 

Though the tusk was heavy, Mumba didn’t complain. He was gazing at it with great interest. It was Mwenga who was always lagging behind. 

Cleopas looked back. “Why don’t you exchange with 

Chenga if you feel that you’re tired, Mwenga?” 

Mwenga transferred the tusk over to Chenga’s shoulder. The journey was spent in silence. On approaching the Zambezi River, the five hunters stopped, listening for any sound. Satisfied, they approached the riverbank. 

Mwenga was annoyed to find himself the one to retrieve the coracles from the water. At that early hour of the day, the water was still very cold. Pulling up his trousers, he dipped his feet into the water. A cold tingle shot through his body. Groping with a right hand, he felt the canoe. A giant stone was removed, tilting the canoe upside down. All the water was removed. He shoved it to the banks. He did the same to all coracles till he retrieved them. 

Samuel Chindola’s coracle carried two tusks, Cleopas’ one and the fourth tusk by Chenga. They rowed their canoes very fast, arriving on the other side of the river after fifteen minutes. Landing on the Zambian soil, the five hunters whisked away their bounty, disappearing towards Kafue. 

Whilst events were unfolding at the wildlife sanctuary, Warden Charles Mills spent two days in Harare, the capital city of Zimbabwe, two hundred kilometres, south east of Kariba. The Deputy Director of the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Management, Lawrence Ruzvidzo had invited him for a meeting. After the meeting, Warden Charles Mills hastily returned to the Hurungwe Nature Reserve. 

“Francis, Francis!” Warden Charles Mills called, knocking on the door. 

Immediately, Warden Francis opened his door. He had already woken up. “When did you return from Harare?” he asked, ushering in his mentor. 

“Yesterday night, around eleven,” Warden Charles Mills retorted. “Time to go.” 

They carried a basketful of food into a Land Cruiser. Time was around five o’clock. The weather was cool with a clear blue sky. 

“In time, we might see late nocturnal hyenas and jackals wondering home,” Warden Charles Mills said, accelerating. 

The headquarters of Hurungwe Nature Reserve was situated southwest of Chirundu border post, five kilometres due south of the Zambezi River. It consisted of one block of offices and twelve chalets used to house Game Wardens. 

The two wardens took a dust road leading to the Zambezi 

River. On the way, Warden Francis enquired, “How did your meeting with Lawrence progress?” 

Lawrence was a Deputy Director of Tourism and National Parks. 

“I’ll narrate everything on our way back to HQ.” Warden Charles said, his mind preoccupied with security matters which were appearing porous, in spite of the many patrols. 

The Gota-Gota Hills, due east of Hurungwe Nature Reserve HQ, could be partially seen because of dense fog. Greyish blue smoke was emitted into the air. With the increase of temperature as the day progressed, all that mist would evaporate. 

A pair of jackals approached the road. They stood still, looking at the approaching vehicle. Their nostrils were raised up. On catching the whiff of burnt diesel, they disappeared into the jungle. 

“When you can’t see those nocturnal animals, know that you’ve woken up late.” Warden Charles Mills said, breaking a silence that had taken them almost a quarter of an hour. “Really?” enquired Warden Francis. “I didn’t know that.” “With time, you will come to know everything about nature,” Warden Charles Mills added, and then
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