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92.4 Court Record\fn{by Khami (c.1890- )} Masvingo Province?, Zimbabwe (F) 1
*\fn{Rex versus Segwalagwala, charged with rape Preliminary Examination held at Gwanda on 29 October 1908 before C. M. Fletcher,
with a Shangaan interpreter, the accused being Shangaan. Evidence of Khami, 23 November 1908. The verdict is not recorded here .}
I am a Shangaan woman. I live at Segwalagwala’s kraal. About nine months ago I remember accused arriving
at the kraal. Accused met my father and said he and my father had been called to the Native Commissioner. Accused wanted to marry me and my father agreed but I was unwilling.
My father at first refused as the full lobola\fn{Bride-price; dowry.} had not been paid. Accused then assaulted my
father, throwing him down. My father agreed to give me up but wanted the lobola. £21 was paid but that was not
the full amount. When the assault took place I ran away into the veldt, staying away four days.
I eventually came back. Then my father told me I was to go to accused. I was then taken to him by my brother.
We were all afraid of accused.
I was then left with accused who beat me because I refused to sleep with him. During the night I again ran
away and was found by my uncle, Mogwana. I was again taken back to accused who said:
“Why do you bring her here? She will only run away again.”
I again ran away and was sent back. I would not go to accused.
I was then made to sleep with accused by him. He took me into his hut by force, putting his hand over my
mouth. I cried out but accused had connection with me against my will, holding me down. I said I was too young.
Accused effected his purpose. Penetration was complete. Makolo came when I cried out. He was living at accused’s kraal. He did not say anything.
The next day I left for the Native Commissioner's. Accused, Ngatzane and Mvuli came along as well. Along
the road accused again had connection with me by force. He threw me down. This happened five times. He effectted his purpose each time. We were nine days on the road. Each night I was in accused’s scherm. On each occasion he took me to his scherm. I did not cry out but said to accused he had no right.
We eventually got to the Native Commissioner’s but as he was away we went to the Blanket Mine first. While
at the Blanket Mine accused again had connection with me, catching hold of me by the throat. (Nail marks are
shown on witness throat.) I refused to have anything to do with him.
*\fn{27 November 1908}
When I was on my way in to report to the Native Commissioner and have the marriage settled accused threatened me with an assegai\fn{The short Zulu spear, used for thrusting in close combat.} he had. He said he wanted to have
intercourse with me and also said that unless I married him he would use the assegai.
When I came in to the Native Commissioner and was asked whether I would marry accused I refused. Later on
I again was questioned and again refused. This was when I had come back from the Blanket Mine. The Native
Commissioner then said I was to go back to my kraal and that accused was to have nothing to do with me.
Instructions were that I was to go back with my brother and I was handed over to him.
I heard the instructions to the accused given by the Native Commissioner and accused replied that he would
commit suicide for [me] as [I] was his wife and that he would poison [me]. I have never agreed to become accused’s wife. Everything he has done has been by threats.
Accused on the way home said he again wanted connection with me. I replied,
“Have you not heard the Native Commissioner’s instructions?”
After we left Gwanda accused took me from my brother close to our kraal and took me to his kraal and again
had connection with me. I had to stay with him two days and then ran away again to my father’s kraal but he had
left for another kraal as accused had threatened him; he was afraid.
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Later on I again saw accused and he said we should go to the Native Commissioner’s again. My father was
asked to come in but said as he had been hurt by accused he could not. My brother and uncle accompanied me and
appeared before the Native Commissioner. On the road up the accused again forced me to have connection with
him on several occasions and threatened me with an assegai.
We appeared before the Native Commissioner a second time and I again refused to marry accused.
My age is about 13 years. The lobola accused paid my father for me was paid about two years ago. Since I was
handed over to accused by my father I have been living with accused but have never agreed. He has another wife
at his kraal.
*\fn{She made her mark on the record before two witnesses}
92.100 Going To School\fn{by Qedabakwabo Moyo (c.1895-

)}

Matabeleland, Zimbabwe (F) 1

You\fn{This writing is preceded by the following note: This article was written and read on the last day of school at Mtshabezi
Mission by Qedabakwabo Moyo. She is the fourth child of her mother and the only one living, three died in infancy. Her mother died while
she was yet an infant, leaving her in care of her mother’s younger sister. Qedabakwabo does not know just how long she lived with her
aunt. She only faintly remembers her as she also died, and Qeda was left motherless the second time. Thus the meaning of her name is
Qedabakwabo (the finish of her people). After her aunt’s death she was cared for by her grandmother who is still living. She is about 21
years of age, has yielded her life to God, and is doing nicely as a helper in teaching the school .} who are at Mtshabezi today, I will
tell you of my life. I am an orphan and have been given a name which denotes misfortune. My name is Qedabakwabo. I have no matter to tell you of my orphanhood only to tell you the beginning of my life.
I want to tell you of my living in sin, my conversion and my learning to know God.
When I was still quite young we did not live at Matyiya (one of the out schools, her present home). Where we
lived at that time there was no Gospel, and I lived in sin and according to our heathen customs. After I had grown
a little, I desired to go and see my father who lived at Matyamhlope (near Bulawayo). I was only a little child, but
I asked my grandmother and she consented. Now my heart was pained, as going to see my father meant leaving
my grandmother, and this was hard for me as I loved her very much. It was arranged for me to go.
I went, and while there I learned to know what a week is. I also saw people go to meeting on Sunday, but I did
not want to go. My half brother asked me to go, but I refused. He then wanted to teach me from the speller (first
book); to this I consented and learned a little while there.
When I returned home, I found my people had moved near Matyiya school. I was glad. Before I went to see
my father, I did not want to learn; but now I desired to very much.
After a time I went to visit some friends who lived near a school of the London Missionary Society. Here I
found that some of my friends had repented. I desired to go with them to meeting, also to school. It was easy for
me to learn. It was at this place I learned to pray first.
Now I was sorry because my people had moved to Matyiya. I thought it would have been better had they
moved here; and it would be better to learn here, as I did not like the services at Matyiya because they testify and
here they do not.
When I returned home I found that my people had not yet repented, but were going to the services. I went
along to meeting to see how it was. After a time the more I went the more I wanted to go, and was glad when the
day came for service. Jesus was beginning to work in my heart, and I did not know it. Now I wanted to stop drinking beer, but I was afraid of the people; I was afraid they would find fault if I stopped drinking.
I went to school and found it was easy to learn; this increased my desire for learning. Now my heart began to
fear God. I had confessed all of my sins, but I loved Him and desired very much to leave the world and follow Jesus. I desired very much to know that my sins were forgiven. I stopped drinking beer and was no longer afraid of
the people. I loved the Lord and to sing praises to Him gave me much joy. I was tripped by Satan sometimes, as I
did not understand then as I do now. I was tempted very much with dancing, as I loved it and knew that my dancing pleased the people; also, I had much trouble with anger. After a time my love began to grow cold and I did
not love Jesus as I did before.
I first learned to know what a year is in 1915. In the beginning of this year our teacher said some of we girls
should go to the mission and go to school. I desired very much to go, but was afraid to ask the old people. One
girl went, this pained my heart. After a while some more girls went and this only increased my desire. I wanted to
be angry at the old people; still I was afraid to ask them.
I had not yet learned how many months there are in a year. At threshing time my half brother came to see me
and wanted to take me to see my father, who had now moved about seven miles from the mission. I was very glad,
but I cried because it meant leaving grandma again. I went and arrived safely. After a few days my brother asked
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me if I was going to the mission and learn, but I refused. Sunday came and I went along to the mission to services.
This was the first I saw Mtshabezi Mission. I saw the girls; now I desired very much to come soon. When we
arrived home in the afternoon, I told my brother that now I wanted to go and stay at the mission. He said:
“All right, speak to father.” I did; he said,
“All right, but you must go and tell your grandparents.”
They sent some one to accompany me, as they did not want me to go alone. My grandmother was very much
surprised, but could not refuse, because my way was open to go to school.
I returned to my father soon. My brother said,
“Now you must stay at the mission twelve months.” I said,
“No, I will stay four months.”
On my arrival, I was told to go and tell the missionary that I had come to stay; this I did. He said,
“All right, but the year is so near finished (August) now you will stay next year as well.”
I had it in my heart to stay four months, but was afraid to say so to the missionary, so I consented.
When I came here I was reading in the first book. I liked to learn, but the love of Jesus was not in my heart. I
liked to stay at the mission very much, but at the end of 1916 my people called me and I went home. By this time
the light of Jesus was beginning to come into my heart. I desired very much to return to school.
I prayed to the Lord and He opened my way. As I yielded to Him, He was near me. After I was baptized it
seemed like my strength was finished. I was surprised as I knew my sins were forgiven, and I had no condemnation, but it was hard to overcome.
I was like this until in July 1918 when the Holy Spirit came to dwell in my heart. Praise the Lord He is still
there, and now I have learned how to overcome by prayer and faith in Jesus. I thank Him for giving me the opportunity of knowing Him also remaining in school a long time. I desire that I may keep near Him and He abide with
me and be my guide until I die. I find the way of Jesus precious. I say the joy of the Way cannot be expressed.
288.163 Excerpt from The Rhodesia That Was My Life\fn{by The Rt. Hon. Sir Robert Clarkson Tredgold (1899-1977)}
Bulawayo, Bulawayo Province, Zimbabwe. (M) 9
1
It is not given to many to grow up with a country. Because their country was swept, of a sudden, from an ageold backwater into the main stream of world events, and that at a time when those events had assumed a tempo
unprecedented in world history, it happened to one generation in Rhodesia.
They saw towns, in which the more pretentious buildings were rough brick and the ordinary were corrugated
iron or pole and dagga, grow to fine modern cities. They travelled in creaking railway trains and, off the line of
rail, in ox wagons with an average day’s trek of about fifteen miles, and lived to be whirled to London in a jet air craft in a matter of hours. They saw many other almost unbelievable changes, but most of all changes of attitude.
At the turn of the century the supremacy of the white man was unquestioned. He accepted the status and, as a
general rule, the obligations it entailed, naturally and without question. Only the most prescient could have fore seen that in the space of less than two generations all this would be challenged and shaken. But of this, more hereafter.
I was born in Bulawayo, then a sleepy little frontier town. So it was in my own early recollection and it did not
change very greatly in the succeeding forty years. Indeed, it is one of the interesting aspects of Rhodesia that the
astounding changes have all come in the last twenty, and mostly in the last ten, years.\fn{ I.e., he means between 19581968, when this book was first published:H}
Oddly enough my first authentic memory is of the funeral of the founder. I am always a little dubious of claims
to remember events of early childhood. I am sure a great many cherished “memories” are family legends so oft re peated as to become part of one’s life. But this event was recalled to me in a curious way.
About 1925 the band of the Grenadier Guards visited Bulawayo. It staged a march through the town and we
were invited to watch from the balcony of an old building known as Scott’s Building. When the band appeared,
the music, so often a stimulus to memory, recalled to me, almost as though it were a vision, the funeral, with its
bands and marching troops. At least it recalled such a funeral, which could not have been other than that of
Rhodes. My father was alive at the time and living at the Cape, so I wrote asking if I had seen the funeral and, if
so, from where. He replied that I had seen it from Scott’s Building.
I cannot claim to remember much else of Bulawayo at this very early stage, though later it was to have many
close and happy associations. For, when I was still very young, my father became Attorney-General and we had to
move to Salisbury. At the time there were four of us children, Jack and Helen older than myself and Alan younger.
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Barbara came later. We lived in a house, which is still there, almost at the western end of what was then called
Cape Avenue. It has since been renamed Montagu Avenue, a small enough tribute to Sir Ernest, who lived near us,
and who played so large a part in planting the trees that now make Salisbury a lovely city. At the time we used to
laugh at the treeless “avenues” but, with the passage of the years, the reality has matched the name.
The house in which we lived, though perhaps a little larger than the average, was typical of the period. It was a
rambling bungalow, built of brick with an iron roof. It had verandahs on all four sides and was rather dark by
modern ideas, but cool and restful in the hot weather. There were servants’ quarters and stables at the bottom of
the garden. Altogether it was a spacious and pleasant home.
We were a very happy and united family: my father a little reserved and austere and often preoccupied with the
heavy responsibility of the public duties he carried, but essentially kind and just and capable at times of throwing
off his inhibitions and joining in riotous fun: my mother tranquil and compassionate but full of humour and understanding. I have no doubt that we had our share of family ructions but none were serious enough to leave a scar,
and I remember very vividly the shock it gave me when, some years later, I realised that there was a possibility of
permanent estrangement between brothers and sisters.
There were very few white children in the town and practically no black children, for the Africans employed
there invariably left their families in the Reserves. In 1904 we had a fancy dress party to which every child in the
town was invited and most of them came. I have a photograph of the thirty-six children who were there. There
were a few sports clubs for the grown-ups but none for the children, and there was very little other organised entertainment. We had to make our own amusements, which we did with some measure of success.
My elder brother, Jack, was an imaginative and high-spirited boy and full of ideas. He evolved games in which
any child in town was free to join. Most of them usually did for, at that stage, we all knew each other and there
were no social barriers between the whites. Some of these games went on for weeks; not continuously, of course.
We would live the life of King Arthur’s Court, or it might be of Scott[‘s Antarctic expedition, in which we each
assumed and played a role.
I may say that my younger brother, Alan, and myself, being respectful and amenable, were usually assigned the
less respectable characters. At least, this arrangement was full of possibilities for the villains of the piece. I only
hope that the continual playing of nefarious and lowly parts left no permanent mark upon us.
An example of our activities: my mother was mildly perturbed, on going down to town one day, to find the
whole place placarded with huge notices calling upon all and sundry to come, upon payment of a modest fee, to
“Tredgold’s Great Circus”. It was the first she had heard of it. Jack, inspired by an admiration for the Reverend
Douglas Ellison, had organised the circus in aid of his Railway Mission. It was quite a financial success and I
hope those who attended got their money’s worth. They certainly did in quantity and there were some ingenious
turns, though some went wrong. The strong man cut his finger and bled profusely over his dumbbells, bar bells
and the like, but he stoutly completed his act with the injured member in his mouth. The performing dog came
apart in the midst of his most astonishing feat. Anyway, nobody asked for his money back, but perhaps that was
from sympathy with the Railway Mission.
Occasionally, what would now be called a repertory company would come and play in the drill hall, the town’s
most important building. The first time I went—on a schoolboy ticket to the gallery—I came home at the first in terval feeling that the drama had come to a somewhat inexplicable ending. Fortunately I showed my father the
pass out ticket. When I was told the show was not over, I did the distance back to the hail in time that would have
done credit to an Olympian. The primitive scene shifting operations had continued long enough to permit of my
arriving just as the curtain went up, having walked a mile one way, and run back.
Later there was to be an annual bioscope, as we called the cinema, also in the drill hail. There was no civil
electric light and power was provided by an asthmatic engine, which periodically became comatose.\fn{Something
has fallen out of the sentence; he means there was no town-wide electrical power supply; everything in that way was supplied by (probably
kerosene-powered) generators:H} Also the numerous films, all of them short, were much the same every year but, with

one or two additions, were reshuffled. It was the luck of the draw whether you got more or less of those you had
seen previously.
Our numerous African servants played a big part in our lives. Most white people had a fair number, because
their wages were very low and because it was assumed, rightly or wrongly, that they were incapable of doing
more than a simple job. So there were separate house, laundry, scullery “boys” and so forth. Most of the Africans
who entered employment did so to pay their “hut tax”, or, sometimes, because they could not resist the imagined
glamour of urban life. There was still plenty of room in the Reserves and it was possible, aided by a bounteous
sub-tropical nature, to live a reasonable subsistence life there.
The tax was imposed only secondarily for revenue. Primarily it was designed as a pressure upon the adult
males to take up employment. No doubt on the mines and farms the conditions of employment were harder and
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sometimes grim, but in domestic service it was otherwise. Certainly, our own servants seemed happy and many
became lifelong friends.
*
Chiliboy, the old Basuto driver, was an instance. He had been a leader of oxen in the pioneer column that occu pied the country, and a driver in the Matabele war. In the 1896 rebellion he had been a combatant, fighting with
the “Cape boys”, a unit of South African natives that gave splendid service. He had been wounded by an arrow
and for long we claimed that he was the last in the world to bear this distinction. Unfortunately recent events in
Africa have spoilt his record and the bow and arrow has come into its own again as a weapon of warfare.
Chiliboy was our devoted friend and our ally against Nan (you will hear much of Nan) and the other grownups. He joined in our games and other undertakings, took us out into the veld and, when we were tired, we would
sit round his fire whilst he told us the legends of his people. From him we learned how the chameleon was sent
with the message of perpetual happiness for all mankind, and how he was out-distanced by the lizard with his
message of pain and suffering, and many other such secrets.
He left us when we deserted the horses for a motor car. My father offered him alternative employment but
horses were his life. He remained a staunch friend and appeared mysteriously, with that strange instinct the sim pler Africans possessed, on all great occasions of celebration or disaster. All his life he visited us, even when it in volved travelling to Bulawayo, and stayed for long periods. He insisted on earning his keep—that was his pride.
He did so by cleaning and tidying the garages, because “that is where George (his favourite horse) would have
been”.
When not with us his children would write, for he could not write, on his behalf. When his one and only wife
died, in his old age, a moving letter came explaining what it had meant to him, but it ended:
Do not think I am complaining. God does not make mistakes.

He himself died not long after and his children were enjoined to tell us that his last thought had been for us.
Dear old Chiliboy, I wonder how much of my feeling for the African stems from the memory of you.
*
Talking of Chiliboy leads inevitably on to his dear enemy—Nan. Nan came to us from relatives in Edinburgh
in 1897, and was known to the Africans as “Mrs. Scotland”. It was said that she could not survive another winter
in Auld Reekic. She died in 1966, in her ninety-ninth year, to the end as clear-headed as the day she arrived.
She immediately became and remained all her life a beloved member of our own family. She refused to marry
till my younger sister, Barbara, had passed beyond the stage when her care was, in Nan’s opinion, essential. Then
she became the wife of the curator of the park in Umtali, where the memory of them both is still green.
Nan deserves a chapter, maybe a book to herself, but it would require a rare gift of characterisation to do her
justice. She was courageous, loyal and honest as the day (except where His Majesty’s Customs were concerned).
She was, consistently with Scottish thrift, lavish and hospitable to a degree and built up a tradition of “the honour
of the hoose”, which was in fact the house’s attempt to live up to Nan.
Generation after generation of children knew and were moulded by Nan and accepted unquestioningly her rulings on all manner of subjects. Endless stories clustered round her name. She had a streak of Scottish mysticism
which took the practical form of extreme superstition. To this day no member of the family can “pare his horn on
the Sabbath morn” without unease, or appear in an outfit of green, though this taboo was peculiar to Nan’s own
Clan.
I was the first baby born after she joined us, and so was given a special place in her affections. No sooner had I
arrived than a man mauled by a lion was brought to the house for the attention of the only doctor available in Bulawayo. So, periodically during my life, Nan has gazed at me with her clear steady eyes and recited as a sort of
rune:
Ye came in wi’ the lions, ye hae lived wi’ the lions, and wi’ the lions will ye gae out.

I am not sure of the inwardness of this rune but the concluding phrase has always made me unduly respectful
in encounters with the king of beasts, for, coming from Nan, it must have some profound, if as yet undiscovered,
import.
Nan’s twin heroes were John Knox and Mary, Queen of Scots. This might appear as a curious combination to
the historian, but to me it is revealing. It shows that, for all her high sense of duty and of destiny, Nan had a great
love for the things in life that were gay and gallant.
*
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Whilst we children enjoyed life to the full, I now realise that it could not have been easy for those who had to
provide the necessities of that life. I remember, in the early 1930s, meeting a doctor in Gwelo who had but re cently arrived from England. He told us that he liked the country but felt rather keenly “the hardships of the pioneering life”. I was rather surprised as, by that time, Gwelo was a fair-sized town, with its share of amenities.
On my enquiring as to the sort of hardships he had in mind, he mentioned, as a particular example, the absence
of a daily paper. I wondered how he would have reacted to the situation twenty years earlier, when even so basic a
requirement as water had to be provided for himself by the householder. Each house had its well, from which the
water was pumped by windmill. During a patch of still weather the position could become acute, with household
water rationed and watering the garden taboo. As a result of water shortage during the long dry winter when often
there were six or seven months with virtually no rain, green vegetables were hard to come by. Otherwise we fared
well, but to this day anything green does not seem to me to be a natural food, and I consume it only as muti (an
African word for medicine).
Whilst we certainly ate well and in variety, it must have been at the cost of much care and foresight on the part
of those who provided the fare. Most supplies had travelled a great distance by rail or wagon and were priced accordingly. Farm products were erratic. Towards the end of the winter drought, eggs, butter and the like might dis appear altogether from the shops. In the summer, when the rains could be torrential and the rivers flooded, all local farm produce might suddenly be cut off.
In a hot climate, in which it was difficult to keep perishables, the supply of ice was undependable and, anyway,
only a limited number of people had ice-chests. Fridges were at that stage unknown. Ingenious coolers with charcoal and dripping water were devised—another drain on the limited water supply.
The flies and ants were a horror and involved constant warfare. I have seen the little black Argentine ants, an
unintended importation, swept up into great heaps after an attack with the not particularly effective insecticides of
the day.
When a small boy was asked the lesson of the parable of the wise and foolish virgins he replied: “the importance of having electric light”. I think he must have been an early Rhodesian. Even a torch\fn{ Flashlight} that
worked infallibly would have revolutionised our lives. When they first did come in, years later, one pressed the
button with more hope than confidence.
At least all this taught us to accept vicissitudes with calmness and at all times to expect the unexpected. As
Nan remarked of vitamins, “they kinna things were no invented in oor day and we got on real well wi’ oot them”.
A visit to town with Nan and my mother was a royal progress. We drove through the dusty, unmacadamised
streets to the various shops, separated often by wide acres of untouched grassland. At each there would be a reception, in which everything was discussed but the business of the day. There was no need to enter as the entire staff
would gather round the trap.
We children would grow weary of the prolonged discussion and would slip into the shop to explore its myster ies. Mysteries there were, for there was little specialisation and the most astounding range of unrelated goods was
displayed. The Indian stores were especially fascinating with their gorgeous silks and other oriental wares. If it
had not been for Nan’s stern ideas on “independence” we would have returned laden with gifts and surfeited with
sweetmeats; there were so few children and so many grown-ups to spoil them.
Everybody was hard up—for the expected prosperity had not come to the young country—and everything was
“put down” or signed for by card. I verily believe that a surprising proportion of the credit given was eventually
honoured, but customers who did their best to pay at reasonably regular intervals occupied a place of high distinction. My mother was most indignant when on one occasion she overlooked the payment of her account with
Grieve and Gibbons, the butchers who to this day faithfully attend to our wants, and they immediately sent a mes sage asking that the money be sent. She was mollified when they explained that they depended on her for their
petty cash.
*
There were a few horse-drawn vehicles on the streets but the scourge of horse-sickness limited the number.
More were drawn by oxen, mules or donkeys. The ox waggons had spans of as many as sixteen and dragged their
slow length along with a fine disregard of all lesser traffic. It is said that the wide streets of Bulawayo were de signed to allow them to turn about in one manoeuvre. The mules and donkeys pulled the buggies, spiders and
traps, familiar to the student of the Western. A distinctive vehicle was the Cape cart, a two-wheeled, sprung cart
with a hood and with two seats set one behind the other, both facing forwards. It carried four passengers plus the
driver and an astonishing quantity of luggage.
For the rest, people travelled by bicycle or in rickshaws drawn by Africans, or walked. Latterly, the last-men tioned form of conveyance fell into disfavour, until finally rickshaws were employed only by gentlemen who had
celebrated too well and were unable to reach the home port in any other way.
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One such was chartered by the stoutest man in town. His way home lay down a long hill and his “boy” attained
to a speed that alarmed him. His expostulations were probably unintelligible; certainly they produced no result.
He rose to his feet in his endeavours to induce a reduction of speed. The floor boards collapsed and he shot
through. His weight, added to the already considerable momentum of the rickshaw, meant complete loss of control and, framed in the chassis, he completed the rest of the descent at breakneck speed. Whilst with murder in his
eye, he strove to extricate himself, the boy hit out for the wilds from whence he came, never to be seen again,
leaving the Public Prosecutor, for it was no less a dignitary, to settle with the owner of the rickshaw the cross
claims for damage to rickshaw and ruffled dignity.
It was the bicycle, however, that played the major part in the transportation of human beings. With the men it
was easy enough but it must remain a marvel how the women, in the voluminous skirts of the period, managed to
travel at all, let alone accomplish long distances. Even on the way to a dance they would, so far as was consistent
with the severe standards of modesty then observed, gird up their silks and satins and plough through the red dust
or mud. Perhaps they were consoled by the certain knowledge that they would be much in demand, for the disproportion between men and women was very high.
Doubtless, in the absence of counter-attractions, there was a good deal of hard living and hard drinking, but we
as children saw little of this. On the other hand we saw much of the warmth and kindness of a close-knit commu nity, sharing a life with a minimum of amenities and a measure of real hardship, and I am sure that this is more
than a child’s rose-coloured recollection. Hospitality and the helping hand to anyone in trouble were taken as a
matter of course. (I remember my sister once saying to me: “Why does everyone in Salisbury come to this house
to cry?”)
When travelling, a meal or a bed was given at the appropriate time, without comment or invitation, and
whether or not the traveller was a previous acquaintance. Altogether, the world in which we grew up was friendly
and kindly, if casual and inconsequent. The fortunes that most people had come to seek had not materialised, but
they had reconciled themselves to a tolerable, easy-going life in a climate that was, at least in the high veld, as
near to perfection as is likely to be found in this imperfect world.
*
Education was a problem. There was a government primary school but it was a long way from our end of the
town. To begin with we attended a small private school, run by Mrs. M. B. Lewis, that was within walking distance.
Mrs. Lewis had been left with a young family and no means for its support. Whilst her main purpose was to
provide for them, this in no way implied that she was not fully capable of giving us the education she offered.
Certainly, none of us felt any lack of grounding in our subsequent schooling. She was very musical and delighted
to present little plays and operettas in which we performed to music that I now know was taken from the Savoy
Operas. It was thus that I became a lifelong devotee of Gilbert and Sullivan. Her descendants have continued,
even to the third generation, as special friends.
As the boys advanced they transferred to the Boys’ High School (later to become Prince Edward). It was then
situated in the old white building that still stands in Moffat Street. I suppose when I joined it there were not more
than forty or fifty boys. About a dozen of these were boarders, who were first housed in what had previously been
a private dwelling near my own home. The boarders had a standing invitation to tea at our house on a Sunday afternoon. After an enormous spread, we would wander out into the open veld that came to within a hundred yards
of the house, and explore or walk or play games of our own contriving. To provide tea for the boarders of Prince
Edward today would require the services of a professional caterer in a biggish way of business.
The school could only offer a limited secondary education and most parents who could afford it, and some who
could ill afford it, sent their children on to school in England or in South Africa. We went to the Rondebosch
Boys’ High School at the Cape. We were fortunate. “Dad” Mason and his wife “Tuppenny” were in process of
building up a school that was to rank high in South Africa. Both were remarkable, he especially so, and were ide ally suited for the task they had undertaken. A man of wide culture and of great integrity, his educational ideas
were in advance of his time. It is striking how often his methods anticipated those later to be approved by modern
psychology, then in its infancy. Best of all, he unobtrusively set us an example of a high-minded approach to life
that has continued as an inspiration to many of us.
One of his special gifts lay in the choice of staff, and he had collected around him men who would have been
outstanding anywhere. It was to be expected that such men should be amongst the first to volunteer when the war
came. Seven of them did not come back—to the irreparable loss of the school.
One of these was called Cardwell and known to us as “Cardie”. He was an English gentleman. I use the term
without apology for, despite much abuse, it still conveys a concept that cannot adequately be otherwise expressed
—of humility coupled with greatness of heart and excellence in many things. He was a sportsman, both in his per 8

formance on the field of play and in his approach to the games he played. He had an immensely cultivated mind
and a vast knowledge of English literature. He had a shining sense of honour and a fine scorn for anything that
was mean or underhand.
He was fearless in the right as he saw it. Bunyan’s name “Valiant-for-Truth” would have become him well. He
went away to the war and died before his time.
Many years later another master, a fine Afrikaner, called Japie Louw was, on his retirement, brought to Rhode sia by old boys, who had known and loved him. He said to me,
“I have known many masters who had great success in their vocation, but never one who could put the stamp
of his character upon boys like Mr. Cardwell.”
I should be proud to think that I bore upon me, however faintly, the stamp of “Cardie:”.
My father, with his strong views upon racial co-operation, had deliberately chosen a school in which we should
meet Afrikaner as well as English-speaking boys. At Rondebosch in those days there was no feeling at all between
the boys of the two races. Indeed, we were completely unconscious of any distinction and made our friends with out any discrimination whatsoever.
The Afrikaner boys mostly came from farms. It was they who were the first to offer the hospitality of their
homes to the Rhodesians who could not go back for the short holidays. Many of the parents knew very little English and it was touching to see how they struggled with the language in an endeavour to make the Rhodesians feel
at ease. We owed much to those old farmsteads, in the Malmesbury-Darling area.
I have often wondered how far this atmosphere of good-will reflected general attitudes in the Cape Colony at
the time. I am inclined to think that it did and racialism as between Boer and British seemed to be on the way out.
Perhaps it was the intensification of nationalism that came with the Union of the four provinces of South Africa
that revived it. If so, it was an unfortunate by-product of an arrangement that in every other way opened up vast
possibilities.
2
Life was sterner away from the towns. The good neighbourliness was there, but the neighbours were further
away. The Rhodesian farms were large—3,000 acres in Mashonaland and twice that in Matabeleland. Out in “the
bundu”, as we called it, a man had to rely even more upon himself. Many of the farms were unoccupied and he
might count himself lucky if he had half a dozen other white men within twenty miles.
Though geology dictated that the mines should to a greater extent group themselves, even these were sparsely
distributed. The larger mines, company-owned and backed by considerable capital, tended to become smaller
replicas of the townships. Contrasted were the prospectors and “small-workers”.
Rhodesia was built upon a golden foundation. It was gold that attracted the interest of the world to the country.
The imagined wealth in gold was not there, but there was enough to carry the country through its early years.
Other minerals in plenty were discovered later, but it all began with gold. Working sometimes in small parties,
more often quite alone, the prospector sought out the hidden places and blazed the trail for all that followed. More
frequently than not, others reaped the benefit of his enterprise. Perhaps he did not particularly mind for, in most
cases, it was the life that mattered to him; the adventure, the gamble against long odds, the love of the waste spa ces of the earth.
Donkey Reid was as typical as it was possible to be amongst these individualists. He worked quite alone, his
worldly goods carried by the ancient donkey that had earned him his nickname. When he found anything he did
not even bother to peg it. He simply took a sample of the reef to the representative of a big company, and asked
what it was worth to them to be shown the place whence it had come. They knew his sample was a fair one and
paid accordingly. The amount he received would serve his simple needs for a long time and he would move quietly away into the wilds on his unending search.
At week-ends he bought four gallons of native beer. One was for himself, the other three for the donkey. They
spent a somnolent Sabbath before resuming the march and the labour. He died all alone in the veld and when they
buried him, as he would have wished, at his last camp, they found from his scanty papers that his only relative
was a general in the British army.
For the more ambitious prospector the goal was to become a “small-worker”. Never was there a less apt description of an occupation. It was simply intended to distinguish the small, “do-it-yourself”, miner from the larger,
company-owned, concerns.
The small worker was on duty twenty-four hours of the day. He was his own mining, mechanical and electrical
engineer, compound manager and business manager. When by good guidance and good luck his little mill functioned, it chattered out its cheerful song of “two-and-six, two-and-six”. Sometimes this was for the term of his
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natural life. Occasionally he revealed a rich mine, sold out and retired in relative affluence. The chances were,
however, that he would soon be back on the job, cheerfully pouring back into the earth the wealth the earth had
yielded. The keynote of the life of a prospector or small-worker was the gambler’s perennial optimism.
An illustrative story is told of a Rhodesian prospector who died and went to Heaven. (This alone makes the
story suspect!) When he arrived at the golden gates he was told he could not be admitted. The quota of prospectors was full and, anyway, they were spoiling the place by sampling the numerous rich minerals there on display.
He protested that he was a good type and had never “jumped” a claim or even exaggerated his declaration of work
done. At length he was permitted to stay, but on condition he got rid of some of the others. He got rid of the lot by
the simple expedient of spreading a rumour of a wonderful strike of gold in hell.
But he did not stay. The very next day he was at the gates with his swag, clamouring to be out, for, as he ex plained,
“There might be something in that thar story.”
Some think that in their crude mining the small-workers covered up rich deposits. It may be so but, had it not
been for their efforts, such deposits would most likely have remained altogether hidden in the earth. With their in domitable pluck they kept the country going through many of its dark days. They toiled and battled for a bare
livelihood and a long chance, and we owe them much.
They were the inveterate enemies of the farmer. To encourage what was then the basic industry, the miners
were given extensive rights against the landowners. The wisdom of this was not altogether apparent to the farmer
and, unless he himself turned prospector in self-defence, there was much friction over surface, water and wood
rights. The day of the farmer was yet to come. Meantime he carried on an unequal struggle with the miners and
the elements, much handicapped by his own limited knowledge.
There was a hard core of experienced farmers, born and bred to the land in England, Scotland, or, still better, in
South Africa, where conditions were not altogether dissimilar. But, for the most part, they learned their farming
the hard way. The old idea persisted that any member of the family who could not make good in any other trade or
profession could be planted on the land to make his fortune. It was presumed that a beneficent Nature would cooperate to this end, unaided by knowledge or skill on the part of the neophyte. Nearly every train from the South
disgorged some of these. They emerged wearing the strangest attire, designed and supplied, at appropriate cost, by
some tropical outfitter. In the more extreme cases they were girded about with revolvers and bowie knives.
Rhodesia had not yet evolved its standard farming uniform of shorts, shirt and stockings, with a broad-brimmed
hat encircled by leopard skin, real or imitation, and the newcomers looked conspicuous and out of place amongst
the clothing generally in use, which, apart from being well worn and work-stained, might have appeared any where else.
I don’t know if there was ever a place where farming was an occupation for the fool of the family. If so, it cer tainly was not Rhodesia. Here were not only all the hazards and uncertainties of the life of a farmer in more set tled climes, but new and unimagined problems—diseases unheard-of affecting animals and plants, wild animals,
locusts and tsetse flies, alternating flood and drought, not to mention the illnesses to which mankind itself is heir.
In retrospect it is hard, even for those who lived through it, to realise how much malaria was part of our lives.
Practically everybody had it. At the time it was not understood that it was not sufficient to abate the symptoms of
an acute attack, but that the parasites had to be eliminated from the system. Consequently, nearly everybody went
about their lawful occasions infected but with the more severe symptoms suppressed, till they were made manifest
by some shock to the system.
The saying was that anything from a broken leg to a baby could be the immediate cause of a go of fever. Too
much quinine, over too long a period, meant the dreaded blackwater fever. It was generally accepted that only the
most unusual constitution could withstand more than one attack of black-water, and most people packed their bags
and left after the first attack.
Yet some of the more hardy stayed on to survive a second or even a third encounter with this fell disease. The
old-timers believed that the secret of survival was to stay still, even to the extent of having a shelter built over the
spot where a man took ill, and to consume quantities of native beer. Survive many of them did, whether it was due
to the unorthodox treatment or to their own remarkable constitutions. It may be that all but the toughest had, long
since, been eliminated.
It was certainly a drastic testing ground and only the fittest survived to reap the benefits of their long uphill
struggle. A farmer’s wife of the period wrote a book called, Next Year Will Be Better. It was a brave motto and
worthy of those that made the grade. They lived simply and very largely off the land. They seldom had any money
and would sometimes trade a dozen eggs or a brace of chickens for their accommodation on the rare occasions
when they came to town. They met the innumberable disasters that were part of their daily round with stoicism if
not with equanimity. They had their own distinctive financial techniques that confounded even the most long-suf10

fering bank manager. They were masters of the use of 'squerrit' (which was the nearest the Africans could get to
the pronunciation of 'credit'). One, upon being pressed for payment by a commercial firm, wrote back that he had
his own method of dealing with accounts, from which he did not propose to be deflected. Each month he put all
the accounts in a waste paper basket and thoroughly shuffled them. He then proceeded to draw them out one by
one, at random, and pay them until all the cash at the bank, plus maximum overdraft, was exhausted. He ended on
the following fierce note:
“If I have any more trouble from you, I will not even put your account in the waste paper basket.”
Yet in some unaccountable way the accounts were, in most cases, paid at long last. The farms went on. Some
became the show places of a later and more prosperous generation. Most handed on at least enough to afford a
stepping stone to those who followed after.
The Africans on the farms and mines were cheerful, primitive creatures, at times almost childlike, but with the
passions of men never much below the surface. They arrived clad, as the poet has it, “with nothing much before
and just about the half of that behind”. On the farms the ordinary issue of clothing was a grain bag, with a large
hole for the head and two smaller ones for the arms. A length of rope for a belt completed the ensemble.
This they wore with evident satisfaction, but it must have indicated a fairly insensitive skin. When we were
small boys my brother, Alan, tried it at a fancy-dress party at which we had to make our own costumes, with the
result that halfway through the party he was overcome and retired hurt.
On the larger mines the Africans were usually given an outfit that was more chaste and more protective, but on
the small workings they were, as a rule, allowed to remain in the state in which they arrived; this on the principle
that, after the grime and mud of the mine, it involved only a single washing instead of the double operation of
washing both the person and the clothing.
There was a subtle difference between the Africans working on the mines and those working on the farms. The
former were, for the most part, the bolder spirits, for, to them, the mere entry into the dark tunnels of a mine, the
working faces lit only by candles or dim carbide lamps, must have seemed terrifying. The actual dangers were real
enough, especially when the miner in charge was himself learning as he went along. So the mine “boys” developed that streak of recklessness without which life would not have been possible to their employers. This perme ated into their ordinary lives and they acquired some of the swashbuckling characteristics of the medieval soldier
of fortune.
Most of the Africans came and went (I should think the average period of service was under six months) with
such regularity as to ensure maximum inefficiency. Having earned their hut tax, they hastened back to the more
congenial life of the Reserves until again driven forth by the need to earn a little cash for an inexorable Government, or to meet their own growing demand for those trappings of civilisation, without which they had previously
managed extremely well.
They admired firmness and strength of character, however, provided these were coupled with justice and con sistency. The employers with these qualities gradually built up the nucleus of a permanent labour force. Then
emerged a paternalistic, feudal state, often with deep and lasting loyalties on both sides.
Stamford Farm, which was, and has remained, very much part of our lives, was such a place. There were two
African groups on the farm, the “Zambezies” from Northern Rhodesia and the “Blantyres” from Nyasaland. The
former admired cattle above all earthly creatures and, in an attempt to look like the objects of their admiration,
knocked out the two top front teeth. As this was not done till the tribal initiation, and then by the crudest methods,
it must have been extremely painful. Not everyone would have found the result attractive but we thought it fasci nating. Possibly we were biased.
The two tribes never altogether forgot their mutual animosities but open warfare was suppressed after one notable incident, when old Kirkman, the owner of the farm, ended a serious faction fight by entering the fray with a
pick handle. When it dawned upon the combatants that he was not taking sides, but was wielding the pick handle
with great effect and without discrimination, the fight broke up in disorder. From that time forward he was known
far and wide as “Mapick”.
As children, both the Zambezies and the Blantyres were our fast friends. It was the Zambezies—or some of
them—that usually came with us on our long trips into the veld, for they were steeped with the lore of the wild
places. It was never quite clear who was in charge of which, but, whilst they were our devoted slaves, they no
doubt saw to it that we did not unnecessarily jeopardise our lives or their own.
On the other hand, the Blantyres treated us as their own special possessions. They even allowed us to attend
their mysterious annual dances, which previously no white had seen.
We were ensconced in a convenient antheap near a vlei in dim moonlight. Then from the rushes of the vlei
would come weird music and chanting. Flames would burst out and die down. Then strange monsters would
emerge, ten or twelve feet high. They were surrounded by dancers on stilts, and by sweepers who raised great bil11

lowing clouds of dust. I imagine the latter was a stage effect, to cover up any deficiencies in the disguises of man
and beast. If so, it was certainly effective and it is difficult to convey in words the wild, unearthly atmosphere that
was created. Not only were white people prohibited, but elaborate precautions were taken to see that members of
other tribes did not see their mysteries. Had they pried, they would have received short shrift.
When they grew old the Blantyres, despite their loyalties, would feel the call of their beautiful country beside
the Lake, but most of the old Zambezies sleep under Stamford Hill.
There were employers who were hard task-masters and unreasonable and unjust, and some were frankly brutal.
Most of these, however, reaped their own retribution in a perpetual labour shortage. The pressure to work was not
so great as to drive the Africans to take any employment that offered. Moreover, they had systems of disseminat ing information that were beyond us. A bad employer was soon generally known. Finally, the Native Department
was vigilant to protect its charges and, at that stage, these knew and trusted its officials.
The farmers and miners contrived to have their mead of fun. Foregathering they forgot, for the nonce,\fn{ For
the time being} their professional feuds. It might be that the tennis court at the railway siding was the social centre,
with the dusty goods shed for shelter from sun (if not from heat) and rain. Probably nearby there was a rifle range;
sometimes even a rugged cricket field. Here were sport and fellowship. Then, when the shadows fell, a tarpaulin
would be spread over the tennis court. Plentifully sprinkled with french chalk it became, if not the best, certainly
not the worst ballroom floor on which men and women have danced.
Some were more ambitious. The Norton and Lydiate Gymkhana Club had a tolerable course, rough hewn from
the veld, under the inexhaustible and irrepressible leadership of a farmer who never allowed his war injuries to in hibit a full and active enjoyment of life. At one committee meeting, preceding a gymkhana, an inspired member
suggested they invite the Governor, adding
“He won’t come, but he will probably send a prize.”
The Governor did not send a prize, and he came.
This unforeseen eventuality caused dismay and despondency, but the Club rose nobly to the occasion. The top
of a twenty-foot high antheap was levelled and covered by a thatched roof upon poles to make a grandstand. A
lavish lunch and tea were never a problem, on such occasions. A complication was intro duced by a wire from B.
S. A. Police Headquarters to the effect that a mounted escort must be provided. One of the two local troopers was
away on patrol with both horses. So, when the great day came, the arrival of the Governor was announced by a
farmer down the road discharging both barrels of his shotgun. The surviving trooper rode forth on a dejected mule
and escorted the Daimler over the rough to the antheap and the meeting was on.
It passed without an undue share of untoward incidents. Black, the fastest horse in the district, was owned by a
farmer whose partner owned the slowest, Traveller, known, at moments when he revealed the less attractive side
of his character, as “Cabby”. The two were so accustomed to going everywhere together that Black refused to
start in any race unless his friend started with him. This touching display of equine devotion was embarrassing to
the owner of Cabby who was obliged to plod disconsolately round the course whence all but he had long since
disappeared.
But, on this day of all others, came Cabby’s moment of triumph. Black, well ahead of the field, decided to bolt
through the tea tent. The field followed faithfully. Cabby, too far behind to be affected by this exhibition of the
herd instinct, slowly and resolutely completed the circuit to become the proud winner of the Jenkinstown Cup.
Hurst, the aforementioned chairman, was the moving spirit in other directions, but he was at his best with
horses or dogs. With an arm disabled in the Kaiser’s war,\fn{ World War I} he even hunted buffalo; not a sport for
anyone not in possession of all his faculties. Once he rode his horse many miles to attend a race meeting. Finding
the Serui river in full flood, he stripped, tied his clothes to the saddle bow, and swam his horse across. Clambering
up the further bank the horse escaped, swam back, complete with clothes, and made its way to the farm. He had to
follow on foot. The next day, investigating his unprecedented absence, we found him lying naked on the deal
kitchen table, whilst his partner annointed the prostrate form with salad oil. He was burned by the sun a lobster
red from top to calf. Only the extremities which had been protected by his riding boots, retained their pristine
whiteness. It was a sad end to an effort that deserved better. His description of the stern view of the horse, always
just out of reach ahead, was lyrical, if blasphemous.
Some of the farmers of those days now drive about in large American cars, excessively plated with chrome
(which incidentally may well have come from their own ground). They have pedigree or high-grade cattle instead
of scrawny creatures, somehow vaguely reminiscent of a Noah’s Ark. They have vast tidy fields instead of odd
patches of cultivation with convolutions conforming to the outlines of the virgin bush. They may even have yachts
on Lake Macliwaine or the Umgusa Dam. Their overdrafts run into five figures, whereas, of old, only the most
eloquent and persuasive aspired to reach three figures. Yet sometimes, I think, they must feel a pang of nostalgia
for those kindly days when we were young and foolish and (despite every inducement to the contrary) carefree;
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when we all knew and helped each other, and when next year always would be, but seldom was, better.
196.10 Excerpt from Bite Of Hunger: A Novel Of Africa\fn{by Hilda Kuper (1911Province, Zimbabwe (F) 11

)}

Bulawayo, Bulawayo

1
The village was asleep in the bright sunlight. Life had spilt from the glazed bowl-shaped Swazi huts to the
distant fields and pasture-lands. Only a red dust road over the pastel-shaded hills, traversed twice a week by a
railway bus, linked the scattered homesteads with an unseen outer world.
A man dozed on the ground, his back against the reed fence of the yard, and near him lay a scrawny mongrel
dog. Despite the heat, both man and dog faced the fire that burnt under enormous iron cooking pots. Saliva
trickled down the corners of the sleeper’s half-open mouth, and the dog licked its jaws compulsively. The voices
of children at the riverbank came clearly through the stillness, above the persistent reverberation of flies and the
sucking of flames in logs slightly green.
At a slight extra sound, the dog leapt up, snarling, but before the man stirred, it had been silenced with a
whispered command:
“Shut up, Peta.”
The intruder was a young girl with smooth gold-brown skin and graceful carriage. The dog flattened onto the
ground and watched. She stood looking at the man, his body slack-muscled in sleep.
“Mpisi,” she called, then imperiously, “Mpisi, wake!” He half-opened rheumy eyes, saw her, yawned with
voluptuous extension of mouth and arms, and said thickly,
“What do you want, Nkosatana?”\fn{ A title of deference applied specifically to a girl of noble birth but extended to any young
married woman. The equivalent for a young unmarried male is Nkosana }
“I ache for meat.” He sat up and grinned.
“We all ache for meat. Wait for tomorrow.”
“I want it now.”
Her voice was firm. He did not notice her bare toes digging into the ground and her fingers knuckled taut.
Casually he responded,
“I, too, am hungry.”
He rose to push the logs farther under the pots and stirred the simmering contents. Wet beads glowed on her
forehead. She repeated,
“I ache for meat. Now.” He brushed her off.
“It is not mine to give.”
“I know.” She retorted angrily, “It is not yours. It is my father’s.”
“Go ask him, then,” shrugged the henchman.
She did not deign to reply, but stalked off; such shame as she knew filled her, and her firm young breasts,
under a loose, gay print, sharpened at the insult. Mpisi called,
“Come back, Nkosatana. Come back, Lamtana.” But she took no notice, and as he watched her go through the
doorway he said aloud to himself,
“That girl is too proud.” Then he relaxed again on the ground.
Once outside the fence, Lamtana walked slowly towards the voices of the children. She clamped her eyes to
force back tears of rage. That Mpisi had been right deepened the insult. She was the daughter of a prince, Mhau
Nkosi Dlamini, and Mpisi was her father’s servant. She had begged from him, and he, a nobody, had rebuffed her.
She hated him. She hated herself. She hated everyone. She was about to turn back and sit by herself in her mother’s hut when one of the children spied her and shouted,
“Hau, Lamtana. What are you doing? Come and see what we’ve got. Hurry. It’s a lovely thing.”
It was no use hiding now; besides, her curiosity was aroused. The children were excitedly pressing round a tall,
sweet-faced girl slightly older than Lamtana. Lamtana pushed the others aside and saw, cupped in the tall girl's
hands, an ecstasy of quivering color—a smaIl weaver-bird, its wings of vivid green sparkling through shades of
blue to yellow, its head adorned with two black beauty-spots, its beak of flame. Lamtana put out her hand and
gasped.
“Sicenga, give it to me.”
“Wait,” Sicenga replied. “We’re deciding what we should do with it—kill it or let it go.” A younger girl, with
mischief in her eyes, shouted gleefully,
“Kill it.” Someone laughed,
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“Totwa, you’re like a boy!” She mocked him.
“Must only boys have fun?” The others chuckled at her nonsense. A plain-faced companion pleaded,
“Please, Princess, kill it.”
It was easy to pick out the royal children. Though they had different mothers, the bone of their bodies was
visibly structured by their noble father. From him, too, Sicenga and Totwa had inherited the broad nose and wideapart eyes. Lamtana, whose features were, like her mother’s, finely cut, had his mouth, thick without coarseness,
sensual and yet controlled.
But it was not simply the physical appearance that set the young aristocrats apart, it was their poise, a subtle
shadow inculcated into them by special medicines and rituals of chieftainship. It shone through the girls’ simple
clothing of unsewn cloth and gave authority to their voices and gestures. It entitled them to deference from the
other children, to whom, in return, they were expected to show courtesy, generosity, and consideration.
Lamtana, however, was not much concerned with her obligations; she acted directly on the knowledge that her
mother, known as Nabo Lamtana, was the noblest born of all the wives in Prince Mhau’s harem. And though
Lamtana may have been less loved than either her older half-sister, the gentle Sicenga, or the younger, vivacious
Totwa, she was now ready to assume leadership. When asked to decide the fate of the bird, she acted entirely
according to her own desires.
“Give it to me,” she repeated and put her hands over Sicenga’s. Resigned, Sicenga relinquished the prize.
Lamtana felt the anguished flutter within her palms, and the tickle of the clawed feet sticky from the gluelike
berries used for the snare. She held the legs gently, and widened out her palms so that she could better see the
beauty.
“Where did you find it?” she asked. All the children began to answer at the same time.
“What a noise! Sicenga, tell me.”
With many interruptions, Sicenga recounted how two boys, Timba and Feka, had come by on their way to the
prince to tell him that a letter had come from Feka’s father, Mputuya, to say he was returning from Gali
(Johannesburg, the city of gold). Timba had shown the bird to the girls. When Totwa asked if they could keep it,
he had given it to her, saying, and here Totwa took over, imitating Timba,
“We boys aren’t interested in eating butterflies.”
“It’s all very well for boys,” Totwa continued, laughing now and coquettish, “they can hunt anything. But we
girls are different. We are only allowed to cook.” So she had suggested, after the boys had gone, that they roast the
bird.
“It is too small to eat,” said Sicenga practically.
But Lamtana was not listening. Her hands moved gently over the warm breast feathers through which the small
heart throbbed. Circular seedlike eyes stared at her without expression.
“Perhaps we should kill it,” Lamtana mused aloud. “I’ve never seen the inside of such a tiny bird.”
“I’ve got a knife,” said Totwa.
Lamtana tried to imagine the bone and blood and bits beneath the radiance. It was too perfect.
“Do it, Totwa,” she decided, “kill it.” With mock solemnity, Totwa announced,
“The man-of-the-council has decided. I’ll be a warrior. Give it here.”
Slowly, Lamtana gave it up. But she did not watch the kill, and when she looked again her face saddened. The
little bird was lying still on the dry grass, and across the water-blue breast ran a thread of scarlet. Quickly she said,
“It’s like any chicken,” and walked away.
The children busied themselves gathering twigs for the fire. When it was ready, they would thrust their catch
into the crackling flame. They did not pluck it first; if it had any substance and roasted properly, the charred
feathers would break off, leaving a tasty morsel behind.
Lamtana did not attempt to help. She sat staring moodily in the direction of the village, from which rose thin
spumes of smoke. As she recalled Mpisi’s insolence and her own humiliation, she felt unpleasant and unaccustomed remorse. She wished she had not said “Kill it.” Her shame turned into renewed anger against Mpisi. He
was the meanest man in the world and the most heartless. Hadn’t he let his own brother’s wife, Timba’s mother,
nearly die of sickness and hunger?
Her mind wandered to Timba and Feka, his cousin, the two boys who had brought the bird. She knew that they
would laugh when Totwa described—as she was sure to—the deliberations and the final decision. She jabbed her
finger at an ant Her thoughts skipped to Mputuya, Feka’s father, and to men in general. They were lucky. If they
wanted, they were able to work far away and see the world. She did not believe all the stories they told on their
return to the country, but there was no doubt that in the cities people, especially whites, performed miracles. Look
at the buses and motor cars, and the flymachines that she had seen on two memorable occasions, circling the sky
like silver birds. Even Simon’s shop, nearer home, was full of things her people couldn’t make—torches like her
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father’s, used when he went round the village at night looking for witches, and coloured bangles of glass like the
ones her mother had bought her a few days back. She suddenly felt impatient to go home.
“Haven’t you finished yet?” she called out. Sicenga replied more irritably than was her wont,
“Of course. You’ve been dreaming. We’re all ready.”
“Have you eaten without calling me?”
“It was just ashes.”
“Let’s go,” said Lamtana.
Slowly, in single file, the children walked along the path through the yellow grass. When they were near the
village the wind blew towards them the delicious odour of meat. Totwa stopped for a moment, breathing deeply.
“Ah, tomorrow. I can hardly wait.”
The others began chattering happily, detailing the pleasures of feasts past and to come. It had been weeks since
they had tasted beef, their favourite food, and then it had been from a lean old ox that had to be killed after it had
fallen into a hole and broken a leg. Its flesh was lined with sinews, whereas the cow for the coming feast had been
specially fetched from the rich grazing fields in the bush country and was big and sleek with fat. Sicenga
ruminated,
“Mpisi’s such a good cook; he can even make tough meat taste sweet enough.”
“Anyone can cook meat,” commented Lamtana coldly. “Even Mpisi. The dog.”
The children gaped at her in astonishment. Sicenga quoted the proverb
“A chief is a chief by his people.” Totwa mocked,
“If you’re so proud, and walk over others with your nose in the sky, you might fall into a hole just like an old
cow and nobody will bother to dig you out.”
“I will say what I like and walk where I like. And if I fall into a hole, that will be my affair.”
With an exasperating indifference to the opinion of others, Lamtana walked rapidly into the village. She went
straight to her mother’s empty sleeping hut, crawled in, and shut the low door. Automatically she squeezed her
eyes for a moment to accustom them to the darkness. Her mother’s blankets hung from the rafters between two
upright supporting poles, and grass sleeping mats were neatly stacked in rolls at one side. From behind the
blankets, hidden in the thatching, she fetched a small key on a long string. The only solid furniture was a large tin
trunk pushed against the wall farthest from the door.
Squatting in front of the trunk, she unlocked it and lifted the lid. At the top were a few folded pieces of printed
cloth and under them a small tin box, which she took out very carefully. In it were six plumes of the flamingo,
decorations reserved for aristocrats, and six bangles of multi-coloured glass that glittered in the dim light.
Lovingly she took out the bangles and slipped three over each shapely, narrow wrist. While she was admiring
them, she heard her mother’s loud voice approaching. Quickly she took off her jewels, whispering, “We will see
each other tomorrow,” and put all the things back in their places. When Nabo Lamtana came to her hut, Lamtana
was already outside.
The resemblance between them was obvious—the same oval face, light-golden and smooth in texture, the
liquid almond eyes, the clearly defined nose, the long supple neck. Only the mouth was different; Nabo Lamtana’s
was sulky, discontented, hard, but Lamtana’s ripe raspberry lips were shaped upwards at the corners even in
repose.
“What are you doing here, my child?” asked her mother, widening her eyes suspiciously and thrusting forward
her small, elegant head adorned with its high pot-shaped coiffure.
“Nothing, Mother.” Lamtana’s tight black ringlets, like fine coiled springs, fell over her politely downcast face.
“Why do nothing behind closed doors?”
“I wanted to look again at the bangles you gave me,” Lamtana burst out truthfully.
“Hau!” she exclaimed. “Did you put them back?”
“Of course. I will wear them tomorrow?”
“We will see.” The woman’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“You must try not to awaken jealousy, my child. We have too many enemies. Witchcraft feeds on jealousy.”
“I know, Mother.”
They stood together, listening. With the setting sun, life was returning to the homestead. The shrill voices of
women in public gossip leapt over the reed fences that surrounded their separate huts. Children played and ran
messages. Babies cried. Grinding stones beat. The lowing of cattle surged from the open palisaded byre that stood
in the centre of the homestead. An occasional encouraging whistle from the milkers pierced all other sounds.
From the barracks of the young men came the latest melancholy song:
“My name is left behind me with the loose girls of the city. With all of them I left my name.”
The smoke from the hearths seeped through the thatching. Nabo Lamtana shrugged her shoulders.
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“We must cook. Fetch the corn. Tomorrow there will be meat.”
“Yes. Tomorrow is near.”
Lamtana smiled suddenly. With the shine of the bangles in her eyes she went to fetch the corn for the meal of
today.
2
The meat was Mhau’s reward to his people for help in weeding his fields. He knew that the loyalty of subjects
required adequate nourishment to survive. His was a poor district, growing steadily poorer as its population
increased and the scrawny cattle destroyed the pasture. Sometimes only a score of men responded to his call for
labour, and he had no authority to inflict punishment on defaulters or to summon to his service the many absenttees who spent their prime years toiling in mines or on farms. With the passing of time he became increasingly
conscious of his rivals in power—white men who paid their workers in money. The old and crippled, the women
and the children—these remained. The able-bodied men who returned stayed but a short while to rest, for they had
wants and values that he could neither satisfy nor understand. Only when there was a feast at his village they
came in large numbers, even the young men in slick city suits, and they ate and drank their fill, temporarily united
in intimate sacrament and praise songs of the chief.
All of them from the smartest to the shabbiest had suffered periodic pangs of hunger. Each year before the new
crop ripened they faced the month named Swallow the pickings of the Teeth. The greatest luxury was a feast of
meat. Not just a taste, but a bellyful. To gorge on substantial flesh, to swallow the raw gravy, to crack the bones
and scrape out the marrow, to eat until they could eat no more. What a rare, exquisite sensation.
They collected in small groups in the large open space between the main huts and the cattle byre. Men sat apart
from women, and cutting through the sex-based groups was age, the spear of time itself. The old men, huddled
together under the council tree, cast tired, wise eyes at the youths with their large, bold bodies and their bare legs
wide apart as they straddled the hard ground. Between them sat the group of married men with strength still left to
spill itself in children and in work.
The wives of the chief, in traditional blackened ox-hide skirts and goatskin aprons, sat apart from the other
women, many of whom wore ungainly dresses of shop cloth. Facing the chief was his first wife, Nabo Sicenga,
dignified and placid, and beside her Nabo Lamtana, craning her long neck to see what guests were there, and then
the softly rounded Nabo Totwa, cuddling in her arms her youngest child, a little golden son clothed in a single
string of bright red beads. The children sat upright, dignified, with their own peers. The chief’s children formed a
separate, distinguished circle. On Lamtana’s wrists gleamed the glass bangles. They shone more brilliantly than
the intricately plaited armlets and anklets of yellow grass worn by her half-sisters, and she was conscious of the
admiration, tempered by envy, cast in her direction.
Prince Mhau, as lord and host, stood proudly supervising the distribution of the huge joints. Advising him was
Beta, his ancient grand-uncle and senior member of the family council, a thin-nosed old man whose black eyes
made bright slits in his wrinkled skin. Mhau was grateful to him: he felt safer with old men than with young; they
had tradition and precedent to offer, while the young confused him with new greeds. He was glad that the oxhead, with its soft tongue and sweet, coiled brains, went to the aged, who had the privilege of eating in the sacred
cattle byre itself; the tough forelegs were sent to the arrogant, unfettered youths.
Mhau himself was in the full vigour of manhood, but he had assumed his position as chief when still unfledged
and had never travelled beyond the protection of the small country of the Ngwenyama (the Lion), king of the
Swazi. Nor did he have any desire to do so. He was not prepared to lose the identity of his status. He did not want
to be anonymous. In his own setting he was—and looked—the ideal chief. He was very tall and of enormous
girth, and his head, nobly proportioned, was garlanded with a crown of polished black wax. A khaki shirt, open at
the neck and fitting tight across the waist, hung over the spotted red-and-white print kilt that girded his loins,
reaching to his knees; over the print flapped a triangular lijobo\fn{The traditional clothing of men made from the pelts of
animals (generally bucks or civet cats) with one strip in front and another behind; generally described as a loin skin and worn by
conservatives over kilts of shop-bought printed cloth } of soft buckskin. His massive, almost hairless legs were bare except

for a narrow anklet of medicines, and he wore no shoes on his fine strong feet. Nabo Totwa, slightly intoxicated
by beer specially brewed for the chief, commented audibly with a sigh of longing:
“I have never seen a man like our husband.”
And she hugged her naked baby to her breast in a rush of uncontrolled affection. The child began to suckle
contentedly, but Nabo Lamtana turned towards her and, though her words were joking, her eyes were hard.
“You spoil him. Go, man, leave the milk and take the meat.” Nabo Totwa smiled as she said,
“Let him be. There’s still less meat than milk.” She crooned to the baby,
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“Eat, my child, and be full.”
Mhau looked at his wives, and his countenance reflected the stimulus of recollected variety. Nabo Sicenga, his
first fully known woman, was always pleasant and generous, sweet-spoken and peace-loving, a noble influence on
the younger wives. He felt less respect and less affection for the swanlike Nabo Lamtana. To himself he said, “She
has a dangerous jealousy. She must not see to whom my heart pushes me,” and then he smiled as he watched
Nabo Totwa with her baby. Perhaps conscious of his interest, she rose and looked at him long and tenderly, then
tied her baby snugly to her back and sat down again to wait for her food. Though she was quite a long way from
him, he heard the rustle of her skirt like thick water stirred by strong winds and he smelt the pungent, seductive
smell of fat and scent blended from the contact of flesh, ox-hide, and pulverized impepo flowers.
“Give the queens their dish,” he ordered Mpisi.
The youngest queen fetched it, and Nabo Sicenga, as the oldest, was privileged to cut up the huge joints into
manageable pieces and divide them among her co-wives. What they could not consume on the spot, each kept for
a later occasion. Nabo Sicenga deliberately ate relatively little, and sent Sicenga to put the remainder into her
cooking hut.
Only when every group was served did the prince settle down to eat from his own finely carved dish. Delicately he lifted a juicy cut between long-nailed thumb and forefinger and slid it between strong white teeth. There
was little talk; the pleasure of eating was deep and sufficient unto itself.
It is possible that the children would have been the first to finish had they had their portion cut up like the
adults’, but instead a single large joint went the whole circle and each child took a bite. Totwa urged each in turn
to hurry, but they all, Lamtana in particular, took their time. With the flavour of a savoury morsel still on her
tongue, Lamtana asked,
“What would it be like to have enough meat every day?” Totwa giggled.
“What a silly question. There would never be enough cattle for that.”
“I wish we could see,” yearned Sicenga.
“But if there were,” persisted Lamtana, “would it taste so good?” Totwa choked, trying to bite and reply at the
same time, and when she had recovered Lamtana commented critically,
“You are a glutton.” Totwa retorted,
“I am not. My mouth is too small and my stomach too big, but your mouth is too big and your stomach too
small.”
“Quiet, children, and get on with the rejoicing,” interrupted Nabo Sicenga.
Totwa looked down, but Lamtana pretended not to hear. She had simply stated a fact, and found it silly of Totwa and Nabo Sicenga to react. In Lamtana’s opinion, Nabo Sicenga was always trying to make peace even when
there was no need, and in doing so, of course, often created trouble. Though Nabo Lamtana made no comment,
the expression on her chiselled face showed that she was indeed annoyed that anyone else should tell her child
how to behave. Lamtana hated the bickering that ruined life in the harem, and she knew that she was too often the
cause. Her next mouthful gave her no pleasure, and when the meat came round again she passed it on without
taking her bite.
“What now?” asked Totwa. “I’m the one who should be cross.” Lamtana dismissed her.
“Then be cross. I’m not.” Sicenga pleaded silently with Totwa to let her be, and Totwa, who could never be
cross for long, grinned back and said nothing.
The food was nearly finished. An occasional belch met a chorus of sympathetic encouragement. The mongrel
dog noisily crunched the sucked-out bones strewn for him on the ground. Inside the cattle byre the old, wise men
started an ancient chant, and the stronger voices of the younger regiments joined:
Djia djia.
The hut of spears
Is empty.
The birds are dead.
To kill is chief.
Djia djia.

While they were singing, squatting replete on the ground, moving their hands to the deep rhythm, a man and
two boys were seen approaching. As they drew near, the man began to shout the chiefs praise song.
“It’s Mputuya with Peka and Timba,” announced Sicenga.
“I can see,” said Lamtana.
“They are too late for the meat,” commented Totwa.
“How do you know the pot is empty?”
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“Do you know that it isn’t?”
“Sing, children,” admonished Nabo Sicenga.
Mputuya Zwane stopped with a last flourish of praise, and he raised in his hand a stick, an unusual stick of
deepest black wood with a shiny silver knob at the end. He was a huge fellow with an appearance of strength
somehow intensified by a scar that caught the light, running from temple to chin. Mhau called,
“Come here, Zwane!”
Bending respectfully, Mputuya came forward, having first laid down his stick so that he could approach his
chief unarmed. When within easy speaking range, he squatted on the ground. The prince, having greeted him
warmly, enquired,
“How is it in the hole at Goli?”
“It’s heavy,” boomed Mputuya, his voice equalling his size.
“Then why go?” Mpisi asked spitefully. Mputuya scarcely bothered to look at him, but said,
“If some of us didn’t go, we would all die of hunger.”
“What do you eat there?” queried Beta.
“Oh, there’s enough food, though the money’s little. We dig the gold, but the whites keep it.”
“How are my people?” asked the chief, regally excluding foreigners from his interest, but showing the deepest
concern for his own subjects.
Mputuya replied at length. He informed the chief of those who worked with him in the same mine, and of
those whom he met in different homes in the townships on his day off. Some had been away from Swaziland only
a few weeks, others for months, and others for years. Several had taken up with loose women in the town and
showed no intention of returning to their families and responsibilities in the country.
“They are crocodiles,” Mhau pronounced contemptuously, “who slide into the water when we who are men
approach. They eat alone and have others to feed their families.” At this Mputuya looked steadily at Mpisi and
added deliberately,
“But sometimes their brothers at home are also like crocodiles.”
Mpisi appeared to be deeply engrossed in cleaning out an ear with a little stick. Everyone knew that Mputuya
was referring to Mpisi’s notorious neglect of Timba’s invalid mother, wife of Mpisi’s no-good brother. The whole
burden of looking after her had fallen on Mputuya, her own brother, who had brought her and her son into his own
village and cared for them both.
“How do the women behave in town now, my friend?” asked Mhau, tactfully changing to a subject of perennial interest.
Mputuya told several illuminating stories, and kept Mhau and the company well entertained. He was one of the
few subjects who spoke to the chief without effort and as an equal, and the chief listened to him with pleasure.
They had been friends since childhood; together they had herded cattle, hunted field-mice, caught birds, and
fought with sticks. When Mhau had inherited his father’s position, Mputuya, son of a leading councillor, had decided to work in the mines. Mhau was desolate at the first departure, and had sacrificed a beast and prayed to his
own ancestors to keep his friend safe.
He was also afraid that the city might change Mputuya, might even keep him forever. But his fears were unnecessary. Mputuya came home with new knowledge but undiminished loyalty. He had gone away many times since
then, and, through the protection of the ancestors, had always come back safely. Once he was reported dead. A fall
of rock. A tomb in the bowels of the earth. But somehow he pulled through, and the scar on his face was the only
visible reminder of his ordeal. Throughout the years his friendship with Mhau had endured, and the chief loved
and trusted him more than any other subject.
Mputuya now wore trousers and shirts, and his wife was a Christian, and his son, Feka, had been taken from
herding three years ago and was still attending school. In spite of all these differences Mhau trusted Mputuya.
Mhau would have liked to have gone on talking to his friend, but knew that it was not wise, or safe, to show
too much favouritism in public. But before dismissing him, he sent for a bowl of beer and Mputuya drank deeply;
then he called to the two boys to finish what remained. Having thanked the chief, Mputuya went to sit with his
age group, and the boys with the lolling youngsters. Feka was tall and strong-looking like his father, and Timba,
who was thin and lanky, walked admiringly behind him. Lamtana, too, followed Feka, with her clear dark-brown
eyes, noticing how straight and sturdy were his legs in tight new khaki shorts.
The sun was falling and the feast was over. The praises of Mhau the Giver still echoed in the ears of the guests
as they wandered along the narrow paths that veined the countryside, linking their smaller homesteads to the bigger homestead of the chief.
Mhau himself had returned to his own hut and the wives to their separate enclosures. His was the largest single
hut, and the only one built of stone. In it he entertained special friends and the wives as he desired them. Now he
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was ready to relax, but before he could do so fully he had to make his nightly round of inspection. He would have
liked to while away the time with Mputuya. Instead he looked with contempt at Mpisi, who always accompanied
him and was sitting near the doorway waiting to serve his master. After a long silence Mhau said,
“How is your brother’s wife?”
“She is sick, Nkosi,”\fn{A title of deference applied specifically to a chief but extended to any man in authority } said Mpisi
humbly, hiding his resentment at the deliberate way in which the chief always described the woman as “your
brother’s wife” and never as “Mputuya’s sister.”
“People learn too much wickedness in the city,” he continued craftily. Our medicine men haven’t cures for all
their poisons.”
“They are too often powerless against witches,” agreed the prince sadly. He peered outside.
“It is late. Give me my torch,” he ordered. “It is time to inspect the village.”
The children were already asleep, all but Lamtana. They had laid themselves down early, replete and satisfied.
Totwa, curled complacently on her sleeping mat beside Sicenga, had chuckled,
“Tonight I will dream well.”
Sicenga had grunted drowsy assent. Lamtana, flat on her back with her eyes closed, said nothing. She was full,
almost too full, yet her mind was wide awake. Behind her eyelids paraded a fantastic picture of herself; she wore
a shining cloth of green and blue, and her arms were bright with bracelets. She was sitting in a motor car with
Feka, and they were driving down the winding road to faraway Goli. She had her own image of the white man’s
greatest city, an image built from stories told by men who had returned.
“Of course,” she admitted to herself, “most of them are big lies made up by the men to impress us women,” but
from them had grown her creation. Myriads of torches glowing from huge huts of queer shapes, some built on top
of others, close together. Women in the strangest dresses, with coloured objects on their heads and shoes like Miss
Sibanze’s, the teacher’s, enclosing their feet. A tremendous noise of shouting, clattering, whistling, singing, and
hooting. So many cars that you closed your eyes to cross a street. She had her eyes squeezed tight to enjoy the
blaze of vivid, moving lights. And she thought for a moment that she was still dreaming when she heard Mpisi’s
voice exclain1,
“Nkosi. Look!” Then she recognized her father’s voice responding sharply,
“What is it?”
“There, on the pinnacle of the girls’ hut. A baboon. There.”
She lay hardly daring to breathe.
Suddenly, louder and clearer than any of her imagined city’s sounds, she thought she heard the eerie chatter of
the most horrible creature in the world. The creature closest to man, and the greatest mockery of man. The witch’s
familiar. Lamtana clapped her hands over her ears as she imagined the ominous creature moving overhead.
“Are you sure it was that?” asked Mhau in a troubled voice.
“Yes, indeed. What else could it be? When you shone your torch it disappeared.”
“I can only hope my torch forestalled its evil.” Then the voices and the footsteps passed on.
Lamtana wriggled closer to Sicenga, but it was a long time before she fell asleep.
3
Mputuya, his son, Feka, and his sister’s son, Timba, had been the last to leave the feast. Mhau had sent a handmaiden to tell them to wait and the mother of Sicenga had given Mputuya a portion of meat to take with him to
the women of his home.
Timba carried the gift, carefully wrapped in green leaves and bound with grass. When he came to their
homestead, he laid it like a devotion in the cooking hut of Mputuya’s wife, Nabo Feka, who received it with such
loud acclamations of delight and praises of Jesus that Timba’s own mother in the hut next door hobbled to see
what was happening, and together they gave Him thanks.
Nabo Feka belonged to the Holy Apostolic Church of Jesus in Zion, which inculcated into its members a firm
faith in the curative effects of a white uniform, a green girdle, and the name of Jesus. Nabo Timba was not visibly
a member. She was still trying other traditional remedies for the mysterious and terrible illness that had befallen
her shortly after her husband’s last visit to her. But it created no conflict in her to praise Jesus as well as the
prince, and to seek the help of a church as well as of ancestors and medicine men. She was in fact thinking of
joining Nabo Feka’s church as a gesture of affection for her brother’s wife rather than from fervour or faith in
Holy Apostolic teaching. She was more at peace at Mputuya’s than she had been for many years, and Timba, her
only child, was happy herding Mputuya’s cattle.
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After her experience with Mpisi she was deeply appreciative of the treatment she received from Mputuya.
True, she had some claim for maintenance from him since he, as her brother, had used her marriage cattle to
obtain his own wife, Nabo Feka. But bitterly she knew that a legal obligation could be fulfilled willingly or
unwillingly, with generous kindness or cruel reluctance, and never once had Mputuya or his wife made her feel
unwanted. She was aware that in apportioning the meat, Nabo Feka cut for her the most tender piece, of which,
however, she was able to eat only the tiniest morsel.
Mputuya observed with anxiety and deep pity how little she ate. She had been a strong, buxom maiden and
now she looked scarcely human. A strong drive for revenge surged through him. He vowed that he would find that
man, Mpisi’s brother; he would seek him out through the streets and slums of the city, not to bring him back (he
spat at the idea), but to destroy him as he had destroyed his woman, so that he, too, would never again be able to
enjoy work in sunlight or gorge delicious meat. He, Mputuya, refrained from resorting to sorcery; he wanted to
inflict revenge himself with his own powerful hands.
So dark were his thoughts that he did not at first hear his wife talking to him, but finally he noticed his sister’s
pleading eyes and he drew himself together.
“What is it?” he asked, excusing himself with “I am tired and my thoughts left me.”
“I was telling you,” repeated his wife, “about the new healer of our church who has come from Zululand.”
“A healer?”
“Yes. A prophet. Blessed with the Holy Spirit.”
She recounted stories of wonders that the stranger had performed, emphasizing in particular the cures he had
achieved in most desperate cases. He was staying for a while with a priest in the neighbouring district, and though
she herself had not gone to hear him, many of her co-religionists had, and all agreed that he was indeed a prophet.
Mputuya listened without much sympathy. He had given up hope of his sister’s cure; her body was tattooed
with incisions made by different medicine men he had employed and paid. He had even suggested taking her to a
white doctor at Mbabane Hospital, but she had protested that hers was not a sickness that white people—who did
not believe in sorcery—could cure, and since in his heart he agreed, he had not persisted.
His wife, whose religion forbade the use of medicines other than holy ash and water, had previously suggested
that a healer “prophet” of her church be brought to “lay hands” on the invalid. But Mputuya had little confidence
in these strange men who wandered round the countryside in their white-and-green raiment, holding aloft magic
rods and claiming to be possessed of the Holy Spirit. Who was this Holy Spirit, anyway, Mputuya asked himself,
that could possess many different bodies all at once?
He put more trust in the traditional diviners inspired by deceased ancestors. Not that he trusted them entirely,
either—too many were frauds trading on the credulity of fools who shouted “We agree” very loudly each time the
diviner seemed to hit the mark in his diagnosis, and who dropped their voices to a dull monotone when he misfired. No, such impostors were not for him. He believed in diviners who did not rely on such easy clues, but were
able to diagnose without a single word being spoken by the supplicants and without even seeing the patient.
Such a one was the renowned Incabanga of Namahasha, an ugly little hunchback with many wives. It was from
him that Mputuya had learned the nature of his sister’s illness, and how it had been caused. That evil-doer, her
husband, had injected it into her to prevent her bestowing her favours on any other man in his absence. Then he
had abandoned her, without even removing his witchcraft.
Mputuya had not the heart to tell his sister the verdict pronounced for her by the wise Incabanga, and had gone
on calling in different medicine men and herbalists. And when his wife was speaking he noticed that his sister was
looking at him with such desperate sadness that he said,
“All right, let us try this healer.”
So very early the next morning he left with Peka to fetch the prophet. Timba was taking the cattle to the pasture, and on his way he met Sicenga, Lamtana, and Totwa, coming from the river where they had bathed.
“Why are you alone? Has Peka’s school started again?” Lamtana asked.
“No, he has gone with his father.”
“Where have they gone?”
“To fetch a new prophet who perhaps can help my mother.”
The girls were full of sympathy and curiosity. They had heard of the prophet; his achievements and behaviour
were part of local gossip.
“Can we see him?” asked Lamtana.
“Oh yes, Nabo Peka wants people to come and pray with him and has gone to call all her friends.”
“We’ll help pray,” said Totwa.
“Yes,” agreed Lamtana. “We will see each other later at your home.”
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The chief did not encourage preachers to come to his own homestead; not that he was discourteous if they arrived—on the contrary, he sent them food and let them sit as long as they felt inclined—but he himself remained
occupied with affairs which, he would tell Mpisi to inform his guests, were “important.” His wives, more anxious
to please him and his ancestors than to win the grace of unknown gods, followed his example and remained aloof.
But the children were permitted to listen to the varied visiting emissaries of Christianity. On the whole they were
amused rather than impressed, and after the visitor had gone, Totwa would entertain an appreciaive audience by
intoning a spate of meaningless words interspersed with impassioned calls of “Jesus,” “Satan,” and “Amen” and
accompanied by exaggerated antics and grimaces. From all accounts, the prophet promised to be fun.
The girls watched for him. Past noon they spied Mputuya and Feka returning, and with them was a strange
figure dressed in a huge brimless hat topped by big white feathers. Over the body, reaching below the knees,
flowed a white robe bound at the middle by a cord of vivid green, and from beneath the robe emerged a pair of
purple trouser legs. Aloft in the air this “prophet”—for who else could it be?—held two snowy rods stripped of
bark, one rod pointed and one twisted into a symlolic circle.
“He looks silly,” giggled Sicenga.
“He’s trying to look like a white man,” announced Lamtana.
“Let’s go now and hear him,” pleaded Totwa, adding with a fearful thrill, “I hear he bites.”
They could not resist this. They followed the path to Mputuya’s home and stopped outside Nabo Timba’s hut.
From rithin came the sound of voices. Suddenly the prophet himself emerged. On seeing the girls he stood still,
staring from wild yes, then greeted them in a harsh sing-song voice; they responded a trifle nervously. They stood
in graceful posture, their limbs glowing in the sunshine. He remained watching them silently for a few minutes,
before he announced:
“It is well done, God.”
“I didn’t hear you,” said Sicenga politely. He repeated gravely,
“I said well done, God.” He gave a sudden high neigh and walked off abruptly, leaving the girls staring at each
other, not sure whether they could allow themselves to laugh.
“His eyes frighten me,” whispered Sicenga. “Should we go home?”
“No, I want to see what he does,” replied Lamtana bravely. “I’m going inside. Come.”
There were already five or six others, including a mother with a sick, whimpering child, in the hut. The girls
sat close together on the women’s side. Nabo Feka put a bowl of clean water and another of ash in the centre. The
prophet returned, and other people trickled in. His eyes roved over those who had come to hear him. Mputuya was
not present.
With a startling “Ha!” the prophet raised his arms high above the people, closed his eyes, and began to pray,
invoking the Holy Spirit to drive out Satan and lead the wicked into the path of righteousness. His voice, which
had been soft at the beginning, grew loud and nasal, he inhaled frequently, and he ended his short sermon with an
enormous “Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen.” The audience repeated the Amens.
“Now let us sing.” He gave the words of his hymn: “The Spirit is everywhere, everywhere.”
The company took up the words and melody. Over and over they sang the same line, their bodies responding
rhythmmically. Lamtana’s eyes were fixed on the preacher, and it seemed to her that his body grew more than humanly tall and that his eyes were bright stars that shone from a high, dark firmament. As he stopped the first hymn
with the Amen magic and began another chant, she whispered to Totwa, who sat wedged beside her,
“He is a great person. 1 think God himself is like that.”
They did not notice how late it was getting. Time was motionless under the spell of repetitive chanting in the
hut thick with the heat and sweat of bodies.
The mother with the sick baby came forward beseechingly. The prophet seized it from her, held it high above
his head in both hands, and shouted,
“Out Satan!” The baby screamed wildly. He brought it down almost to the ground, uttering peculiar noises that
rose above the singing.
“Amen!” he yelled, gripping it by an arm, and with his free hand he soused it with water, rubbed ash over its
wriggling little brown body, gave it a violent slap with the words “Holy Ghost,” and thrust the infant back to its
anxious mother, who tried her best, but temporarily in vain, to quiet it.
Nabo Timba shuffled toward him and caught at his robe to draw his attention. He gazed at, and through, her.
He neighed, threw back his head, his eyes wide open with whites gleaming. Sweat shone on his forehead. He
pursed his lips and uttered high piercing sounds in the expectant, deep silence. He put his hands on her head and
jerked out,
“Go demons. God. The sick are here. Go. I banish you Satan, go. Help them Holy Spirit. Witches kill people.
Let them believe. Holy Ghost in my hands. Worship. Worship. Behold the Lord. Holy Ghost see these women and
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children. Pity them. Go Satan.” As he continued, a terrible frenzy possessed him. He struck Nabo Timba fiercely
on her back, shouting,
“Get out Satan. Go demons.”
He took the holy water and splashed it on her, and rubbed her wildly with the ash, while she sat trembling, submissive, with the anguish of fading hope in her eyes. He was babbling incoherently, but when the singing abated
in vigour he yelled, “Amen, Amen,” and the response came, “Amen, Amen, Amen, Amen.” He shoved his way to
where the girls sat huddled, and some of the women began crying and making hissing noises as their bodies
pressed against each other, and the prophet pushed between them. Unable or unwilling to move, they submitted to
his hands and continued to sing and shout. Foamy spittle started trickling from his mouth and mixed with his
sweat, spattering the excited chorus. Possessed, he fell on his knees, heedless of the interwoven limbs, and
reached toward the girls, uttering passionate cries.
Lamtana felt her whole body freeze as his face came close to hers. His eyes were mad. She wanted to scream
with fear, but could only mouth
“Amen.”
It was at that stage that Mputuya squeezed into the hut. He watched the orgy with growing disquiet and
disgust, then grabbed Feka, who was sitting beside him, and ordered,
“Come outside.”
They pushed through the low door and into the fresh, cool air. So rapt were the women, so engrossed in the
antics of the prophet, that even Mputuya’s own wife and sister, usually observant of his every movement, had not
noticed his entry or his exit. His eyes were blazing and his voice hoarse as he exclaimed,
“He’s a madman. We must drive him out.” Feka, reeling in the fresh air like one intoxicated, replied vaguely,
“Amen.”
“Shut up with Amen!” shouted his father brutally. “Fetch my stick.”
Standing waiting outside the hut, he let forth a torrent of abuse and yelled at those within to be quiet, but no
one heard or heeded. His face was taut, the scar looked like a raw wound, and his heart thundered through his
head.
When Feka returned with the stick, Mputuya took it without a word and went back into the hut. At first all he
could see in the dim light were twitching, writhing bodies, but soon he discerned the white robe and heard the
prophet’s voice screaming “Go out Satan” over the person, the familiar person, of Nabo Feka, his own wife. Blind
rage filled his heart, and he shouted in a voice terrible and broken,
“Clear out! You, you Satan!”
But the prophet did not hear, and next second the headman’s black stick with the silver knob beat down on the
high brimless cap. The prophet crumpled like a bag. The stick shone and struck again. Women and children began
rushing, screaming in panic, through the low door, clambering heedlessly over the prostrate body.
“Loose women! Animals!” Mputuya screamed in contempt as they fled from his reach.
The chief’s children were pressed out of the doorway in the general stampede. Sobbing with fear and
exhaustion, they stumbled outside. It was almost dark.
“What are you doing here?” Mputuya shouted at them. “Go home! You should not mix in this madness!”
They fled from him, speechless. On the road Lamtana panted out between hard sobs,
“He brought the madman to his home and then shouts at us.”
The others were too upset to speak. Mpisi strode to meet the girls, demanding,
“Where have you been? I was sent to find you.” Lamtana replied,
“It is all right. We will explain to our mothers.”
“They will kill you,” he said with some satisfaction. “What will you explain?”
It was indeed difficult. When the mothers saw the girls they shouted angrily, “Where have you been?” and,
before they could reply, began to scold and threaten them horribly.
“Forgive us,” pleaded Sicenga. When the deep maternal fears had spent themselves in loud abuse, Nabo
Sicenga repeated,
“Where have you been?” Sicenga and Totwa hesitated, and Lamtana answered for them in a low voice,
“We were caught at Mputuya’s by the prophet.”
“We escaped,” breathed Sicenga.
“From what?” her mother asked. “Tell me.” Lamtana stumbled out,
“The prophet that Mputuya brought for Nabo Timba. He laid hands on us and spat on us. We were forced to
pray and sing. Then Mputuya killed him and blamed us.”
“We only wanted to help pray for Nabo Timba,” sobbed Totwa.
“Mputuya said he was Satan,” said Sicenga. “We ran all the way home.”
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Though they tried to describe what had happened, they could not find words for the horror they had
experienced. The mothers listened and concluded,
“They have escaped.”
Eventually the girls went to their own hut and stretched out their sleeping mats. Sicenga asked,
“Do you think Mputuya killed him?”
“I hope so,” Lamtana replied fervently, adding fiercely, “I will never, never believe in prophets again.”
She couldn’t blot out the preacher’s eyes, nor stop the sound “Amen, Amen” beating in her ears, nor forget
Mputuya’s fierce denunciation,
“Loose women! Animals!”
She went hot with shame. She remembered the baboon that had settled on the roof, and wondered who was
responsible for all these misfortunes. …
258.16 Excerpt from An Ill-Fated People\fn{by Lawrence Vambe (1917- )} Mashonganyika Village, Chishawasha
District, Mashonaland East Province, Zimbabwe (M) 11
1
Almost as soon as you began to be able to absorb facts and to recognize human and animal forms you saw
dogs everywhere.
There was an infinity of dogs, little, big, tame or vicious, dogs whose physical condition largely depended on
what they could sniff and scavenge out of the village garbage heap rather than on the generosity and animalloving nature of their masters. You learnt to talk to them and to know each dog by name, the majority of which
were given with some mischievous intent.
It was the custom that if you disliked a neighbor you gave your dog a name descriptive of him and his peculiarities, and in that way you provided yourself with a constant outlet for expressing your petty hates, prejudices,
even oaths against that person by means of the mute, if innocent dog. Soon enough you got to know that the sole
purpose of a dog’s life was to hunt and scare away dangerous animals and possibly men in the hours of dark ness;
beyond this utilitarian function they might as well have been as inanimate as blocks of wood or rocks, noticed
only if they were in the way.
If they misbehaved, that is if they snatched food from humans, a temptation to which, with a diet as meager as
this, they frequently succumbed, or if they shamelessly performed the sexual act in the presence of their extremely
unpermissive owners, they were thrashed with any weapon to hand. In short, they had no rights whatever, except
only to serve their masters well.
However, the number of dogs round and about was insignificant compared with the number of cattle owned by
the tribe, cattle of all kinds, horned, hornless, pure black, spotted, pure brown, or gray, tame as well as pugnacious. Their condition was seasonal. They were fattest in the rainy season when grazing was plenty and lush, and
leanest when the seemingly endless sun of the Rhodesian dry season reduced the entire countryside to a dreary
prospect of parched, brittle, yellowy grass and leaves. At these times the merest spark could turn whole areas into
a conflagration that burned for days and nights on end. Sometimes, the dry season went beyond the normal nine
months, stretching to twelve months or even longer, so that the rivers and ponds dried out and drinking water for
both man and beast was scarce.
Then the condition of the cattle became really pathetic, that is if they did not perish altogether by the lingering
death of thirst and starvation. My people, though accomplished food-growers and agriculturists in the most general sense of the word, knew nothing about water-conservation and hay-making for their animals. Luckily, misfortunes of this kind were rare, but when they did happen they were regarded as total disasters brought about by the
displeased spirits of the avenging ancestors, who required immediate appeasement in the form of tribal prayers
and spirit dances—often, at least in my experience, with dramatically positive results.
Cattle were as important to my people as the white man’s bank account. All day the drama of the inextricable
relationship between men and cattle was constantly being played out in one form or another, so that one soon
learned that cattle represented a man’s or a woman’s security, livelihood and almost their entire purpose for living. The whole social, psychological and tribal standing of a man depended on the number of cattle he possessed.
They bought him a wife or wives; they earned him respect and admiration, and since the arrival of the white man,
cattle, like maize and rukweza\fn{Or rapoko, finger millet (Eleusine Coracana)} had considerable cash value with which
one could buy clothes, food and in a way, power as well.
The drive to possess cattle, like money in white societies, seemed to be the root of all good and all evil in the
tribe. Cattle caused men to be good, generous and kind toward their fellow men, if they considered they had
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enough of them, or to be hard and vicious, if their interests were at risk. In short they constituted one of the most
powerful motivating forces to the individual members of the tribe; they were at the bottom of most tribal disputes,
rituals and almost every form of friendly or hostile communication between men and men, women and men, or
women and women.
Mashonganyika, particularly our section of the village, was situated on sloping ground, and although there was
no view on the eastern side behind our huts where the land rose sharply to a ridge, it was possible to see far into
the distant west, south and north, which offered beautiful views of numerous hills, valleys, streams and any number of trees, rocks and plains. When the rains were good, the whole countryside was clothed in lush green grass
and thick foliage. It was enchantingly beautiful, to my mind even more so than the rest of Chishawasha which has
an almost picture-book beauty, with its many hills, valleys, meandering rivers and brooks, wide sweeping plains
and balancing rocks that seem to have been fashioned by a bizarrely imaginative sculptor. The vaShawasha people
had chosen well in coming to the country that they called Chishawasha.
For some reason the doors of all the huts and houses looked west, where the ground first descended to the plain
and the main river, and then rose gradually to higher terrain. Between the village and the western horizon where
the forest began, the country was so bare of trees that it was possible to pick out any human being or animal
coming or going for a good mile or so.
*
Among my earliest recollections of Mashonganyika was an event which established in my mind one of the
most important facts of our tribal society, one that had not occurred to me before.
It was in the early ’twenties and the incident concerned my aunt Josephine Mandinema. The latter name,
translated, meant “you speak ill of me”. It was customary for parents, particularly the mothers, to give their offspring a name that defined their own philosophy of life or attitude to their neighbors. When my grandmother,
Madzidza, was carrying Josephine in her womb she learned that some of her female neighbors, true to character,
were making sniggering remarks about her, saying that the expected baby would no doubt be another girl, just as
the first three were girls and that, “it serves her right”, she would never have a boy.
The fact was that female off-spring were of less value in the tribe, except in so far as they brought in cattle or
money in the form of lobola\fn {Bride price, paid by the bridegroom to the family of the bride } from those who wish to
marry them. As indeed these busy-bodies had predicted, the baby proved to be yet another girl, and grandmother,
just to remind everybody that she had not been unaware of their pettiness and ill-will, called her Mandinema and
Mandinema she remained.
One Sunday afternoon Josephine returned from Church a particularly black mood and did not show her usual
interest in people or food, but instead sat apart on the stoep of the family granary, where she soon started to cry
with audible sobs visibly flowing tears. She was very tense and seemed to have something to say but could not
find words to say it.
Before that moment I had never seen her cry; she had always struck me one of those rare individuals who felt
that life was too short and precious to waste in inane tears and pointless complaints. Until now, her contentment
and chatty gregariousness had been unbounded, even to the point of being tiresome to her two surviving sisters,
who were more introverted than she was.
Realizing that something serious had happened, I informed grandmother, whereupon the whole family was
summoned. They gathered round Josephine, plying her with sympathetic questions and gazing at her with eyes
which said many things that could not be expressed in words.
When Josephine had recovered her composure, the news that poured from her mouth affected everybody who
heard her like a flash of lightning, stunning them into a complete, menacing silence. It lasted several minutes, and
then was broken by the tears and groans of her sisters, Catherine and Maria. Later there were harsh recriminations.
What Josephine said was simply that she was expecting baby.
In the verbal scuffle that ensued, the family was sharply divided. On the one hand grandfather Mizha, Catherine Maria ganged up together against Josephine and minced no words in reminding her of the consequences of her
irresponsible disregard for the rules of Christian conduct which the Church imposed on its tenants in Chishawasha. She might have exercised a little self-control, they said, wise after the event. She was selfish, thinking only of
herself, when duty, common decency and the good upbringing she had had might have reminded her that in these
matters the interests of the whole family were at stake. Why had she been so precipitous? Was she so weak that
she could not have resisted the wild demands of Martin, her fiancé? Look now, what a mess the whole family was
in!
On the other hand, grandmother Madzidza took a completely opposite point of view, and was supported by
several other women closely related to our family, who had by now joined our internecine group.
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Stating her own case, Madzidza, whose prejudices against anything alien were always strongly expressed,
spoke as if this was the best news she had had for a long time. She said she recognized no law outside that of the
tribe. She was nauseated, repeat nauseated, by the views held by Mizha, her husband, and her two sin-fearing
daughters, who took too much account of the peculiar opinions of the interfering white clerics at Chishawasha
Mission. This matter was African, she said, and strictly domestic. Why should a white man be permitted to thrust
his red nose into it?
She asked this question again and again, ramming her clenched right fist into the open palm of her left hand,
dramatizing each word, each phrase and looking contemptuously at her husband and the two daughters in league
with him as if they were the guilty ones. For just this once, she emphasized, the Father Superior at the Mission
might be told to mind his own business while the Africans, especially her family, minded theirs. As far as she was
concerned, her daughter and husband Martin, for husband he now was, had done no wrong whatever. God bless
them, they had shown courage and true African independence of mind in these critical times when all sorts of
white men were charging about the country, expecting and demanding blind obedience from black people who
asked for nothing more than to be left alone to live their own lives and follow their God-given customs in peace.
Mizha, Catherine and Maria were visibly pained by this approach. But Madzidza ignored their mild protests
and went on heaping abuse on the “silly” religious regime at Chishawasha Mission, together with its priests, laybrothers and nuns, its teachers and agents of Christianity. Giving what she considered to be good, common-sense
advice, grandmother said that instead of recriminating over what the missionary might have to say—“and he will
have a lot to say, given half a chance”—the family should rejoice in the expectation of a happy event, for what
greater gift was there to any man and woman, to any family any tribe than the gift of a living, breathing, crying
human being like any one of us!
If the white man’s God was going to be offended by the conception of a human being then she could only conclude that He was against black people. In that He could not be much good, Madzidza stated.
Turning to Josephine, Madzidza spoke reassuringly, saying that she rejoiced that she was a real woman, a fruitful woman who had proved to her husband her ability to bear him as many daughters and sons as his heart
desired. Just think for a moment, she warned, what could and might have happened if Josephine and Martin had
contracted the unbending Church marriage first before they had proof that both were capable of producing
children?
The dramatic effect of Madzidza’s last statement was heightened by the other older women, who showed they
shared line of thinking with their chorus of “Yes, yes …”
What grandmother was saying was simply this: among people the birth of a child was the only binding factor
marriage, almost the only reason for getting married at all. If no child was born of a marriage, a man was entitled
either to give up his wife and demand the return of his lobola payments or to have her sister as his second wife in
the hope that she would fulfill his desire for children. By conceiving Josephine had therefore taken a worrying
load off the family shoulder. There was no doubt about that, just as there was no doubt that every family in
Mashonganyika village giving away a daughter in wedlock passed through this psychologically excruciating crisis
until it was proved groundless.
But it took Madzidza, steeped in tribal conservatism, to accept this fact without worrying about the reaction in
the complicated minds of the white missionaries. More than that, Madzidza, rebellious by nature, saw something
of herself in Josephine, whose pregnant condition she regarded as an act of defiance against the alien religious
system that she detested and felt it her duty to denounce day by day. So strong were her anti-Church views that
she resisted being baptized to the very end.
However, grandfather Mizha, being practical and an old man who wished to spend the rest of his fast-diminishing days in peace, chided his wife for using brave words to minimize the seriousness of the situation which
threatened the very peace and security of the family.
“What good can brave words do? We are a subject people. Your daughter has broken the white man’s law …
What does the white man care about our customs? He has power to punish,” said Mizha calmly, but firmly.
*
Mizha frequently used the word muchena, “the white one”, who, of course, was the Father Superior of Chishawasha Mission at the time, whom the entire African population nicknamed Mataramanga, “the stern one”. He was
a tall, strong man, with a firm face, set jaws and blue eyes that were capable of seeing into the hearts and minds of
men and telling accurately what was inside them.
Again, they occasionally referred to him as Mupuranga, “the gum tree”, because of his tall, erect figure; when
he walked his footsteps were so solid that his boots squeaked and sounded from a distance, like horseshoes
striking the ground. All these characteristics stamped him as a man whose authority was in no doubt whatever in
the mind of the tribe.
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Although at this stage I had not met this renowned priest, I had formed an image of him—and it wasn’t a very
flattering one; for all the members of my family and the neighbors conveyed the impression that, though a man of
God, he was cold and ready to punish on the slightest pretext without fear or favor or compassion. But he had the
ability to make his sermons alive and dramatic and therefore attractive to a predominantly black audience which
relished as much emotion and imagination as possible in teaching the gospel. When he preached about Hell, his
congregation could almost see and feel the huge, leaping, lapping flames of the all-consuming fires in this cruel
abode of the wicked.
He was fluent in Shona, but for his German accent, and his stentorian voice spoke in rushing angry cascades,
striking the ears of his enthralled listeners like the blows of a hammer. But for the fact that the Catholic Church
did not allow congregational shouts of “Amen” and “Hallelujah” and other such emotional displays, the people
liked his style of preaching and found it not dissimilar to their own tribal form worship.
However, Father Mataramanga was at no time a light-hearted man. He was as grim as he was passionate in
delivering the word of God. His frequently recurring text in the Sunday pulpit about sin, particularly the sins of
fornication and adultery, which he had reasons to believe were the common indulgence of Mission people. If he
picked up the slightest smell of a scandal about any of his Christians, he did not hesitate to denounce him or her
and, if circumstances warranted it, ordered the unfortunate person to stand up for all to see.
Understandably, this puritanical atmosphere that Father Mataramanga and his predecessors had built up in the
Mission, the village of Mashonganyika, and all the other villages Chishawasha, produced its own crop of
informers—appointed as well as self-appointed—who wished to curry favor with Church, or, in their own peculiar
understanding of things, considered the exposure of sinners a vital part of their Christian duty. Father
Mataramanga was unlikely, therefore, to remain uninformed for long about most things. Some critics, though, said
that he was grossly misinformed about a great deal of what actually happened in the African villages, which he
did not visit except to give the Sacrament of Extreme Unction when someone was on the point of death. Amply
supplied with tit-bits of salacious information, real or imaginary, his sermons were full of denunciations of
fornicators, adulterers and other wicked men and women, who, he imagined, were still dabbling in heathenism
and witchcraft. Of course, as everyone admitted, there was no evidence that he enjoyed this recitation of sins, for,
on the contrary, he spoke with visible fury and hatred for the sins of the flesh.
It was this priestly wrath, more perhaps than the sense of wrong, which terrified Josephine, who would inevitably be publicly rebuked and humiliated, denied Nuptial Mass and possibly become the cause of her whole family
being expelled from Chishawasha, particularly if her proud, stubborn husband Martin refused to do a public
penance.
*
Yet from the African point of view, no tribal law had been broken. Everything Josephine and Martin had done
was perfectly honorable and consistent with the tradition of the tribe. Far from being a dissipated delinquent
young man, Martin, whose family lived two or three hundred yards away from us, had gone through the
complicated tribal custom of lobola very conscientiously and paid in full the cattle and other fees that went with
the transaction. The moment that grandfather and grandmother had finally expressed themselves satisfied that
their prospective son-in-law had fulfilled his part of the lobola bargain, our law stipulated that Josephine was his;
and he had proceeded to take her as his wife both in spirit and in flesh, deciding to cross the Church bridge when
he came to it.
But Josephine, being a woman, and the women in Chishawasha took Christianity infinitely more to heart than
the men, had lost her nerve. The impromptu family conference lasted the entire afternoon and well into the evening and was extremely painful, generating heat and bitterness as tempers flared and harsh words flew and scattered like sparks of fire from burning wood. Never before in my experience had the family been so divided and so
free in the expression of their highly charged emotions—emotions which suggested a basic feeling of psychological insecurity.
Indeed, for me it marked a definite stage in the development of my consciousness: I became aware of one of
the ugly realities of the world into which I had been born. As the fierce conflict led my family deeper and deeper
into their quarrel, it became clear that the point at issue had little to do with the question of right and wrong. The
family was at loggerheads because Josephine had flouted the authority of the Church, an alien institution which,
together with the autocracy of the white rulers of Southern Rhodesia, was superimposed on all our customs, traditions, tribal will and values.
Mizha repeatedly emphasized this unpleasant fact of our existence. We were no longer a free people, but since
1890, that year of national tragedy,\fn{ In which effective, armed native resistance to colonial rule was broken by military force }
we had been subject to the whims and foibles of the white man, whether he was in or outside the Church. What
mattered was not what we judged to be right, but what the white man ordained we should or should not do.
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The Church was now the Chishawasha landlord and when its regulations were broken, as in Josephine’s case,
its methods of gentle persuasion were transformed into those of coercion and dictatorship. No amount of wishfulthinking could alter the course of white justice, if the muchena at the Mission decided to enforce spirit and the
letter of his laws with full rigor.
Each word Mizha uttered about our place in the South Rhodesian sunshine was forced into my receptive mind
like wanted food down my throat. It was deeply humiliating to know that in the eyes of the ruling white race in
the country we were in a position little different from that into which we put dogs, cats, goats and cattle. And yet,
I said to myself, animals were different from us in physique, intelligence and habits of living, whereas, apart from
the difference of color, we were of the same human species as the white man, except that he was the bully and we
were the bullied.
Needless to say, having failed to unravel this human equation I simply cast my people into good angels and
white men into wicked devils, including those who preached the word of God.
*
Finally, however, the family exhausted its passions, and faced the question of how to prevent the worst that
could happen from taking its course.
The worst was expulsion from Chishawasha. That had happened before, Mizha warned, and all recent evidence
went to show that the Church was acting with much less compassion in these matters than it had done in past. He
feared, therefore, that this was almost a certainty and could not reconcile himself to the horrible possibility of
having to leave his tribe and go into exile.
In Chishawasha lay buried many of our forefathers, whose spirits protected and influenced our lives in every
way. The familiar beautiful countryside of Chishawasha had been his entire world since birth; it was his life and
his spirit and freedom and to be banished from it permanently would be worse than imprisonment; and he couldn't
face it. Neither could he face the other possibility: of having his family made the subject of a public scandal by
the scandal-loving Christian community of Chishawasha, he said.
Mizha, like many of his generation in the village, had gone through the suffering of the 1896 rebellion and of
the unexplained nemesis of the Furuwenza,\fn{The influenza epidemic of 1918} with its by-products of sorrow, hunger
and death. But he had hoped that his remaining years on earth would be spent in Chishawasha in relative peace,
with what happiness and contentment a defeated people could enjoy in this world.
Now this!
What had he done to deserve this new misfortune?
At this stage, grandmother Madzidza, who had maintained her optimistic belligerence throughout, made a
number of suggestions for a solution. All but one of these were described by Mizha as “wild” and “impractical”.
Madzidza’s final idea was that Father Malararnanga need never know if everyone treated Josephine’s condition as
a family secret and made speedy preparations to get the couple married before her pregnancy was too noticeable.
Mizha agreed that this was their only hope, although he was not very confident that the secret would be kept.
He might well have been right, for although our village world was completely without newspapers or any of the
modern means of communication, everyone, particularly the Christians, kept their ears close to the ground for
anything with which to spice their neighborly chit-chat or to use as proof of their concern for the moral tone of the
Mission.
Late that evening, Martin was fetched from his part of the village and seriously advised to get married as
speedily as possible.
But far from being sorry or defensive, Martin’s attitude approached arrogant indifference. He scoffed at the
very idea of the Church having any say in the pursuit of his natural rights. This was great news to grandmother.
She couldn’t conceal her pride and excited delight at the discovery that her prospective son-in-law shared the
revolutionary spirit that was such a pronounced trait in her own outlook on matters of Church and State.
With Martin on her side, she might have steered the discussion right back to where it had started, had not
grandfather Mizha firmly and angrily spelled out once more the consequences of negligence and self-deception in
this matter. However, finally Martin consented to get himself married as quickly as possible, adding, all the same,
that he was going to do so only because he loved his wife and wished to put his father-in-law’s mind at rest and
not because he was bowing to the new laws of the land.
Strange as it may seem, Martin was baptized and occasionally a church-goer. But he was immensely cynical
and rebellious though like many of the young his rebelliousness, unlike that Madzidza, was against both tribal
authority and its white counterpart.
He was intolerant of the slow, inhibiting ways the tribe as well as those of the Church, which he did not particularly care to understand. If he had only himself and his wife to think of, a Church marriage would have been
the furthest thing from his restless, untamed mind.
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In a way he was typical of the young generation in Mashonganyika and Chishawasha as a whole. Men of his
age group, while gladly coming to terms with the materialism of white civilization, were both angry and confused.
The reason was that they could not reconcile their way of thinking with that of the tribal system whose inglorious
past, inadequate present and uncertain future held few attractions for them. Neither could they find psychological
satisfaction in the Church whose mysticism, compromising position, obsession against wealth and ill-defined
moral strictures were not related to their youthful dreams.
In short, both institutions seemed irrelevant in the rough-and-tumble existence that the not-very-Christian, but
obviously aggressive and unashamedly acquisitive white society was shaping in Southern Rhodesia.
The last thing Martin said was that he was going to the Mission the following day to ask the priest to announce
the banns of his marriage so that in about three weeks’ time the whole tiresome business would be over. About
informers, he said, he would take the necessary precautions; but if they told the priest about his wife’s pregnancy,
he would thrash them within an inch of their lives.
Martin was endowed with considerable muscular strength and everybody in the village was well aware of his
quick temper and more important, his superior, hard-hitting punches. Whether or not this reputation had anything
to do with it, I do not know, but the fact remains that he and his pregnant bride created no scandal. He had a white
wedding, which proved beyond any shadow of doubt that their secret was not divulged to the missionary superior,
who would otherwise most certainly have taken a wrathful view of such wicked indulgence.
In years to come, it became evident to me that most young couples resorted to “white lies” of this kind to avoid
similar unpleasantness and to have white weddings, with their enormous social prestige. From time to time,
though, some of these subterfuges backfired, so that a few of the guilty were punished, while others, refusing to
accept the penalties imposed, left the Church and Chishawasha Mission altogether.
2
The incident I have just related was no trivial matter, not something to be easily thrown out of my memory. It
has stuck in my mind like a permanent scar all these years and I can remember every detail of it, including the
moods of the various individuals who argued so fiercely.
It was important because it made one fundamental issue clear to me. This was the relation between my tribe
and the Church, and, of course, the political overtones of that relationship.
Now I knew that the Church both temporal and spiritual, held the whip-hand in all the tribal affairs of the
VaShawasha people in the Mission; it could if it so wished, toss out of its lands any man, woman or family at any
time and for any reason at all. There was no right of appeal to anyone in any case of ejection or others of a similar
kind.
It could therefore be said, putting it in crude, practical terms, that the Church owned the VaShawasha people;
its influence over everyone was overpowering. Like the air breathed, the Church was everywhere, as much in the
loud peals of its bell which rang out continually each day and was heard for miles around, as in the authority of its
dogmatic but largely mystifying teaching.
In due course, this obviously master-and-servant relationship was to grow into a source of constant friction between the tribal elders and the Church, not only on the important question of land and the power which it had to
expel anyone who broke its rules, but more particularly on the psychologically shattering doctrine it put forward,
that the Catholic Church was the only means by which one could be saved from eternal damnation.
The family wrangle over the pregnancy of Josephine brought to the surface one of the most unfortunate features of white domination in Southern Rhodesia. Because they were not in a position to have an honest dialogue
with the Church, because they were not given a chance to explain their religious system and prove how positively
superior some of it was compared with much of the Christian religion, the VaShawasha people understandably
developed an attitude by which questions of right and wrong outside the tribal code of ethics were judged strictly
according to the Church’s likely reaction and not on their merits.
In short, they began to observe the moral code adopted generally by European races. This was that most things
were wrong only if they were discovered or were likely to invite legal penalties.
Put differently, the tribe gradually realized that the best way to get along with missionaries and white people
generally was by cultivating the “virtue” of cunning; lying and dishonesty seemed to be the foundations of white
religion and culture and as the white man asserted his authority, the tribe increasingly geared its thinking to this
philosophy, whenever it suited its interests.
*
We had hardly got over this crisis when another unpleasant fact of our existence in Rhodesia was impressed
upon me.
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That Monday, the day began as most days, with nothing particular to look forward to and no special task to be
done urgently. As all field work had been completed and we were now waiting for the maize and other crops to
ripen, most people were at home and at ease. The large number of dogs that my family owned were barking, frisking, scavenging and running about aimlessly.
Sometime in the early afternoon, grandmother Madzidza, who kept a sharp eye all around and was probably
more aware than most of us that in these days the tribe’s freedom was liable to be illusory, suddenly announced
that a white police trooper was approaching on horseback from the west. In the next second she remembered that
we had not paid tax on all our dogs.
We were all thrown off balance—except, of course, Madzidza. While everybody else was trying to digest this
disturbing piece of news, Madzidza, like a quick-thinking army commander in a tricky military situation, ordered
us to assist in rounding up all the dogs and locking them in one hut.
“Otherwise we will be in real trouble from the white man,” she reminded us.
In awkward moments such as this one, grandmother always seemed to find her true personality and to triumph
over everyone else in courage, imagination and cool-headedness. In the event, no one dared to disobey her orders
or to doubt the wisdom of her action. And so, as if we were a squad of well-drilled, disciplined soldiers in a field
of battle, we rushed to carry out her instructions and rounded up every dog in sight, so that by the time the white
man galloped into our yard we were secretly congratulating ourselves on the brilliance of the whole smartly executed operation.
Grandmother, to cap her mastery of the situation as well as to add a touch of humor and innocence, coolly
walked forward to greet the imposing representative of the law, bowing and curtseying in the traditional manner,
which all seemed to disarm the trooper.
However, any idea that the dogs might have been in tune with our way of thinking was soon shattered.
The constable finished checking up on the poll-tax receipts of all the adult males, which I thought he did
quickly and politely, and was just about to take leave of our company when the dogs, enraged by the claustrophobic atmosphere of the small, windowless, dark and nearly airless hut, suddenly and simultaneously began to howl.
They shrieked and snarled like a pack of irate, hungry hyenas and loudly proclaimed their illegal imprisonment
and Madzidza’s little plot.
The white man turned beetroot red.
Grandmother almost collapsed in shame and terror.
Grandfather Mizha, who, as usual, had not been consulted by his wife, but had not expressed any objections to
the scheme, was obviously also shaken. All he could say was that he had known all along that the whole idea was
as crazy as most of Madzidza’s impulsive notions were.
I was terrified, to say the least, wondering what the haughty-looking copper was going to do next.
He soon made his intentions clear and they were not for our comfort. He called Mizha a skellum\fn{Scoundrel, in
Afrikaans} and cursed several times. My vocabulary of foreign words was by now large enough for me to recognize
that he was calling us “kaffirs, bastards, bobojaans”\fn{Baboons} and several other names. When he had vented his
feelings, he got down from his horse, walked to the hut that imprisoned the protesting dogs and gave the door an
angry kick with his brown-polished right boot; it flew open and the dogs rushed out, some still biting and fighting
one another and others attacking him as if he had been responsible for their confinement.
Just as he must have guessed, he noticed that every one of these canine animals was a “bandit”, in other words,
untaxed for that year. They were not wearing the Government collar and tax disc.
Perhaps because he felt that he had been made a fool of, perhaps because he was appalled by the very idea of
black people robbing the government of its much-needed tax revenue or because he felt sorry for the dogs or for
all these reasons, the trooper cursed us again angrily and loudly with another fair mixture of “kaffirs, niggers,
bobojaans” and similar, typically Rhodesian-South African expletives.
*
I experienced here for the first time what I think has been and still is a strong factor in the reactions of colonial
Africans to white people, particularly those in authority.
There is fear in all of us, fear that either drives us to irrational aggression or makes us merely stand still in paralytic helplessness. In my experience, the fear that we Africans had for the Europeans was of the latter kind and, I
venture to suggest, perhaps largely accounts for the prolonged state of subjection of the Southern Rhodesian Africans.
To say that this is a sad reflection on the black people of the country, as most people outside Rhodesia tend to
do, would be an over-simplification of this issue. This total, helpless fear did not exist in the Africans of my country before 1896. But after being utterly defeated on the field of battle, and subjected to every form of control, subtle and violent, the entire African population lapsed into a state in which the passive instinct of self-preservation
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became predominant: this contributed as much to UDI\fn{ The unilateral declaration of independence, which the white,
apartheid government of colonial Rhodesia announced in late 1965 } as the arrogance and dementia of the Rhodesian Front
Party.
What I find dangerous and abhorrent now\fn{ Published in 1972, this book predates the Republic of Zimbabwe by eight
years} is the attitude of the autocratic white minority, who after so many years of silent obedience from the
Africans, are so sure of themselves that they think they can hold power indefinitely.
On that memorable Monday afternoon in the village of Mashonganyika I witnessed a situation which, more
than anything else, convinced me that we were not only a conquered people, but a people that the conqueror did
not even respect.
The white policeman, though alone, behaved as if he owned us and the very ground he trod on. He did not
even pretend to hold his revolver at the ready as a warning to any would-be attacker. Indeed, I was certain that if
he had wanted he could have marched us all anywhere without any trouble at all. However, he did not go that far;
instead he proceeded to handcuff Mizha, old and frail as he was, without the slightest compassion or regard for his
age. Nor did it worry him that his prisoner might need food and other personal comforts on the way. On the
contrary, he rudely pushed Mizha in front of the snorting horse and took him away to face whatever punishment
might be in store for his crime.
Nobody, man or woman, raised a finger in protest.
We were all reduced to a state of sheepishness and timidity.
Such was the fear the lone officer and the forces he represented had instilled into the hearts and minds of my
people. All grandmother’s verbal courage and quick, biting tongue had melted and vanished into thin air. Even Jakobo, Mizha’s eldest son by his first wife, who normally never stopped boasting of his bravery and expressing his
contempt for the rest of his fellow tribesmen, suddenly seemed to have become a coward like everyone else and
merely stared into space.
There was his father, being removed from our presence as if he were a dangerous criminal and Jakobo had
absolutely nothing to say or do in his defence.
*
For many days and nights after, I tried without success to fathom the peculiar relationship between my people
and white men, between justice and injustice, between right and wrong, the value of the dogs against the rights of
men, and asked myself again and again why a tax had to be paid for possessing a mere dog and not for a chicken
or a cat.
Anyway, why had it to be paid to some impersonal white government, whose usefulness to my people was
non-existent as far as I could see?
It was all sheer robbery, criminal plunder of the weak by the strong. If there was any justification for taxation,
the least this alien authority could do was to ask for it politely instead of extorting it by arrogance, threats and use
of force. I could see no reason why we should not be left in peace, as Madzidza always said, minding our own
business while white men minded theirs.
We were a free, happy people, peaceful and law-abiding after our own fashion, but suddenly a white constable,
complete with khaki uniform, shiny boots and leather leggings, pith helmet and a revolver, descended on us from
the blue and decided that Mizha should answer for his misdemeanor at once instead of allowing him to do so at a
more convenient time.
The white man did not even ask whose idea it was that the dogs should be hidden away. Nor did he politely ask
Mizha why he had not paid their taxes at the right time. Surely, I said, it would have been more humane to fine
him on the spot and leave the poor old man in the peace, security and comfort of his home?
Anyone with compassion could see that my grandfather was hardly in a condition to stand up to a twelve-mile
walk, let alone serve fourteen days in gaol with hard labor, all for the paltry offence of overlooking his tax obligetions.
I saw no point in any white-made laws, least of all in our duty to obey them. We had our own and they were
good enough for us. They were sensible, humane and democratic, but not a single one of them involved extorting
money, grain, cattle or labor for the benefit of some self-appointed clique in the tribe.
With this kind of reasoning, strongly reinforced by my general tribal education, I simply saw the whole
incident as a piece of deliberate provocation, an act of monstrous injustice.
*
By the very nature of things and because of my age, it was, of course, a fruitless exercise at this stage to try
and puzzle out the Southern Rhodesian racial equation.
Certainly, in this case grandmother did nothing to lessen my confusion. She seemed to have been too shocked
to explain anything in rational terms. Until Mizha returned from his imprisonment at Goromonzi and—and he was
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haggard and looked older than when he was taken away—Madzidza had very little to say, except from time to
time to remind anyone willing to listen that these were rotten times, unlike the good old days when there were no
policemen, no money-hungry governments and therefore no taxes to pay to anyone.
It was a fair point, but hardly one to give comfort to anybody. Nor did it alter anything, save only to increase
the sense of bewilderment and defeatism which overtook every member of the family circle as well as most of the
adult population in Mashonganyika village, who took Mizha’s peremptory arrest as a gruesome reminder of our
conquered status.
The most painful aspect of this event as well as our general position in the Rhodes ian scheme of things was
that there was nothing we could do either as individuals or as a tribe. The ugly facts of our history were overwhelmingly painful enough for the elders not to forget in a hurry that the white man could not be disobeyed or
challenged with impunity. That realization was a sufficient reason for them to swallow most of the humiliations,
provocations and insults from their rulers in seeming spinelessness.
When Mizha came back there was much rejoicing, but of a muted sort, for everyone knew that ours was a
position little different from permanent imprisonment; we were under permanent supervision, in no way capable
of deciding our own future, and we could not put a foot wrong without the Government or the Church using punitive powers against us. We were painfully aware that policemen could come in and out of our village as they
wished, and for all sorts of reasons, and upset our way of life. For this reason we could not lull ourselves into a
sense of security.
This was the general theme of Jakobo when he made a speech of thanksgiving at a beer party held in honor of
Mizha’s safe return to the comfort and freedom of his home and family. Speaking in a very solemn tone of voice
befitting the occasion, Jakobo thanked the spirits of our ancestors who alone had preserved the life of his father
during his period of incarceration and called on them, through their love and tenderness for the living, to continue
to give this protection to every member of our family and the tribe.
The white man, he reminded the ancestors, was like a porcupine, covered with erectile spines for the inflic tion
of pain and sorrow on the African people.
“For reasons we have never been able to understand, you permitted this ngozi\fn{Bad luck, curse, catastrophe} to
fall upon us … You allowed victory to go to them rather than to us … You must know better than we do that we
shall always need care, succor and safeguards against the machinations and knavishness of the white men who say
they are our masters and come into our homes as it pleases them to make criminals of us …” Jakobo spoke to this
effect.
The ancestors were always brought into matters of this nature and were spoken to as if they were alive and
physiccally present and could hear what was being said. Thus they were treated with all decorum and a deep feeling of affection and reverence. When they were invited by the living they could hear, feel, taste and participate in
everything. Therefore, you spoke to them directly.
This belief, so strongly embedded in the consciousness of my people, acted as a potent spiritual tranquillizer,
generating a real, often instant and effective, sense of well-being and optimism, even in a crisis of the most serious kind. If the world had turned topsy-turvy and life become sour for any individual of my grandparents’ or Jakobo’s generation, the ancestors were always there as the last hope and source of physical and spiritual assistance.
In all my village upbringing I never came across a case of an individual who cracked under the weight of social
pressures and personal problems. I have no doubt whatever that this faith in the power of the ancestral spirits had
much to do with the extraordinary perpetual sanity of my people.
While Jakobo was communing with the ancestors no one uttered a word or as much as coughed. But once this
touching ritual was over, the large body of male well-wishers present broke into an impressive rhythmic clapping
of hands, while the womenfolk sent sharp ululating shouts of joy into the air. For a few minutes then one could
appreciate, not only the happiness of everybody at Mizha’s safe return, but also how the lives of the living were
interwoven with those of the dead.
They then drank a toast to grandfather and later, at a given signal, all and sundry sat in solemn and respectful
silence while grandfather gave a brief and restrained account of his experiences as a prisoner of white men.
Always a man of few words and given to understatements rather than to an emotional and highly colored
expression of his opinions, he said that on the whole he had been treated as well as a black man could expect of a
white However, he did not like the food and most certainly hated the sight of most black policemen and
messengers, especially the Chief Messenger, Pitiri, whom the tribe accused of having been a quisling in the 1896
rebellion. But above all else he hated the whole system which enabled a foreign race to make laws and to imprison black men who broke them. But it was unnecessary for him to exhaust his feelings on that point because they
were no different from those of everyone in the tribe, he said, and concluded his account.
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At the end of this undramatic report, all the men and women in the gathering settled down to steady beerdrinking.
*
When men and women came together for beer, they never lost the opportunity to unlock their hearts and minds
to one another and go through the full range of common family, tribal and national problems. As they used to say,
a social meeting of this sort should make honest individuals share their thoughts and wisdom with their fellow
human beings. In this way, information of every kind was exchanged, tribal public opinion on any crucial issue
was assessed and often important decisions were reached, which would be confirmed or rubber-stamped later at
formal tribal council sessions.
On this special occasion, however, the complicated politics of Southern Rhodesia took precedence over the
usual tribal, family and agricultural topics. The arrest, imprisonment and, thanks to the good graces of the ancestors, the home-coming of Mizha provided an excuse for everyone to discuss the past and the present of the tribe—
with great relish and considerable passion. Understandably, the conversation concentrated on a broad recapitulation of some of the highlights of the 1896 rebellion, its causes, effects and aftermath.
As time went on during my tribal upbringing, I was to learn that this was easily the most popular topic of discussion at informal tribal gatherings. It cropped up at all sorts of occasions and for all kinds of reasons, particularly when people were involved in religious controversies or airing their strong views on current political issues
and the burdens which were imposed on them by white rule. Listening to these reminiscences, as I did on
numerous occasions, I formed the clear impression that the VaShawasha looked at white people and their ways as
a perpetual pestilence.
As in this instance, the starting point for damning the white race in Southern Rhodesia, its system of government and its civilization was invariably the rebellion. And as most people of Mizha’s and Jakobo’s generations
claimed to have had personal experience of this bloody confrontation between black power and white power
which so decisively changed the fortunes of the Shona and the Ndebele people in my country, the amount of firsthand information available on the subject in the village was immense and colorful. Each man claimed to be a war
veteran, each prided himself in possessing some special knowledge of the fighting and suffering of this war,
which no one else had. They did not need much encouragement to tell what they knew and did so with candor as
to the weaknesses of their forces and the strength of the enemy, the Europeans.
Each time I listened to this account, a whole world of human savagery, misery, injustice, blood and death was
revealed to my mind. And, of course, I never tired of hearing the exciting details and in the process developed a
compulsive urge to remember as much as I could of my tribe’s contribution to the struggle for their freedom, as
well as their interpretation of Rhodesian history.
If I had been born in a healthy, just society, where the accidents of birth and color were of no importance, I
should probably have treated this oft-repeated story with no more than romantic interest. But after the family
crisis caused by Josephine’s pregnancy, the arrest of Mizha and subsequent incidents, which loudly spoke against
the white man’s system of government in Rhodesia, my curiosity about the 1896 rebellion became very much
stronger than it might otherwise have been.
What the two events did was to make it painfully obvious that our society found itself in hostile circumstances;
and so I developed a hankering to discover what had brought them about. Luckily, when I was young the great
events which led to the usurpation of Zimbabwe from its indigenous people were still too recent to be forgotten or
treated lightly; and ever since I have had the privilege of an education I have longed to recreate in writing the life
of the VaShawasha tribe of this period, to tell how they viewed their past and reacted to the humiliation of defeat
and the savage destruction of their culture that followed.
I am going to do so now, basing my writing on the evidence of the people I knew, particularly members of my
family other relations. They were a simple, honest, straightforward people and I firmly believe that they had a
much greater sense of truth about their history than most advocates of European rule in Southern Rhodesia.
But first I must return to my family scene.
*
Grandmother took some time to live down her impetuosity. Although it was obvious that Mizha would have
been arrested in any case for not paying the tax for the family dogs, whether they had been hidden or not, she
suffered from a chastening sense of guilt because she felt that she had been entirely responsible for what he went
through. While this feeling lasted, she was humbler and more submissive to his authority than she had been
before.
To say that Mizha welcomed this transformation in his wife’s attitude would be to state the obvious. For once
he was able to assert his manly authority as head of the family. But, unfortunately for him, Madzidza’s new
character proved too good to last, and in time she became her usual self once more.
32

The two were complete opposites in character and temperament. Mizha was extraordinarily gentle, kind and
saintly. Self-effacing, patient and tolerant, he always put others first where there was any question of advantage
such as over food or other domestic comforts. In most other households, the male head of the family, as Shona
was and still is a patriarchal society, demanded and was entitled to the biggest and choicest portion of meat and
other items of food. But even if Madzidza was generous, which she was from time to time and gave him a liberal
helping, Mizha would either protest and ask her to lessen his share, or himself give some of it to me.
More than that he preferred to take the blame for anything that went wrong if he thought it was going to cause
unpleasantness, especially when outsiders were involved. Unlike most Africans, he was unemotional, did not
indulge in flattery or talk too much. Neither did he raise his voice unless he was driven to it and felt it was in the
interests of all concerned.
Otherwise he expressed all his ideas and emotions and his reactions to happy or unhappy events in a cool,
calm, almost detached manner. I think he would have made a good magistrate or judge in a court of law, for he
was so fair and just and always tried to think the best and not the worst of people, unless of course, they proved
him wrong. But even so he would search to the bottom of his kind, generous heart to find some redeeming feature
in their favour.
As they used to say in Mashonganyika village, a man condemned by Mizha was a man beyond redemption.
On the other hand, grandmother Madzidza was impulsive, flighty, imaginative and as tough and outspoken as
it is possible to imagine any tribal woman of that period to be. Thrusting, witty and reckless, Madzidza was more
often than not the boss of our household, if not the whole neighborhood. Her eyes missed little and her sharp,
quick tongue lacked no appropriate word or phrase for the praise or abuse of other people and systems that set her
vivid imagination into action.
Mostly, however, it was abuse rather than praise of people she indulged in, for Madzidza did not rate human
beings very highly, except, of course, her only son, Marimo. In her eyes there always seemed to be something
wrong with other men and women; the more distantly related to us the more freakish or unattractive they were.
Men, for instance, were all mad, selfish, unreliable, in fact anything but normal sensible human beings. But her
feminine neighbors were not much better.
Grandmother would not find it difficult to pick out some characteristic or blemish and use it as a weapon
against whoever happened to be within the range at that particular moment. Thus old Mrs. So-and-So would suddenly turn out to be abnormal because Madzidza detected something sinister in the look of her eyes. Mrs. A could
not have been up to anything good, grandmother would say and find all the reasons in the world to justify this
shrewd piece of observation. Next time it would be Mrs. B who was certainly a witch, liable to dig up human
bodies from their graves in the dead of night. If not, Madzidza would ask seriously, why then did she have those
owlish eyes, long teeth and that silly grin?
In short, from her rich vocabulary and picturesque phraseology, grandmother would pour scorn all around,
sticking evil squint-eyes, bow legs, thieving fingers and other ugly features and repulsive traits onto anyone she
disliked at any particular time.
Under her devastating verbal assaults, a handsome person became most repulsive, and a reasonable man or woman was turned into a ridiculous figure of fun. It never occurred to her that she was being uncharitable or wrong
in making hasty conclusions about other people.
Given this forthright, if often virulent, nature and a simple, unashamed pride in her African heritage, my
grandmother found it easy to justify her antagonism to European rule, religion and anything else that she suspectted of being un-African. As it was, the arrest and imprisonment of her husband only made her harden her attitude
to foreign interference even more.
*
In this case I was entirely on her side.
Until the white trooper had removed my grandfather from our home so abruptly and jolted me out of my
youthful innocence, I had been brought up in the time-honored tribal tradition that the elderly should be treated
with great reverence. I had taken my grandfather to be inviolate, above ill-treatment or abuse from any man or
woman, white or black.
That day, however, when his hallowed image was violated by a policeman young enough to have been his son
this false notion was shattered. The constable’s manners, authority and lack of humanity so clearly showed that
white people regarded us black human beings, irrespective of age, as inferior.
In that single act, legitimate though it was as far as the policeman was concerned, I had some appreciation of
what white rule meant and why my people complained so bitterly against it. It was a rude awakening to the fate
that Cecil Rhodes\fn{For whom Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) was officially named in 1895 } had designed for Africans when he
translated his empire-building dream into reality and took over the country in 1890. …
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258.27 Excerpt from The Polygamist\fn{by Ndabaningi Sithole (1920-2000)} Nyamandhlovu, Matabeleland North
Province, Zimbabwe (M) 10
1
The African sun, clothed in his majestic beauty, had just risen from his twelve-hour sleep, and had appeared
from behind a thickly forested mountain. All along the range it was calm and serene. The trees, clad in heavy
foliage, stood stiff and alert in salute to him whose warm company they had missed for the last half day.
A narrow stream which meandered half way between the mountain and an adjoining village sparkled in the
morning sunlight. The village consisted of two unequal shabby circular enclosures, the larger of which was
thatched with brush except for the western side where it was connected to the smaller one which was made of
sturdy vertical and horizontal poles. In the large enclosure were several huts which served as living quarters while
the small one sheltered the cattle, goats and sheep, which, together with Menzi Dube’s large family formed the
entire population of the village.
On this early morning, the village was calm and quiet except for the chirping of birds that sported between the
tops of the huts and the surrounding forest, and the occasional cries of the animals. These animals were highly
valued members of the population.
“Johane! Johane!” called a deep voice from among the cluster of huts.
“Yes, father!” The small voice of Johane came from another hut only a short distance away.
“Here!”
Johane appeared, bare-footed and dressed only in an old pair of khaki shorts and a black vest. He was not quite
fourteen but seemed to have matured quickly. His father was sitting on a crude wooden stool in the center of his
hut.
“Here I am, father.”
“Sit down, Son, and don’t behave as though you were in a stranger’s home.”
“Yes, father.” The boy was shaking with fear.
“Is your mother in?”
“No, father, she has gone to the river.”
“Has she been away for a long time now?”
“Yes, Father.”
“She should be returning soon, don’t you think?”
“Yes.”
“Good. When she comes, tell her that I want to see her here.”
“I’ll do that, father.”
“You can go. I’ve finished with you.”
Johane made his exit hurriedly and soon his father was alone.
*
Menzi Dube who was the sole and exclusive owner of the big village was also the proud and contented husband of seven attractive wives. He was a huge fellow with a pot belly which he carried about with an air of great
dignity and satisfaction. He was tall and well-proportioned and had a charisma which all the villagers viewed with
nothing but admiration and respect.
He was Ndebele by tribe. His father had fought the British during the Matebele War of 1893,\fn{ Historically the
First Matebele War} and during the Matebele Rebellion of 1896\fn{ Also called the Second Matebele War} during which he
died from British bullets. Dube often boasted that he was the son of a hero; that his father had not died “with his
hands folded like a woman,” but that he died fighting the British lions.
“Only a lion fights a lion,” he was very fond of saying.
Because of what the white people did to his father and his tribesmen, Dube viewed Western civilization with
suspicion. Although he had enough money to buy clothes, he preferred his traditional attire which consisted of
gray monkey skin wrapped around the waist. The attire extended from the waist to below the knees like a Scottish
kilt. From around his neck hung a curious string of beads to which was strung a lion’s tooth which rested
majestically on his bosom. On either side of this tooth hung the bones of some wild animal.
This was not an ordinary necklace. It was what the Ndebeles called intebe—a charm or talisman—which his
medicine man had prepared for him. Dube venerated it, and sincerely believed in its efficacy.
“A man can never be a real man unless he has this,” he often told his friends and guests. “A man without his
intebe is like a naked man.”
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Meanwhile, Johane’s mother returned and when given the message, hurried to her husband, Menzi Dube.
“Can I come in!” she asked in her shrill voice.
“Indeed, come in,” replied Dube.
Johane’s mother entered the big hut and sat down on the freshly cowdung-smeared dirt floor opposite her
lordly husband. Between the two spouses, and in the centre of the hut, was a hearth.
“I see you, mother of Johane,” Dube greeted her.
“I see you, Dube,” she replied. “How are you!”
“Oh, quite well, except that I dreamt of you hitting me with a big knobkerry.”
”I should have finished you off.” She teased. They looked at each other and smiled.
“You would have lost a lot if you had finished me off,” Dube teased back with a smile of mischief spreading
across his face.
“Maybe if I had done that fifteen years ago, I would have lost a lot, but now I will lose nothing at all, you are
so old and useless.” And again she smiled and her lordly but now light-hearted husband responded with a somewhat embarrassed smile.
“Now, how are things these days in the village, my wife?”
“Oh, things are still going well, except for Mancube. She throws up every morning.”
“I see,” he nodded. Mancube was one of Dube’s wives who was expectant, and she was being greatly troubled
by morning sickness.
“How about the girls? I heard them quarreling last night.”
“Oh, they were just quarreling over some private affair. There was nothing serious.”
“I see,” he nodded.
The discipline of the girls was generally left to the womenfolk, but that of the boys to the men. Only very serious matters affecting the girls were brought to Dube’s notice.
“I would like to go to Dlodlo’s village today. I hear they are drinking there. Is the food ready!”
“Not yet.” There was a slight air of resentment spreading across her face as if saying, “Food will be ready
when it will.”
Dube was in a great hurry that day. He would have liked his wives to cook for him much earlier so that he
could go to Dlodlo’s village. But from experience he had learned that the womenfolk do not like to be rushed,
especially by their husbands. They like to feel that they are absolute masters of the kitchen. So Dube did not press
the point any further.
“Mother of Johane,” he addressed her, “I’ve really called you for something else. For a long time we have not
rejoiced in this village. I wonder if you can brew some beer for us!”
“When would you want it for?”
“Next week.”
“Well, we can do that. Just as you please. But there is the question of time. I’ll have to consult with the others
before I can give you the final answer.”
“I want a lot of it, as I want a lot of people to come and drink and rejoice. I shall set aside an ox for the occasion. We must enjoy ourselves before we go where people neither drink nor dance.”
“Indeed, Dube, this is the time to enjoy ourselves before we die,” she concurred with her husband.
“I think I am through with what I wanted to say to you,” said Dube.
“That’s all right; I must now go and see to the cooking,” she said, and no sooner had she said that than she left
her spouse in the hut.
*
Menzi Dube, by virtue of his being a polygamist, had developed set ways of executing business in his village.
He spoke to the rest of his wives through Johane’s mother—his senior wife who was his right-hand man. All his
other wives fell under the control and general direction of Johane’s mother. They received instructions from their
husband through her. Dube trusted Johane’s mother because she handled his other wives well. As senior wife she
sat very high in Dube’s mind, but it was Dube’s youngest wife who sat high in his heart. The other wives fell in
between these two positions, old age tending to push some wives nearer to his mind while young age tended to
place the others nearer to his heart.
The Ndebeles, as a tribe, greatly treasured personal dignity. It was the duty of every man and woman to
cultivate it in his or her personality. Children were taught to cultivate it from early childhood.
Dube had great dignity and possessed many wives, children, cattle, goats and sheep. A big village and large
granaries further enhanced his dignity and prestige.
Dube waited impatiently for the food. His mind was occupied with the thoughts of the drinking feast at Dlodlo’s village. Dube had respect for Dlodlo, for he was one of the most influential men in the district. He had
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twelve wives, his beer was generally good, and his feasts were usually big and special affairs. Dube, of course,
looked forward eagerly to being drunk. He drank well on a full stomach. But now he feared going to Diodlo’s on
an empty stomach.
“Ekuhle,”\fn{Hail} greeted a soft-spoken male voice.
“Come in,” thundered Dube who had been looking at the knobkerries and spears tucked away in the roof of his
big hut. Sibangani, Dube’s young brother, entered and sat opposite Dube.
“I see you, son of my father,” greeted Dube.
“I also see you, my elder brother,” answered Sibangani. “How are you?”
“I am quite well, and how are you?”
“I am well. When are we going to Dlodlo’s village.”
“As soon as we have our meal. These women are very slow. Seven women can’t get a meal ready early
enough.”
“The trouble with women is that once they start waggling their tongues, they forget everything else.”
“It takes them a year to cook a meal. Slow, slow, slow, and slower, slower, slower, when you hurry them up,”
cried Dube.
“Indeed, indeed,” nodded Sibangani.
“Women are like riding bullocks that never get tamed even after they have been ridden for so many years,”
grumbled Dube.
“They can never be tamed. They continue to kick until they die.”
“We would have been at Dlodlo’s village by now had they got our food ready on time.”
Dube always sat on his side of the hut. According to an old Ndebele custom huts always faced to the west. The
east was regarded as the back of the hut, and the west, the front. Dube’s side of the hut was therefore to the south
while the north was the side of the visitors. The Umsamo or eastern part of the hut was reserved for utensils and
other things, but Dube’s blankets, his sleeping mats and his wooden pillow were always placed on his side of the
hut. The hearth in the centre divided Dube’s side from the visitors’ side. This was a general arrangement which
appealed to all those who owned huts, regardless of their sex.
This arrangement was strictly observed in all villages. If, for instance, a female visitor sat on Dube’s side of the
hut, this would be regarded as unhealthy familiarity between Dube and the visiting female. This held true even if
the female was one of Dube’s wives. T
his was regarded as unbecoming, suggesting of love-making in the day time—a very bad omen that shocked
both the living and the long departed. Sex in day time was taboo among the Ndebeles.
But there was also another reason, apart from the one that suggested sex.
The Ndebeles also believed that the person of a man or woman was concentrated on the side of the hut where
he actually slept. It was concentrated in his blankets, his sleeping mats and his clothes. One’s side of the hut was
therefore that side which contained his invisible person, and as such, it had to be accorded the respect that was
accorded the owner of the hut.
There was always the immediate possibility that an unsuspecting enemy could easily plant evil and danger on
that side if people simply sat anywhere they pleased.
“Beer is no good on an empty stomach,” Sibangani commented.
“As for myself,” said Dube, “no food, no beer. Beer on an empty stomach? No. An empty stomach is not good
for beer.”
“Ekuhle,” prayed a young female voice.
“Come in, child,” answered Dube.
A little girl entered the hut. She carried a wooden bowl of water. As soon as she approached Dube, she knelt
down and then placed the bowl on the circular hearth which was made of mud.
“There’s the water, father,” she said rising to her feet.
“That’s all right, my child,” acknowledged Dube tenderly.
No sooner had the young girl made her exit than the men began to wash their hands hurriedly in preparation
for the long-awaited meal. Dube washed first, then Sibangani.
“All is well,” prayed another female voice at the doorway.
“Come in.”
Dube’s third wife entered the hut and knelt down before him.
“There’s the food,” she formally announced.
“That’s all right.”
She rose to her feet and soon left the hut. Custom observance was very strict at Dube’s village just as it was at
other villages. The little girl had to announce formally, “There’s the water,” to indicate that it was her pleasure to
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bring that water, and that it was now at their disposal. The formal announcement had the effect of releasing the
water from her, so to speak, so that it could be used freely. If she did not say that, the two men would not wash
their hands on the grounds that the water had not been presented to them. They would ask for fresh water. Similarly, if Dube’s third wife did not say, “There’s the food,” both men would not eat the food since it would similarly not have been released to them. Formal announcement created the congenial atmosphere that all is well
between the giver and the receiver.
“At long last, son of my father, it has come,” wailed Dube, slicing off a big chunk of the food—a thick porridge, made of maize or millet flour, and placing it on the floor. “This is for the dogs. They are such beautiful
dogs.”
Then he cut off a morsel, rolled it with his fingers, dipped it in the gravy, and began eating. The son of his father (as he referred to his brother) then and only then, also began to eat. Both men ate with their right hands. The
left hand, according to custom, was not to be used for eating, even among children. In fact, the Ndebele word for
right hand, esokudla, means “the eating hand.”
Custom also had it that the eldest always started eating first before anyone else did. Furthermore, no one
stopped eating until the eldest had done so. It was considered extremely rude, and a sign of very bad upbringing,
for anybody to stop eating before his elders. Sibangani therefore, who himself was a small man with a small capacity for food, kept on eating in deference to his elder brother who was still keenly going at it. At long last, Dube
seemed to have reached his limit.
“Pass that bowl here,” he requested. Dube received the bowl, placed it on the floor and began to wash his
hands.
“Hlumbe!” Dube called with annoyance.
“Baba!”\fn{Father} The ten-year-old girl who had brought the washing water ran into the hut panting.
“Where’s the water for washing the mouth?” Hlumbe dashed out of the hut and soon she was back with the
water for washing the mouth.
“Forgive me, father. I had forgotten.”
“That’s all right, my child.”
She cleared the bowls and left her father and Sibangani. They were preparing hurriedly to go to Dlodlo’s village.
“Mother of Johane!” called Dube as they came out of the hut, Dube holding a knobkerrie in his hand.
“Mother of Johane! I am calling you.”
“Yes, Dube, my dear husband.”
“What’s wrong with you people? You don’t even hear me? We’re now going to Dlodlo’s village. We’ll return
in the evening.”
“All right. Greet all the Dlodlos.”
“All right.”
*
Then Dube led the way with Sibangani following behind. Dube wore a loose-fitting jacket below which flowed
a skirt of gray monkey skin which matched his locally made oxhide sandals. A big brimmed hat completed his
attire.
Sibangani wore a cap, a brown shirt with long sleeves, a pair of khaki shorts and a pair of brown tennis shoes,
all of which he had bought from the local shop ten miles away. He felt very modern.
It was of custom that Dube formally announced to his senior wife where he and his brother were going, and
when they should be expected to return. Now, a meeting of twelve women was convened by Dube’s senior wife;
seven of the women were Dube’s own wives; two were Sibangani’s, the rest were relatives.
Masibanda, Johane’s mother, told the meeting of Dube’s great desire for a big beer party.
“That’s good news,” whispered some of the women.
“We’ll be drunk and happy,” cried one of Dube’s aunts.
“But he wants it next week,” rejoined Masibanda.
“Next week!” They all shouted almost in unison.
“Yes, next week,” Masibanda emphasized.
“No, not next week. How can that be?” asked one.
“The time is too short,” complained another. “We need more time for this.”
“Why must it be next week?” asked yet another.
“I’ve already said that, haven’t I? That the beer has to be brewed there is no question. The Old Man has said it.
He desires it. It must be done.” Masibanda was stern.
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“That’s not the problem,” observed one of the women. “The old man’s wish must be done, otherwise he ceases
to be the owner of his village. The real question is: Can we brew the beer next week?”
“You speak wisely, mother of Matani,” commented Masibanda.
“But we can’t,” the women protested angrily.
“Is there anyone among you who thinks we can?” asked Masibanda. Silence fell upon the assembly.
“I take it there’s none then?” she said.
“None,” they all said.
“We can’t do it, then, next week?”
“No, we can’t,” they replied.
“All right. That is now understood. Can we do it after next week?”
“Perhaps.”
“Why not the week after?” Dube’s second wife spoke up for the first time.
“That’s better,” they all cried.
“Anyone who feels it can’t be done two weeks from next week!”
“If we can’t do it two weeks from next week, that would mean we do not want to do the will of the Old Man,”
one of them cut in.
“Of course,” the rest concurred.
“Indeed, that would be obvious,” they all concurred.
“Do I understand that we can do it two weeks from next week?” questioned the mother of Johane, trying to
ascertain the feeling of the other women. “I’ll tell him accordingly when he returns this evening,” the mother of
Johane told everyone. That was the collective word which the senior wife had to deliver to their lord whose
reactions they would be anxious to know.
“Did the Old Man indicate anything else?” asked one of the wives.
“How do you mean now!” the mother of Johane asked. The rest of the women looked down as if embarrassed;
they looked at one another slyly through the corner of their eyes and smiled a little, seemingly knowingly.
“Does my question tickle you, mother of Matani!”
“In a way, it does,” the mother of Matani replied, still giggling.
“Why?” asked Masibanda.
“Why?” mother of Matani repeated. Then suddenly the mother of Johane brightened up.
“I see,” she said, and everyone looked at her eagerly. “The Old Man said he is also going to put aside an ox for
this beer party.”
The women smiled with great delight. This once more proved that Dube was a big man, and that they were the
wives of a big man. Only big men gave a lot of beer and a lot of meat. The small men gave only a little beer.
“If there is going to be an ox slaughtered, I think we can brew the beer two weeks from now,” suggested one of
the wives who had earned for herself the reputation of a big beef eater. The other wives all laughed with surprise,
but nonetheless, the suggestion seemed quite welcome.
“But all of us have just said that we could not possibly brew the beer in two weeks. Now you suggest we can,”
complained the mother of Johane.
“Of course we can!”
“You can?”
“Yes, we can.”
“How come?”
“The ox of course.”
“That’s right. The ox makes all the difference.” Again all the women laughed.
“We all now seem to have changed our minds,” said the mother of Johane.
“It’s the ox, mother of Johane,” remarked the mother of Matani.
“Yes, the ox,” about half of them cried.
“Do I, then, understand that we can now brew the beer in two weeks?”
“Indeed, indeed,” they all cried.
“So shall I inform the Old Man that we can brew the beer in two weeks?”
“Yes, tell the Old Man so.”
“I know he will be pleased to hear it.”
“And thank him for the ox.”
“I’ll do that, indeed.”
“You said the Old Man wanted us to brew beer next week, did you?” again the mother of Matani asked.
“Yes,” replied the mother of Johane.
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“That’s very important,” she suggested.
“What’s very important?” asked Masibanda, wondering what the mother of Matani was now up to. The other
wives were equally surprised.
“That the Old Man wants it next week,” she tried to explain herself. “It’s Monday today. Isn’t it?” the mother
of Matani again asked.
“It’s Monday, yes,” cried about seven women.
“Six days this week, haven’t we?”
“Yes,” they all answered wondering what she was up to.
“And next week we have another six days, haven’t we?” she again asked.
“Yes,” replied the others.
“This gives us twelve days before the beer is actually drunk,” she said.
“Yes, and so what?” Masibanda was visibly irritated. “There’s a lot of time. Beer takes only seven days to
brew, doesn’t it?”
“Yes,” chorused the other women.
“And what is the meaning of all this?” asked Masibanda with growing impatience.
“You said the Old Man wanted the beer next week.”
“And then?”
“I am worried about the will of the Old Man,” she went on.
“What about it? We all want to do it,” Masibanda said somewhat hurt that the mother of Matani should appear
to be more concerned about the will of Dube than she herself appeared to be.
“You said the Old Man wanted the beer next week, but we have decided to brew it in two weeks,” she warned.
“This is very serious.”
“You mean it’s serious not to eat the ox next week?” Masibanda asked cynically.
“She can’t wait until after next week,” cried one of them. “That’s right,” cried the other women. “She must eat
the ox next week,” emphasized another.
“No,” the mother of Matani protested. “It was you, Masibanda, who said the Old Man wanted the beer next
week and on Sunday. You said that. I didn’t. I am merely pointing out the will of the Old Man which all of us as
his wives must seek to carry out at all times.”
“After the ox!” jeered the other women.
They did not like the idea of brewing the beer the following week, but they felt that the mother of Matani had
placed all of them at a great disadvantage. She had championed Dube’s cause and they would be working against
Dube if they did not agree with her new suggestion. They knew that this would undoubtedly reach Dube’s ears,
and the mother of Matani would stand very high in his estimation, and they very low. Whichever way the decision
went it was only the mother of Matani who stood to gain. If the other women decided against her, Dube would
consider her very loyal for she would have defied the rest of the women to uphold his will. If the other women
agreed with her, why, she also won since she would have the ox which was the real reason for her suggestion. She
was a famous beef eater, and the mere mention of the ox to be slaughtered had whetted her appetite. She could not
bear any thought of putting the prospects off for two weeks.
The shrewd Masibanda quickly grasped the full implications of the new suggestion, and she was not going to
be outmaneuvered so easily.
“I think,” she began, “there’s something we omitted in our decision, and that is that the Old Man wants the
beer drunk next week on Sunday. Matani’s mother has a point here, apart from her ox.”
“It’s not my ox,” she protested.
“I think,” Masibanda continued completely ignoring the protest, “we are all now agreed that I convey to the
Old Man that we can brew the beer next week so that it is drunk on Sunday.”
“That’s the only way out,” said one of the women.
“Indeed, indeed,” agreed the others.
The main business was now over. Masibanda, Dube’s chief executive officer, was satisfied by the way
everything had been executed. There being no further business the women dispersed to their various huts to begin
preparing the evening meals. They all seemed to walk with a bounce at the thought of the ox that was to be
slaughtered for the coming occasion.
*
The sun, tired from ploughing across the sky all day, was now beginning to descend in the west, and gilded the
eastern mountaintops with his golden rays.
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Dube’s cattle, sheep and goats also seemed to be hurrying back to the kraal, there to rest until the following
day. They had spent the whole day grazing and drinking to their fill. They, like the setting sun, badly needed some
rest.
The fowls which had got down from their perches at 5 a.m. now began to perch on trees and bushes around the
village in preparation of the night.
The cattle boys who had been out in the forest looking after the livestock were only too happy to be back home
where they eagerly looked forward to a good supper.
Dube and the son of his father were heard singing in the distance:
Corn beer is good,
It’s good. It’s good,
O my sister.

They had both had a wonderful day at Dlodlo’s village. The beer had been just wonderful. Nothing could have
been better. Now they desired only one thing—rest.
It is true, they had only been drinking, but even drinkers are entitled to some rest. And nowhere else could
Dube and the son of his father rest better than at their own village.
“The beer was good, my brother,” remarked Dube as though he was having some real difficulty with his
balance.
“Indeed, my elder brother, the beer was sharp,” said Sibangani, who seemed to be having more difficulty with
his equilibrium. Drunk, they staggered into their huts, and no sooner had they laid down their tired bodies than
they fell fast asleep and began to snore.
“The beer must have been sharp,” observed the mother of Johane. “It has killed them both.”
The other women laughed. Soon after, they, too, dispersed for the night.
2
Dube’s wives enhanced his self-confidence and social prestige.
Dube married his first wife, Masibanda, the daughter of Menzelwa Sibanda, when she was only eighteen, and
now their first son, Ndanda, was twenty. Ndanda, who, as the eldest son, was the heir-apparent of Dube’s estate,
had two brothers and three sisters. Ndanda, besides being the heir, bore a striking resemblance to Dube. For these
reasons, Masibanda occupied a special place of esteem in Dube’s heart.
Masibanda was a tall copper-colored woman. She was very attractive. In her youth, she must have been the
village belle. At forty, her beauty had not vanished, but rather her strong physique was now more noticeable. And
she was extremely conscious of it. She was diplomatic and tactful and Dube often sought her advice on difficult
matters.
She never reneged in the duty imposed on her by the special position she occupied in Dube’s heart. As the
mother of the eldest son of her husband, as the first wife, and as the oldest wife, Masibanda was the most important woman in the village. She was powerful and influential. Dube had paid seven heads of cattle, as a dowry for
her.
The second wife, Mamoyo, Matani’s mother, was equally dear to Dube. She had a shrill and delicate musical
voice. Dube found Mamoyo a great delight to listen to. She was also very attractive. As the Ndebeles say, “she
was a woman who fills a man’s eyes.”
Mamoyo was conscious of these assets: she walked with an attractive bounce and a moderate swing of the hips
which seemed to synchronize with her heavily ruffled, swinging blackish skirt which was adorned with white and
black beads all round the lower end. She would have been a domineering woman had she come first, and seemed
to have a proud, aristocratic self-assured soul which was contained within the limits of modesty and agreeableness
by the fact that she was not the first wife. For this reason, she had to fly low according to custom, so as not to
arouse the suspicions, jealousy and fury of Masibanda who clung to her position of the first lady with the tenacity
of a leopard.
One felt in Mamoyo a sort of arrogance in accommodation, defiance in compliance, pride in calculated humility, and self-assertion in submission. In relation to the other five wives below her, she was arrogant, defiant,
proud, and self-asserting, but with Masibanda, Dube’s chief executive officer, she was, and had to be modest, accommodating, humble, and submissive. This was why Masibanda, the link between Dube and the rest of the
wives, never could understand the complaints of other wives about Mamoyo’s haughty behavior. She maintained a
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consistent contradiction in her character in order to dominate well those wives who fell under her and yet not
overstep her bounds with Masibanda.
On three or four occasions Mamoyo had tried to dislodge Masibanda whose reaction showed all the viciousness of a deeply wounded tiger. She never tried it again. Yet, though constrained against her will, she was still of
the same opinion, namely, that she would have made for Dube a better senior wife. Dube paid six heads of cattle
for her, and she bore him six children, two boys and four girls.
The third wife, Matshuma, was the daughter of Bengu Tshuma. Dube had paid six heads of cattle for her.
Matshuma was not wanting in attractiveness and in those female fires that burned a man from afar. She had borne
four children for Dube—one boy and three girls. She readily accepted Masibanda’s authority without much
difficulty and although she found it somewhat difficult to accept that of Mamoyo, she had no choice according to
custom and she did the best she could to live with it.
The fourth wife, Mansingo, was another testimony to the fact that Dube had an eye for attractive women or
that Dube was an easy prey to attractive women. Mansingo had borne four boys for Dube. He was not happy
about this since the four boys represented to him a big liability; for when they grew up and became men, he would
have to pay dowries on their behalf, with no incoming dowries to offset this.
There was, however, nothing he could do about it. The question of the sex of children is not determined by the
wish of the parents, but by the gods, and parents must accept without complaining that which the gods have given
them. Hence, Dube did not complain too loudly about it.
For his fifth wife, Dube had paid four head of cattle. She had already given him one boy and two girls.
Number five was another Masibanda, the younger sister of the elder Masibanda. She was as bright-eyed and as
attractive as her sister, the mother of Johane, who had helped Dube in procuring her young sister for his wife.
Dube had indicated to Masibanda that he loved her younger sister, and suggested that if he had a really good wife
she would help him get her and Masibanda was only too happy to cooperate in the matter. And so young Masibanda became Dube’s fifth wife.
Mancube, the daughter of Jabulani Ncubi, was Dube’s sixth wife. She was twenty-two and had borne for Dube
two girls so far, and she still had many bearing years ahead of her. She was a little anxious that she had not had a
boy as yet to please the heart of her husband, but she was still hopeful that one day a boy would certainly come
along.
She wanted to feel that she had indeed had that pride of bearing Dube himself. An Ndebele woman, in giving
birth to a boy, feels she has given birth to her husband himself. Dube paid five heads of cattle for Mancube.
Dube’s seventh wife was Manyati, the daughter of Kuluma Nyati for whom he had paid six heads of cattle. She
was no doubt, a striking beauty, and had struck Dube dead in his forty-fifth year. Dube’s aristocratic dignity had
succumbed and crumbled before those irresistible feminine charms that aroused the envy of the other women.
Dube’s youngest wife, was a real thorn in the flesh of the other wives, but a real delight to her husband. Her
high bosom was particularly “offensive” to the other wives' eyes, but a delight to Dube’s. They envied her youth
and vitality. Her dimples made her even more attractive.
*
And so each of the seven wives had a special attribute which endeared her to Dube. They were beautiful, hardworking, and obedient and, with the exception of Manyati, they all had children.
For almost a year, Manyati had been married to Dube, she had not had a child. She was very worried by this,
because, not only was she embarrassed and intimidated by the other wives who, in fact, prayed she remained
without child, but also she feared her barren state might incur the hatred of Dube. But she was still young and
time was on her side. Other women looked at her with envy. Her beauty was her greatest weapon in Dube’s large
clan and she used it to advantage.
But she was arrogant and indiscreet about her special relationship with Dube, and gossiped a great deal. This
soon incurred the anger and displeasure of her sister wives. They began to treat her with scorn and she became
miserable. In time, however, like everyone else in Dube’s kingdom, she learned. She became humble and tactful.
Her endearment to Dube increased. The other wives became even more jealous.
“When Dube is in the arms of that child, he also becomes a child,” they often complained. But if the younger
wives of Dube secured his goodwill with their youthfulness and beauty, the older ones held the executive and
political reins on his estate.
Nevertheless, in spite of these countervailing complexities Menzi Dube, was the undisputed lord of his realm.
And his ability to keep his little kingdom together was often a source of pride and joy to him.
According to Ndebele custom there are two ways in which a polygamous husband could satisfy the emotions
and sexual desires of his wives. He allots visiting periods to them, and either, like the rooster, visits each one for a
number of days until he completes the rounds, or like the hen, has each of the wives move to his room. When on
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call, so to speak, each wife has complete monopoly of her husband. There is no written roster, but each wife
knows when it is her turn.
Needless to say, Dube preferred the rooster method.
These visiting periods were very important. Apart from the sexual excitement they involved, they provided the
opportunity by which Dube consulted with his wives and solved their individual problems. Thus, even though
they owned Dube severally, he was able to pay them attention individually.
Quarrels and conflicts were avoided.
However, Dube had other problems that required his tact and good judgment. These pillow periods were sometimes difficult and trying. Each wife displayed her cunning and diplomacy as she tried to gain maximum favors
from Dube over the others. It was, therefore, not surprising that on certain mornings Dube woke up only to realize
that he had made some impracticable promise under sexual intimidation. Invariably, as must be expected, he
broke his promise only to the chagrin of the erstwhile shrewd wife. This intimidation went on for a long time until
he finally resolved to put an end to it. And so one morning he called all his wives into his hut.
“You see, my wives,” he began, “I am troubled. You trouble me, and I am not going to have it. I have had
enough of it, but no more.” He paused as if to allow his wives time to adjust to his new mood.
“You hear that, my wives? You trouble me,” he resumed.
“Yes, we hear,” cried the puzzled wives.
This was not, however, an admission of guilt on their part. They were merely playing their obedient roles:
listening before they would complain. But they knew he was very angry.
“When each of you comes here for two or three days, you don’t come here to destroy my village, otherwise my
happiness is gone.”
“We understand,” they chorused.
“You understand, but why then do you give so much pain?”
“It is our duty to please you here, our master.”
“Is it to please me when you know I am no longer in control of myself then you make me promise you things
that you know I can’t do afterwards?”
The wives looked at each other in surprise. Then they cast down their sad faces. They kept silent. Dube looked
round for response. There was none. Then he resumed.
“If anyone of you has any problem to settle with me let her do so before bedtime. I have spoken and it is an
order and I expect each one of you to keep to it. I will not have any of you to undermine my authority and prestige
in my own village.”
“Our dear husband, we have never seen you so angry before. You frighten us. We understand, and from now on
we will do our best to please you.”
Masibanda spoke on behalf of the wives. They left Dube's hut quietly. But, a little later, after reflection, they
began to praise Dube for being cunning and outspoken.
“You can’t trap him,” said one admiringly as they parted, each to her own hut.
Dube had scored a major political victory for he had successfully put an end to his wives’ pillow diplomacy.
He felt satisfied that he could now freely discuss problems with his wives, unbiased by the incantations of the
pillow. No wife ever tried again to pull it over him.
*
Dube’s village was not only a political set-up, but an intricate social set-up as well; and to keep it together, he
had to show a lot of skill and tact. Each member also accepted certain responsibilities for the happiness of all. In
this way, Dube administered his village with minimum pains. He was called the Old Man for he was looked upon
as guardian and provider, and he enjoyed great love and obedience from his subjects.
Masibanda’s wisdom and tactfulness, of course, did not go unnoticed. Every child in the family called her
“mother” and she in turn regarded them as her children. In Dube’s absence, she took charge of the family, and all
the other women respected her.
Dube’s seven wives came from six different clans. One’s clan was customarily important and each of the wives
tried to keep a form of association with it. But in Dube’s home, they all gave priority to identification with Dube’s
clan. In case of divorce, Dube was expected to return the wife to her clan with as much ceremony and pomp as
when he married her. Because of the potential expense of this, Dube customarily treated his wives with great care
and delicacy.
Although Dube himself was very conservative in dress, he allowed his family to dress each according to his or
her taste. At first, he resisted the idea that his family should revolt against the traditional ways of dressing. It was
only after the wives, who were bent on looking their best, had organized their children to picket their father’s hut
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crying and wailing, that Dube gave in. From that day on he began to buy clothes for his family at the shop in the
neighboring county, about ten miles away.
Soon they all began to dress in western clothes: khaki shorts, white and black vests for the boys; black skirts
for the women. They were modern and were looked upon as the most sophisticated set in the entire neighboring
countryside. They felt very proud and happy. Thanks to Dube’s understanding and generosity, they were modern!
If Dube‘s village was a political and social unit, it was also an economic unit. Besides the large granaries, there
were several kraals for cattle, sheep and goats, each of the kraals housing several animals. This large estate
needed constant care and attention. And Dube took personal charge of this.
The task of polishing the floors of these huts, of sweeping them and of keeping them clean fell to the lot of the
womenfolk who were also responsible for the grinding and stamping of the corn, gathering firewood from the
forest and fetching water from the river.
Both men and women helped in the fields during the ploughing, growing, and harvesting seasons. In many
cases, they worked as a single team or broke up into several smaller groups.
The boys looked after cattle, sheep and goats. They were responsible for milking the cows every morning. The
men did not do any milking unless there was a wild cow that required more skillful handling by older people.
The women and girls were not allowed to milk cows or even enter the cattle-kraal. When the women wanted
cowdung from the cattle-kraal to polish their huts with they sent boys or small girls who had not matured. The
presence of a mature woman in the cattle-kraal was a bad omen. So they kept outside the cattle-kraal although
they could go as close to it as they wanted. From behind the kraal-fence they could direct the boy or little girl to
collect whichever heap of cowdung they wanted.
This curious custom arose from a strict division of labor. The cattle-kraal is generally considered man’s exclusive territory while all granaries, with the exception of one, are considered the woman’s exclusive domain.
Women do not like to see men around their granaries, and a man feels guilty if he is accused of being fond of
seeing what is in the granary. Similarly, men do not take kindly to a woman who is always seen around the cattlekraal. She is regarded as a woman wearing a man’s apron—an apron made of skin which is considered a symbol
of manhood. The Ndebeles also believe that a woman is a man’s pants, because the woman is always around the
man, and just as a man is naked without his pants, so is he incomplete without a woman.
*
Besides undertaking supervision and repairs on the kraals, Dube had a great many other duties. He acted as a
veterinary officer. It was his duty to castrate all the young bullocks so that there remained only one bull in his
cattle-kraal. The oxen and the castrated bullocks then readily submitted to Kwini, the bull. The cows and heifers
also did the same. When Kwini bellowed there was submissive silence all around him.
The same was true of Dube. He ruled the inhabitants of his village, just as Kwini ruled the inhabitants of his
kraal. In fact, Dube had learned some of his disciplinary methods from the bull. Dube was very fond of the bull
and both had sympathies for each other and mutual affection.
Dube was also the intercessor between the living and the long departed of his clan.
In time of illness he offered sacrifices to appease the spirits as it was believed that illness was caused by the
angry spirits who felt neglected by the living.
But Dube never neglected looking after the health of his large family. Both wives and children enjoyed good
health and spiritual satisfaction. And Dube was proud and happy. …
1920
292.1 Excerpt from Rhodesia: Beleaguered Country\fn{by Phillippa Berlyn (1923-1980)} Chegutru?, Mashonaland
West Province, Zimbabwe (F) 5\fn{In what follows, I have reproduced chapters one and eleven (which I believe compliment one
another), and chapter 14, a discussion about the racial question. All the italics are in the text itself; I have introduced only some brief
definitions of names and terms which may be unfamiliar to many:H }

1
It was Thursday the 11th November 1965. in other parts of the world it was Armistice Day Poppy Day, the
moment for remembering with respect and sadness the dad of two world wars, the wasted lives of young men and
women who had died for their countries, among them my own brother. But this was Rhodesia, and in Rhodesia,
Armistice Day was something else again.
We listened to the radio in the kitchen. The radio belonged to Jonah Sibanda, our houseman. We do not have
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one of our own. We listened together, Jonah, Dick and I and or three daughters, to the flat Rhodesian-accented
voice of our Prime Minister telling us that he was claiming independence unilaterally for Rhodesia. I sat there, on
the yellow formica work top of the kitchen cupboard, and looked at the faces around me, trying to assess what it
might mean for each one of them, for Dick, with all these hungry mouths dependent on him, for Jonah, the Salvation Army sergeant, for Sheila and Marian deep in their schooling, for the blonde-topped, tousle-headed Tessa
who was only due to start school in 1966. I wondered where my sons were at this moment. It would affect them,
too. Martin was somewhere in England, having a look around, possibly heading for an English university, Brian at
boarding school, due to take A levels.
And me? How would it affect me, my friends, my life?
This is the first reaction when one walks knowingly into danger. It is the human instinct of self preservation. It
is a very basic emotion indeed. Later, there would be time to think, to weigh the essentials of life in the balance, to
short out the confusion of feeling and ideas that was in me. It was no comfort to realize that every single one of
my countrymen must, at that moment, have been affected by the same doubts, the same emotions, even, for
different reasons, the same fears.
The broadcast ended. Sheila looked at me, and summed the situation up with the deadly over-simplification of
the very young.
“I feel proud,” she said, “and sort of sad.”
An odd thing happened, spontaneously. Jonah shook hands first with Dick and then with m. as his pink-palmed
brown skinned hand touched mine, I found myself thinking: let it always be like this. Let black and white always
take hands together in a crisis. There is something special about the African handshake. It is no ordinary handshake. After the initial clasp, the hand slips up to grasp the thumb of the other person, before again clasping and
releasing. And it carries with it more meaning than the casual grip of the handshake as the Western world knows
it. It is more a symbol of brotherhood than a mere method of greeting.
The feeling of brotherhood was strong in me as I put the lunch on the table. We ate in silence. There as too
much to think about for it to be spoken of lightly, and besides, life must carry on, I decided, as near normal as
possible. The children had a swimming gala in the afternoon. Dick had to get back to work.
Before we left for the gala, I picked up the telephone. Suddenly I needed to get in touch with my friends, to
know that there were there. It was a feeling of insecurity, I suppose, this need to know that nothing had physically
changed. I made two or three calls and then I range George.
“Hallo Flippie,” he said—he pronounced it the African way, Fleeppie—“You all right?” without waiting for me
to answer, he added: “I was just going to ring you.”
“Anything in particular?” I asked.
“No.” He knew that I understood.
“Okay, George. Keep in touch.”
There was nothing more to say, but it was good to know that there were friendships it would take more than
UDI\fn{Unilateral Declaration of Independence } to break up. George is African. The world calls me white, although I
feel partly African at times. I was born in Africa. This makes a difference.
I went to the gala. It felt wrong to be sitting there, watching the swimming as if nothing had happened.
I looked at all the people packed round me on the spectators’ stands. I knew a number of them. And ever-where
the faces around me were serious, thoughtful. There was no sign of jubilation, ho hysteria. No one com-plained,
wept or rioted. Rhodesians were well aware of the step their Government had taken that day.
Afterwards, I drove through Salisbury, and wherever I went, it was the same. People were getting on with their
daily life. In Cecil Square, where the Pioneer Column\fn{ The name of what would now be referred to as a paramilityary force
raised in 1890 by Cecil Rhodes and the British South Africa Company to annex the territory of Mashonaland, later part of Southern
Rhodesia/Rhodesia/Zimbabwe:H} had raised the flag—The Flag\fn{ The English Union Jack}—for the first time,\fn{ September 13, 1890} Africans lay sleeping in the sun, their faces covered with newspapers. The streets were normal.

There was something inspiring in this very normality. There was no doubt in my mind, no doubt at all, as to the
rash folly of UDI. Other people, I knew, felt the same.
What was it that could make a country twice the size of Britain with half the population of London pit itself
against the massive weight of world opinion?\fn{ For the regime of Ian Smith was determined to preserve minority-rule of the
new “Republic of Rhodesia” (“Rhodesia” from 1965-1970; “Republic of Rhodesia from 1970-1979) at any cost:H }
Rights or wrongs aside, there was something splendid about the gesture. What was it that made Rhodesia so
confident? What was it that made Rhodesians tick? I determined to find out.
10
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I am reasonably certain that a number of Rhodesians woke up on November 12 th with an awful sinking feeling
in their stomachs. I did. I woke up and borrowed Jonah’s wireless again to listen to the news.
Nobody loved us. The voice of world opinion swelled against us.\fn{ Except for Portugal, which continued to aid the
Rhodesian administration until 1974:H } There was no comfort for me in the fact that I had expected this. My heart was
in my throat that morning. The worst thing that I, and others who thought like me, had to face, was the possibility
that UDI might split Rhodesia down the middle; that certain left wing whites would break off, as Mr. Wilson\fn
{Harold Wilson (1916-1995) Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (1964-1970, 1974-1976) } wished them to do, and that the
non-white Rhodesians would become violent.\fn{This did indeed happen between July 1964-December 1979, but the first major
engagement between Government and rebel forces only took place in 1966, and, according to W, actual conflict “continued at a low level
until December 21, 1972”:W,H} I spent the first morning of Independence touring the African townships, to judge for

myself the temperature of the people.
I spent most of the next week looking up my friends, to make sure they were still there. An I also spent a lot of
words talking with a confidence that I did not feel, because so many people were confused and unsure of themselves, shaken by the viciousness of anti-Rhodesian world opinion. It was during this week that I was able to crystallize my own feelings into manageable form. Britain had outlawed Rhodesia.
We were reels, they said.
And I became a rebel myself.
Why did I become a rebel? I do not look like a rebel. Small, square, forty, I occupy myself with my husband,
our five children and freelance journalism. A friend—an ex-friend—wrote to me shortly after UDI, in strong
terms, asking me how I had changed my views. She described me as “one of the first real, roaring Liberals.”
That is her opinion. To some of you who read this, I am a white settler, a racist, even a Fascist. Yet I have spent
the past ten years or more fighting against those very things, fighting against the “settler” who comes to my
country to milk it of its wealth and desert it in time of need, fighting against racial intolerance wherever I meet it,
fighting against doctrines which tend to Fascism. I have been sharply critical of our present Government—the one
that you may call “illegal”.
Why, then, am I as rebel?
I love my country deeply. I try to avoid emotion because emotion, whatever its cause, is apt to confuse clear
thinking, to dull the critical faculties. What then could force me to stand up and say with conviction: My country,
right or wrong?
In fact, Mr. Wilson turned me into a rebel. I could not believe in the sincerity of the bipartisan policy which
was at first adopted by Britain’s leaders. I could not find myself convinced by their allegedly disinterested desire
to solve the problem of my country. I saw in the British attitude a pandering to the opinion of a crumbled Commonwealth. I watched with astonishment the disintegration of British morality. It took Britain just twenty-four
hours to recognize the military coup in Nigeria, where hundreds of people lost their lives even as the British
Prime Minister was convicting a peaceful Rhodesia in Lagos. And where Nigerian senior statesman were not
merely deposed, but bloodily murdered. And did not Britain condone those murders by her prompt recognition of
the new Nigerian regime? I would say so.
When Mr. Wilson speaks fulsomely of his Government’s moral obligations, I laugh.
The policy of sanctions which the Labor government, with the full support of the Conservative opposition,
adopted against Rhodesia was designed to create chaos among the people. Had sanctions worked, the slow attrition of the Rhodesian economy was designed to drive black and white into bloody racial war. Mr. Wilson claims
to be a pacifist, yet he would knowingly and deliberately stimulate and foster racial clashes, where a certain
degree of racial harmony exist[s] today. Mr. Wilson has knowingly and deliberately acted in such a manner as to
preclude negotiation.
The moderate Rhodesian, the men and women on whom Harold Wilson was counting to collaborate with him,
turned away from the patent dishonesty of the British Government, nauseated by Wilson’s sanctimoniousness
horror at the paper rebellion of Rhodesia on the one hand, his bland acceptance of the bloody Nigerian revolution
on the other. Mr. Wilson could not have done Mr. Smith\fn{ Ian Smith (1919-2007) Prime Minister (1964-1979) of the outlawed, racist regime that governed Southern Rhodesia for most of the period of its international isolation until the eventual advent of
majority rule of the country in 1980:H} a better turn if he had wanted to.

Let there be no illusions on this point. The stiffer, the more primitive, sanctions become, he more the Rhodesian moderate will turn to his own Government. I am a rebel because I cannot stand idly by and see the economics
of three countries disrupted for want of a man big enough to solve our problem by the adult method of negotiation. The already delicate British economy has taken a knock from the millions of pounds spent in the attempted
destruction of the Rhodesian economy.
But Mr. Wilson is himself an economist. Therefore, he cannot be unaware of the fact that the Rhodesian and
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Zambian countries\fn{Zambia, the former Northern Rhodesia, had become independent under majority rule in 1964 } share a dual
economy. He must know, better than I, who am no economist, that the Zambian economy cannot withstand the
onslaught of sanctions carried out against Rhodesia. Zambia shares with Rhodesia the unified rail, power and air
transport systems. It is dependent on Rhodesia for the import and export of most of its essentials. Its fate is inextricably bound up with that of Rhodesia, distasteful as this may be to Dr. Kaunda.\fn{ Kenneth Kaunda (1924- ) President of Zambia (1964-1991)}
The white population of Zambia has dropped by ten thousand in the last six months, to 65,000. .Fewer than
2,000 of these have taken out Zambian citizenship. A further 7,000 hold Rhodesian passports. Zambia depends on
its whites to keep the administrative machinery of Government and the lifeblood of its mines flowing. Yet Dr.
Kaunda can count on less than 2,000 of his white Zambians. And Mr. Wilson is aware of this. But in his headlong
drive to crush Rhodesia, he will callously sacrifice Zambia. He is aware of this and committed to it, and the Zambians are too naïve to see his duplicity. They are playing into his hands.
The picture is black. To sum up, Mr. Wilson is ruthlessly spending more than he can afford, in an all-out effort
to crush Rhodesia, and does not mind what happens to Zambia en route. His aim is to do a reconstruction job on
both when he has successfully destroyed two countries.
And for what? What, I ask desperately, does Mr. Wilson hope to achieve?
He will achieve bloodshed. If, by his deliberately dishonest policies, he can turn a moderate such as I into a
rebel, he must be prepared for a long-drawn-out agony, a second protracted Boer war. Because when people like
myself turn renegade, they do not easily retreat.
14
I have always regretted the intrusion of color on to the political scene, though I accepted its inevitability when
the Federation came into being.\fn{ This was the Federation of Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland (1953-1963),
an attempt at the economic integration of these three then British colonies, but defeated by the ever-growing black nationalism in these
colonies, and the intransigent opposition to this movement by the overwhelmingly white ruling class of Southern Rhodesia:H } to judge a

man by the colour of his skin is contemptible. This has been my undeviating point of view for the past I can’t
remember how many years, but I have certainly believed in this since I was conscious of color. This is not the
general view of Rhodesians—or, to be more accurate, while it\fn{ Racial equality} may be a point of view they agree
with, it is not one they practice.
It is not an easy path on which to remain undeviating, but I try, and I have always found the effort worthwhile.
The only honest policy in regard to color is to set equal standards by which to measure the behavior of
people.\fn{Italics in text}
Many people who come from Britain to Rhodesia arrive with certain views on the problem of color. The development of those views, and the rate at which the pendulum swings, may be used to gauge the length of time that a
person has been in Rhodesia.
The newcomer arrives full of brotherly love for the black Rhodesian, and treats him as an equal. In due course,
the black Rhodesian behaves in a manner which is quite in order according to his own standards, but which will
fall far short of the standards expected of him by the newly-arrived white man. The white man accordingly revises
his opinion. Some of the most arrantly racial views I have ever heard expressed have come from people—British
people—whose stay in Rhodesia has been round the two year mark. I can understand the bitterness of disillusionment. The disillusionment would not have been necessary, however, if people faced up to the fact that there is a
difference between people of one race and another.
I have never tried to shirk the act of race. It is there, and I do not attempt to shy away from it, but rather, I accept it. Once this acceptance is made clear, it provides a relief for both the white person and the black. There is no
more need for the white person to strain himself to avoid the question of color, or to tread tactfully and carefully
when it enters the conversation, no need to fall over backwards to make allowances for a person on account of his
blackness (which is, to my way of thinking, the most poisonous manifestation of color prejudice which exists).
On the part of the black there is also relief. For him, there is no longer the need to keep up the appearance of
[an] entirely Western approach to life. Overcome the hurdle of acceptance, and at once it is possible for black and
white to relax in each other’s company. There is no longer the taboo of color to act as a barrier to freedom of relationship.
I am not going to pretend that in Rhodesia we have a color free society. At the same time, the outward trappings of color prejudice have been disappearing for some time past, and will, I believe continue to do so. It is
inevitable that they should do so. But where contact between people is not close, the attitudes they hold towards
non-racialism are less clear-cut. Political developments have influenced social relationships also.
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Of these developments the most significant was the partnership era introduced with the Federation. Certain
facets of this stage have vanished, including the habit some hostesses had of inviting their quota of African guests,
without which they did not judge their parties to be a success in the social register.
The non-racial system remains in most significant respects. Cinemas are non-racial, cultural societies, theatres,
most of the large plush hotels, private schools and, of course, the controversial park bench, are all non-racial.
Only the mysteries of the lavatory remains sacrosanct, and even here, at the airport, at certain of the larger
department stores and other odd places, the visitor to Salisbury will be confused by the sign:
LADIES:GENTLE-MEN: MULTI-RACIAL UPSTAIRS
At shop counters, post offices, and municipal swimming baths there is no race barrier, though there is also no
guarantee that races will always be polite to one anther. The races do not live in the same area as property owners,
and this is the law in terms of the controversial Land Apportionment Act. So many people have tried to justify this
Act as a safeguard for the African people.
I make no justification of the Land Apportionment Act. I do not believe it is necessary to safeguard either
white or African in this respect. The Land Apportionment Act is, in a way, a negative example of what I mean
when I say that it is necessary to use equal standards by which to measure people. Under this Act, with its “safeguards”, no such equal standard is set, with the result that this is the most controversial piece of legislation in
Rhodesia. The sooner it is amended, the better.
A possible attempted amendment of this Act is the creation of multi-racial living areas, which are now coming
into being. There are for instance three or four areas in Salisbury, which are multi-residential. The area where
there is most mixing is Southerton, a working class living area near the industrial sector of the city. There were a
few moans and groans when it became multi-racial, as I remember, but today people seem to be living there in
comparative harmony. And why not?
This is a trend that will spread, until the Land Apportionment Act phases itself out. And sitting in the draughty
hall at the seventy-year-old St. George’s College, last night before wiring this, I watched a variety of boys including African, Chinese and Asian, collect their loot in the way of prizes won, side by side with the white pupils.
I have published articles which heavily criticized the effects of multi-racial education because I believe that, if
introduced at the top level forms of a school, it can only fail. It must start from the beginning, this integration of
education, and it must be started slowly, or it will be a terrible failure, and more damage will be done by the failing of it than can be imagined. The failure of which I am speaking lies, of course, not in the academic field, where
there has been qualified success due to the hand selection of students, but in the sporting and social fields, the
fields which really matter later in life.
But last night, watching the smaller boys mixing freely enough, I knew for certain that I had been right. The
integration of education can only be a success in the full sense when it starts from the bottom levels of a school.
Last comment on multi-racial education at the senior end of a school or institution was made to me by one of
the University students just after there had been demonstrations and provocation by non-white students.
“If they hadn’t been black,” he said, “we’d have piled into them, and had a jolly good fight, and been friends
afterwards. But if you hit a man who isn’t white, he’ll make a racial thing out of it, and say you hit him because
he isn’t white.”
In other words, accept color, and act in the manner you believe is right, without letting color affect the issue.
Granted, then, that in the social life of Rhodesia there is still a great deal of color prejudice, though it grows
out slowly as contact between the various races becomes easier. In the commercial side of life, the present day
Government is trying to advance the policy of advancement by merit, and if they are genuine, as I believe they
are, then I back them all the way on the policy. The Civil Service, which is Government run, is non-racial, a man
being employed and paid according to his or her qualifications. The banks are non-racial, though in recent months
since the sanctions, I notice that the banks, most of which have directors and boards in Britain, have taken the
initiative in retrenching African clerical staff and tellers. Many commercial firms employ people according to
their ability.
Rhodesians are well aware of the defects in their own society. I believe that many people are doing their best to
put right what they believe to be wrong.
However, no one likes criticism at the best of times, and I personally get damned angry when I see the British
Press speaking of Rhodesia as though it operated a policy of the most complete apartheid.
Particularly when an item appears in the British Press giving great publicity to the fact that Brtain has its first
colored Bobby.\fn{Policeman}
47

The Police Force in Rhodesia is made up of the young men of both races. And the colored and African constable can go right up the line in promotion and does so, too.\fn{ The term “colored” here refers to a person of mixed-racial
origin:H}
Does Britain really get the true picture about Rhodesia? If the British public is led to believe that we are a
police state, they should also be told that over two-thirds of that police force is black, that there are blacks in the
top ranking jobs and that there are black Rhodesian women police as well. So much for the much published lonely
one colored Bobby in Britain.
This single item in many ways typifies the attitude of the British Government past and present, to the color
problem.
I believe that British Government have been guilty of practicing the most pernicious form of color prejudice.
They fall over backwards to make allowances for the black nations. And this is wrong.
Let me take two hypothetical examples of two states in Africa, to prove my point.
State A had a constitutional upheaval, in which by direct or tacit consent most people supported the new system of Government. In State A, the revolution was a paper revolution. Only one life was lost.\fn{ This is probably a
reference to the murder of Pieter Johan Andries Oberholzer, a white foreman employed by the Silverstreams Wattle Company, on July 4,
1964, in what proved to be an isolated incident. W says that “the killing had a lasting effect on the small, close-knit white community.” }

For a number of months since that paper revolution there has been peaceful progress towards settlement of he
country’s problems.
In State B, there was also a constitutional upheaval. But in this state, many lives were lost. Instead of the customary democratic elections having taken place, there was a crooked election. The population seethed with
injustice, and eventually exploded in violence. Many lives were lost, including those of senior and respected
statesmen. Blood was shed.
On the facts, there is no question as to which of the two states has managed its revolution better.
But now, relate these two hypothetical examples to real life. State A is Rhodesia. State B is Nigeria. At once
the color factor is introduced, and Rhodesia becomes the villain of the piece in the eyes of the British Government.
For no other reason than that the Rhodesia Government was white.
The British Labor Government, under Mr. Harold Wilson, who sets himself up as the champion of the colored
races, is guilty of race prejudice to a degree unprecedented in Africa.
Nor are the Rhodesian African people hoodwinked by the hypocrisy of the British Government in relation to
its policy on color. In one week here, in Salisbury, Harold Wilson, who had been greeted on arrival as a savior by
African Nationalists (who saw in him the tool through which they would gain power), was rejected and disliked.
On his arrival he was greeted by a crowd of five thousand black Rhodesians and a handful of white. I was there,
in a Press capacity. I mixed with the crowds of Africans and heard many say that this day would mark the take
over. I also heard many say that they had been forced to attend at the airport and wished Wilson would turn up so
that they could be free to return home.
I was at the airport when Harold Wilson and his contingent left just over a week later. There were few people
to see him go. The perhaps fifty Africans were for the most part there on duty, airport workers and plain clothes
men to guard the safety of the British Prime Minister. In the townships, his name was coupled with that of the
Rhodesian Minster of Law and Order (always an unpopular figure, whoever he happens to be). The African often
expresses his disgust in rude songs.
Wirisoni … achasungwa naNkomo …\fn{Wilson … will be tied (hung) by Nkomo …}
I heard it myself. And resisted a temptation to join in with the singers, not because of any inhibitions about
singing rude songs, but for the practical reason that I cannot sing.
Until the British Government can convince the Rhodesian people—all the Rhodesian people—that it has a balanced view on the problem of color, it can expect a vote of no confidence from every section of the population.
The African wants to be treated as a person. Anybody, or any Government, so color conscious that they will demonstrate this weakness by “making allowances” for colored people, cannot expect anything but the contempt of
those colored people. Nor can the British Government hope to succeed in sorting out a problem which it does not
understand.
All we of Rhodesia are asking Mr. Wilson for is the opportunity to sort out our own problems. We have to live
with them. He does not. And since most of us have grown up together, whatever color our skins may be, and
since, too, we realize that unless we can get this problem of color into perspective, there is not future for any of us
in Africa, we will make an honest attempt to solve it.
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If Mr. Wilson will give us the chance.
54.1 Zimbabwe\fn{by Solomon Mangwiro Mutswairo (1924-2005)} Zawu, Mazoe District, Mashonaland Central
Province, Zimbabwe (M) 42\fn{Beyond the chapter divisions, the asterisked sub-divisions are mine:H}
1: The Vahota Invasion of Mazoe
Many centuries ago\fn{A note reads: The setting of the story is the region roughly stretching from the Mazoe Valley to Dande in
the fertile Zambezi Valley and vaguely in the mid-17 th century.} there lived in Mazoe District, far-renowned farmers. Their
harvests—stored in log barns, rock-footed—lasted a good, long time, keeping food safe for all the people of the
district.
In those days, tall trees—with crowns of leaves at top, suitable for roofing houses and other simple domestic
works—abounded in the virgin forests of Mazoe. The abundance of forests also made it easy for the inhabitants to
put up their houses and to construct their cattle kraals and enclosures, such as pallisades, for enclosing their fields.
Building logs and sticks and branches were so freely available that the people lacked nothing in wood products.
Then the people built huts of logs, with rounded [walls?] decorated with circular grass caps at the top. Such
huts today are still to be seen in the villages of many of the Zezurus who still do not have modern houses because
of their lack money for modern materials.
In that beautiful, grassy plain extending as far as the eye can see, and overlooking the range of hills—Nyamuhumbe, Manangate, Mbeve, Musekure, and Mushande (where we find today the small settlement of Glendale),
the simple folk of the district grazed their cattle and other domestic beasts. The entire plain, well watered by the
Mazoe river, extending as far as the site of the Mazoe Dam now used for watering citrus fruits, was then the
grazing ground for the animals of the ancients. The goats skipped and frolicked and scaled the rocky surfaces of
the hills, while the herders enjoyed the quiet, serene atmosphere of the open land.
It is in this land that we find a tribal clan of the Vahota, a people under their chief, Nyan’ombe—the Cattle
Owner. Still other clans were scattered in numerous surrounding regions of the country. This section of the people
goes under the clan name Tembo—the Zebra, and the laudatory praise name, Mazvimbakupa—Those-Who-Longto-Give! They comprise only a small part of the larger group of the Vahota in Marandellas District in the now-socalled Chihota Tribal Trust Land, but who consider themselves the descendants of that great and powerful Paramount Chief, Mutasa, of the Manyika tribal group inhabiting the region around Umtali. Their great-grandfather,
they say, sitting by the fires at night, was Makombe of the Vabarwe, and his wife, Mureche—the daughter of
Matope Nyanhehwe Monomotapa, the original king of the Vakaranga and, later, of all the Vatapa of ancient
Zimbabwe.
The formidable, aggressive neighbors of the Vahota were the Vanyai, who inhabited a near-by region to the
north of the Vahota kingdom, under the Mambo, Pfumojena—the White Spear. They also claimed direct descendance from the great King Matope Nyanhehwe Monomotapa. Fierce warriors, these very proud people looked
down on every tribe around them.
The Vahota who invaded Mazoe were great warriors, too. They had easily conquered the inhabitants of the
land and settled here to found new homes for themselves. At the death of Paramount Chief Gombekombe,
Nyan-‘ombe, his first-born son, was installed chief in his place. To mark his chieftaincy he wore a white chief’s
pendant around his neck. He grew up to become a man full of courage, knowledge and wisdom, respected and
loved by all his people.
2: The Dialogue of Chokumarara and Manzira
It is here in this wide plain of Mazoe that we meet two herd boys of Paramount Chief Nyan’ombe: Chokumarara and Manzira guarding their cattle.
Chokumarara is only seventeen years old, but with a very alert mind. He is brown-skinned, slightly built, long
faced, with black, glittering eyelids. He is wearing a skin head cover of a leopard that his father killed a year
before. His mouth is seemingly always agape, thus exposing his teeth and his lungs to the dust and other unsavory
products of the dry season. As a result, his teeth are dirty looking, almost as dark as one who has spent the whole
day eating the fruit of the tsubvu wild plum. His large, flat nose resembles the buttocks of a frog; his breathing is
labored as of one with a clogged nose, or, as of one who has a bad cold, and must breathe heavily through the
mouth.
His hands are wiry, though, with veins large and distended beneath the skin. He has well built legs with well
formed calves. His apparel is a mere loincloth passed between the legs and tied securely to his waist with a leather
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strap. Beside him, high up on a large boulder where he is sitting, is his dog—Kugarahunzwana. With this dog he
hunts hares in the bush and cane rats in the swampy marsh.
His friend, Manzira, is younger by about a year. Though a mere sixteen years old, his mind is much more mature than one might expect and he often talks like a grownup man. He is a very handsome looking lad, with small
eyes—resembling the black-eyed peas that are used in playing the nyimo game. He wears a bushy-looking mop of
hair which seemingly has not been barbed in a long time.
He is well built, obviously well fed by a loving mother, and his large arms are fat and round like those of a rich
girl who does not engage in hard work. His legs are large, too, with well formed calves—not shapeless like an
elephant’s legs.
Manzira has a sharp and alert countenance, with a fine white set of teeth. He is of middle height, not as tall as
Chokumarara, but one can feel he will rise tall like the fast growing mushori-wondo tree as his years of manhood
come.
In his right hand Manzira holds a bundle of arrows and in his left he has a bow made from the soft but supple
wood of the munyani tree. With these weapons held tightly, he watches some birds in a nearby tree, half hidden in
the branches. His favorite kills are doves and black-eyed bulbul which he enthusiastically tells everyone are juicier than any other bird. So, perched in a fig tree, waiting for a shot, he calmly munches a few juicy figs, comforttable in his loin covering of fawn buckskin, his shining legs hanging down.
*
“Friend Chokumarara!” shouts Manzira dangling-legged on his branch. “Never in my life have I tasted such
juicy and delicious figs.”
“A rotten fig to you! You make even the dead laugh, oh, my father Tembo! Don’t bother me with such fool
things!” Chokumarara snorted as he absent-mindedly stroked the back of his dog.
“I wonder,” Manzira persisted, “why the figs at the Chief’s Court aren’t as nice as these! Those at home are as
tasteless as a watermelon grown on a dry piece of land. I eat ’em only when I’m starving to death.”
“When the sadza meal is late?”
“Yes!” he grunted.
“Or when the women are away in the fields?”
“Yes!”
“Or when the chow from the little mother’s house is not so tasty? When there’s no meat to snap your teeth
on?”
“Yes!”
“Everything to you is ‘yes’!” observed Chokumarara.
“But why, then, are those home figs so tasteless?” Chokumarara hesitated awhile and then said in a whisper:
“Haven’t you heard that those fig trees are under the spell of witches who own them? The witches have sent
out owls that hoot in their branches at night, cursing their fruits and rendering them tasteless. At least, that is what
my grandmother told me,” ended up Chokumarara, defensively, fidgeting and scratching himself like someone
bitten by lice or red ants at night.
“Ha! Ha!” laughed Manzira, “I don’t believe that! And where have you ever heard such nonsense—that
witches can send their spells even against trees? Of course I know that witches can bewitch people at night, or
cast bad luck for their victims at crossroads. Look, Chokumarara! Watch out for the—”
He didn’t finish what he wanted to say, for Chokumarara broke in:
“I know what’s on your mind,” he said, “you’re worrying about the cattle going astray! Don’t worry! Sitting up
here on this rock I can see them grazing in the reeds near the river. But listen,” he insisted, his interest in conversation rising like a flooded river. “Have you heard of the recent doings at the Chief’s Court?”
“Ha! What did you say? What? You mean about Feso returning wobbling after a big drinking party at the kraal
of Chogugudza?” Manzira replied, not giving much thought to what his friend had insinuated.
“Why be so smart about nothing? You dummy! No one cares about a little drinking now and then, and besides,
everyone gets potted some time,” Chokumarara protested. But he continued, “Don’t you know the chief wants to
get married? Has that ever crossed your mind, you bumpkin? Haven’t you heard that the chief has asked his
council to help him end his bachelor days?”
“Certainly I have,” replied Manzira, rather bashful about such things, and looking down in his embarrassment.
“It’s interesting gossip,” he muttered, “but I don’t pay much attention to the old boys’ stories, though I’d be happy
in the celebration that’d come with a royal wedding. I’m sure that men like Feso who delight in long snorts of the
hard stuff will be only too glad of such a chance. Of course I wouldn’t want to libel the good reputation of so
great an Army Commander,” he mock apologized, “but he was really crocked that day.” Looking up to Chokumarara he said:
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“So? Tell me where you first heard this rumor.”
At this point Chokumarara slid down from the stony outcropping, his dog scrambling down with him. Looking
squarely at his mate, he half whispered:
“Last night, after you had gone to sleep, I overheard the chief confiding with his two Army Commanders—
Feso and Mapondera—saying he desired to end his celibacy and that he was looking around for a good looking
woman, one who would fill completely the position of chief’s wife. The Commanders and now the other members
of his council have agreed he should go ahead. And, since this is a matter for the whole nation of the Vahota to
decide, they all suggested that it was their responsibility to seek a suitable woman, no matter where such a paragon might be found.”
“Don’t tell me that they could even consider getting a wife from the Vanyai who live far to the north of us in
the Zambezi valley?”
“Why not?” retorted Chokumarara.
“Why? Because they are such a proud people, and we’ve fought them in lots of battles and always lost.”
“We’ve won some, too,” rejoined Chokumarara.
“Well, maybe—even so—they look down upon us, sneering at our pride in being the ‘great’ Vahota people. So,
why go so far to seek a wife? Why not one of our women here? Are they not as good as any, if not better?”
demanded Manzira.
“Because the good and the inspiring often come from afar. They’d do it just for the kicks! Isn’t it more fun to
grab what’s hard to get?”
“Sure, why not? Let’s break the barrier of pride and prejudice of the Vanyai,” Manzira snickered.
But Chokumarara was serious:
“The council is resolved to go to any length to find a beautiful and suitable woman for the chief. Besides, it’s
not really the Vanyai that matter. Rather, it’s the woman. If the chief wants her, I mean, if he really wants her, then
all that’s left is her own personal decision. That’s what really matters.” He added:
“After all, every detail of what the prospective woman should be has already been decided: for instance—she
has to have a beautiful set of teeth, as shining as the moonlight; and she’s got to have a glamorous face—and eyes
piercing as the rays of the sun. Anyway, that’s how Feso described this dream woman.”
Finished, Chokumarara grabbed up his spear alongside the alert-eyed Kugarahunzwana to start off after the
now distant cattle.
“Well, it’s hopeless!” Manzira laughed. “No such woman in all this country.” But he shrugged: “So what, all’s
in the mind of the lover.” Wise beyond his years, or so he believed, he went on—
“I remember once meeting in Zambara a young woman carrying a bundle of wood. She was so ugly-looking
that we nicknamed her ‘The-Hyena-Is-Better-Looking’—an unfair description though, I guess, not knowing what
her heart and personality were like,” he quickly qualified. But to make his point he had to argue, “For someone,
she was probably wonderful.”
“I wonder where such a model can be found?” he exclaimed. “And models don’t make good wives, anyway.”
*
Chokumarara had nothing more to say, and raced away with his dog towards the moving herd. The sun was
setting and it was time to round up the restive cattle and go home.
But, once caught up, walking just behind the dust of the rumbling, bellowing, spotted beasts, Chokumarara
couldn’t let the matter drop.
“Since the chief made public his desire to marry a woman meeting all those descriptions of perfection, he has
made a proclamation to be sent throughout the land of the Vahota calling together at his town all the prominent
people. He’ll tell them all his wish and he’ll ask for ideas from them.”
But by this time Manzira was more interested in keeping his eye out for evening doves than in listening to
more old men’s concerns. When the doves he had spotted flew away at their noisy approach, Manzira blamed his
friend for the mishap. But Chokumarara was a quiet lad and only replied, sarcastically:
“My friend, it was your heavy-footed breaking of the small twigs that scared the birds away. The poor birds
have only saved their lives, like rabbits escaping a wild forest fire. There should be more just across the next ford
of the stream.” And then he went on with his story.
“Tomorrow—and this should interest you—tomorrow’s the day when the people gather. This conference will
nominate those suitable to go around looking for the wonderful girl who will be the Chief’s bride.”
By this time, they had tailed the cattle into the kraal and slammed shut the gate with logs. Now piqued,
Manzira drew closer and whispered:
“Hey, what about Mapondera’s daughter? Isn’t she a good prospect for the chief’s bride?”
“What? Her? Well, I don’t know—maybe somebody likes her looks—but as for me she isn’t as beautiful as she
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should be. Just think of her deep, sunken eyes; they’re like a monkey’s, and besides, she’s so dark it’s as if her
mother had eaten the fruit of the mutsubvu tree while she was pregnant with her.
“Anyway, when this matter was being discussed, saw I Maondera stroking his long beard as if the matter
wasn’t of any interest to him. And why should it be? It’s probably a cinch that either Feso or Mapondera himself
will be nominated for the espionage job to a far off land, so he’ll have to give up any personal hopes,” Chokumarara concluded. Manzira thought it over but only said:
“Well, maybe; we’ll see.”
But the whole night through Manzira pondered over these things as if he were personally involved—losing
sleep and rest over the matter of the chief’s bride, like everybody else in the village that night—except the snoring
Chokumarara who had started the whole thing in the first place.
3: Nyan’ombe Faces The Nation
It is not unusual for excessive happiness or sorrow to rob one of his sleep. Sometimes when a man is obsessed
with a particular thing, he turns it over and over in his mind, hence being robbed of his vitally needed rest. He
may dread the approaching day, or he may wish that a particular thing would not happen, or vice versa.
So it was with Manzira. He became obsessed with the expected happiness whose advent he wished he could
hasten.
The next day dawned with a lovely, cloudless sky. There was hardly any breeze to sway the trees in the hills. It
was quiet, serene, and peaceful. The silence was only occasionally broken by the cooing of the dove, or the chirping of the shrine-bird, or the chanting of the black-eyed bulbul birds which always frequented the fig tree near the
dare—the men’s meeting place—in the early hours of the day.
The chief’s entire village yet lay quiet and still. The only thing that seemed to disturb the peace was two figures lighting the fire at the men’s place and causing a pillar of smoke to rise. The entire village, including the
gateway keepers of the stone wall fortification surrounding the village, was still at peace with itself.
In days gone by, some village enclosures were built of large stones. They were built surrounding king’s, paramount’s or chief’s dwellings and used for protection against their enemies in times of war. But ordinary people’s
villages did not have such enclosures.
Today there are hardly any villages at all with such enclosures among the Zezuru people. But a sketchy idea of
such an enclosure is afforded today by the wooden enclosures protecting corn fields from the pigs, cattle, sheep
and goats which otherwise would enter to destroy them. But there is a difference between these two kinds of protection. The former walls were naturally much stronger than the latter because, like the ones built in England by
the ancient Romans, or the one spanning hundreds of miles in northern China, these were built of stone and afforded much better and stronger protection, and they had to be high to keep out clever enemies—far craftier than
even the hungriest of goats.
In this village, now, Chief Nyan’ombe’s royal house was situated in the heart of the town. His uncles’ houses,
his councilors, and his army generals stood some little distance away from the big house.
The royal dwelling was large and spacious. A verandah surrounded it completely, built of strong wooden poles
tied securely together. The roof was so low, however, that in order to get into the house, one had to bend down
way low, being careful not to hit his head on the upper entrance post above him. Inside, the house had a raised
platform immediately to the right of the door. This provided a sitting place for all visitors to the royal house. The
chief’s seat was a built-in earthen structure permanently moored to the ground. It was kept well plastered with red
mud by the women and shone with the reflection of whatever light diffused through the open doorway. It glowed
like polished stone. Over the throne was spread a lion’s skin and a leopard’s, too, to give it a regal look.
Hanging from the wall were shields and spears, bows and arrows, axes and battle-axes, the mashave spirit
dancing axes, game and fighting sticks, and a host of other accouterments. Food calabashes, and all kinds of
leather sacks hung on pegs, just barely visible on the dark wall. Some of these had been inherited from Nyan'ombe’s father, and even from his grandfather, things they themselves had often used during their days on earth. Very
worn they were; therefore, more of sentimental value than of practical use.
Seated now in the royal seat is Nyan’ombe himself. He wears a leopard’s skin and looks young and handsome.
With him are his councilors and army commanders. In their midst stand tall the two prominent Army Commanders—Feso and Mapondera. These two, the mambo’s closest advisors, always suggest important directions to be
taken in the affairs of the nation. They await the great council of the people.
*
As the sun rises in degrees above the horizon, the quietness and serenity of the village is turned into a din as
crowds pour into the village, throwing up dust like herds of cattle as they shamble in from all directions. They
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push and jostle through the great stone gateway leading into the heart of the village. Men, proud of their past
battles, stalk in carrying their shields and glittering spears as if going to war. Men and boys, well fed and confident, come sauntering into the chief’s village.
Although they strutted proudly into chief Nyan’ombe’s village, they nevertheless approached the royal residence solemnly, with dignity and respect, for they all loved and honored their young chief. Some had traveled
long distances and had come panting, dreading to be late for the occasion, only to find that the meeting had not
yet started. From far or near, old or young, seasoned veterans or unscarred youths, they pressed toward the ancient
meeting place.
Soon there was quiet, and decorum and order reigned once more in the capital village. All spears and shields
were laid down on the ground. Everyone present on this day deeply sensed the gravity of the occasion, for a
king’s bride would be mother to them all and give them their future king.
At the appointed time, the sun centered in the sky, Nyan’ombe left the royal house and headed for the men’s
place—the dare—an open space with a pavilion and graced by a large fig-tree with hanging branches almost
touching the ground. The procession, headed by two of his army commanders, and Nyan’ombe himself, confidently stepped toward the multitude, while the rest of the retinue trailed behind them.
Then the gathered men started to clap in unison amid the women’s ululations and dancing, springing up at the
sight of their chief.
Then, when all again was quiet, and the bodyguard stood with the men’s spears pointing up as if in an array for
battle itself, Nyan‘ombe stood up and strongly addressed the congregation thus:
“Ndinokukwazisai mose!” (“I greet you, my people!”)
“Greetings to you, Changamire, Mazvimbakupa!” they shout back.
They stare at their handsome prince—at the leopard crown on his head and, adorning it, the ring of ostrich feathers fluttering in the breeze and glittering in the sun.
“You have all been invited to this council because it is the desire of your leaders that as many of you as possible should take part in the deliberations. We solicit your ideas and suggestions.”
“Changamire. We hear you!” the men enthusiastically rumble out. Continuing, the chief speaks loudly:
“We have desired to follow our tradition in which everybody concerned with the welfare of our nation should
understand and participate in weighty decisions. I, as your national father and chief, desire to share my secret
thoughts with you, my children—my people.”
A roar of applause from the crowd, clapping and whistling and in every way the people show their approval of
Nyan’ombe’s remarks.
“As some of you might know already, this matter, closely concerns me—your chief. My council has decreed
that the chief should end his bachelor-hood and seek a new mother of the nation and a helpmate in ruling the
Vahota nation.”
Again, a roaring and thunderous applause from the crowd, some nodding and some talking to one another in an
act of approval, while the women a second time ululate wildly with their shrill voices.
Then there was silence, as if the people were now digesting in their minds what Nyan’ombe had said.
Continuing, Nyan’ombe said:
“In accordance with our tradition and custom, it’s been suggested that the chief’s wife should be of a royal
house, or the daughter of noble birth of a distinguished family brought up in the nature and nurture of nobility, or
of such a noble quality as to be able to serve the nation’s needs as its mother. This matter has not been resolved,
and we sincerely hope that you can help us solve the problem. ‘Two heads are better than one,’ the old ones say.
For this reason you have all been invited here today to prove your heads.”
A roar of laughter pervaded the audience, followed immediately by a roar of applause; the women wildly
screaming and dancing and the men clapping their hands in unison, while the older folks nodded their heads in an
act of approval.
Nyan’ombe, though still a young man, commanded respect among his people. He spoke with courage, determination, and showed wisdom and a concern for his people’s welfare. He loved his people and wanted them to participate and feel an important part of the entire nation. For a royal marriage, he well knew, was not a private
concern between two people which could be dealt with casually and egotistically. Rather, it was a bond which
included first the immediate members of the family, then the extended family, and, finally, the whole nation given
to the prince’s charge. Nyan’ombe was making a good beginning by taking his people into his confidence and
trust and getting everybody involved.
Feso who was sitting next to Nyan’ombe, and whose big, brown penetrating eyes had been peering over the
crowd, now stood up and, first, addressing the chief while clapping his hands, said:
“Changamire! Tembo Mazvimbakupa!”
53

The crowd responded by clapping their hands in unison. “Greetings to you all,” he says, turning to the crowd.
In the silence that follows, he continues thus:
“The chief has already outlined the intention of this Court and, indeed, of our nation—namely, the marriage of
the chief. We are all agreed that there can be no real home for a man who has no wife. She is not only a wife, but a
companion, a helpmate, a co-councilor, a stabilizer of a man’s character—yea, but above all—a mother! A mother
of Nyan’ombe, and a mother of us all!”
And many more eloquent embroideries on these themes. At this point the crowd roars out an ovation. But he,
he beckons with his hand, implores them to return to silence.
“This task is not the doing of us mortal men alone, but the desire and expectation of Nehanda Nyakasikana—
our great and noble spirit-medium well known to all of us, and whose wisdom and guidance have been the mainstay of this nation against our foes of the Pfumojena.”
Moving like a giant back and forth in front of the emotional mass of his countrymen, Feso begins to chant the
famous lines they all knew-had known for generations back to first time, the song to Mhondoro—the Lion Spirit:
Nehanda! You great earthly spirit!
A mighty Lioness! Oh Great One of ancient times!
With fear, they quaked hearing your voice
In the Pande tree near a flat rock.
You ordered, “Go, Warriors! and destroy
Those Vanyai gathered in the north.
Fight, my heroes! But stretch not
Your hands to seize booty from them.”
At Nehanda’s command, together they gathered
Legions of men who headed for the lowlands.
Indeed, devastating battles they fought!
Though they obeyed not the entire command.
Yet, nevertheless, the land they took:
Nehanda! I say, “Arise! And help us!”

Ending his half-chant, Feso finishes:
“I cannot overstate the importance of this matter. I urge you all to take time to consider the best possible way
of meeting this challenge.”
The people moved by the old anthem studied Feso and their chief—and, after all—Feso was one of the Army
Commanders of Nyan’ombe’s several regiments, and much older than Nyan’ombe himself, commanding great
respect among the people. He not only commanded his regiment with his wisdom, but also with his great stature,
standing more than six feet tall, and being large-limbed, and a physique well seasoned by his life of hardship and
warrior discipline. While talking he used his arms liberally and his head turned in all directions as if to make sure
he observed what was happening all around him every moment.
Beneath his strangely thin hair, he wears a sable antelope’s skin strung above his shoulder on one side and tied
in the waist with a leather belt. Ah, yes, an impressive figure he is, with a beard like a patriarch’s.
When feso had concluded his remarks, Jeranyama, a tall, clever-looking commander, stood up and addressing
the, crowd says:
“Changamire! Our Chief Nyan’ombe! Mazvimbakupa! I’m just like a little dog barking at its master.”
“Bark on!” the crowd roars.
The chief nods, amused.
“This is a matter of great concern to all of us. Since this matter has been presented to the general public, it is
like our old saw which says, ‘He who kills a goat in a public place desires to share its blood with those present.’
“Now, I, your servant, Jeranyama, propose that this court send messengers throughout this wide land in an
effort to feel out all the scattered nations’ branches for this desired pangolin-armadillo—the chief’s cherished
dish! Nyan‘ombe as our chief, once we’ve found the very best virgins, must exercise his own prerogative to pick
and choose the very best that this whole broad expanse of land and sky can give.”
Pleased with these expressions; the people applauded heartily, some nodding and some jesting in admiration,
calling out comments, ideas, even names of those girls they thought beautiful.
Among the most distinguished commanders of Nyan’ombe was Mapondera, sitting there quietly beside the
king, pondering over what the people were saying. He, too, was a man regarded with the highest esteem, feared
and revered by the young and the old alike because of his undaunted leadership in previous wars under Chief
Gombekombe—Nyan’ombe’s late father. Though much older than Nyan’ombe, he still keeps his great physical
strength born of arduous and rigorous life in the battles. He wears a beard and a leopard skin girt about his
54

shoulder, and always carries with him a spear and a knobkerry club wherever he goes. He is even reputed by some
to be possessed of magical powers to rise into the air in combat and to remain invisible in the face of danger. By
such means, fair and foul, he is believed to have inflicted many casualties on the enemy in numerous battles.
Standing up at last, he addresses the chief and the quieted crowd, thus, “Chirombowe!” then turning to the chief,
to the mambo:
“There is no great impediment here that cannot be surmounted.”
The crowd awaits expectantly in a tense atmosphere. Now the difficulties will be enumerated by this experienced fighter.
“I see no great problem that we, the Vahota, cannot overcome. Most fortunately there is a chief of a nation
adjacent to our own kingdom who is reputed to have an extremely lovely daughter—the only daughter he has.
Never has such beauty been seen anywhere in this land—the beauty of both body and character, I’m told.”
His voice is buoyant—but still serious. Continuing, he half-cries:
“The mambo, father of this wondrous woman, rules a tribe of people we all know as the Vanyai—of the totem
Nzou—the Elephant, and of the laudatory praise-name, Samanyanga—meaning the one possessing tusks. A great
people, and proud people, they are.
“But,”—and here his wise speaker’s voice falls—“alas, such beauty is being forcibly made to waste its
loveliness in lonely solitude. Kept in a dark dungeon of a hut, this noble princess is doomed to spend her days in
isolation—like a calf in a far away place tied down to a peg by a string. Such surprising and cruel treatment has
arisen from the belief that her beauty, so great is it,” and here his drum-rumbling voice, shakes, “is a gift from the
ancestral spirits and, as such, a living symbol of the beauty of the entire Vanyai people themselves. The people
have been driven to worship her as if she were an immortal goddess.
“No man—let alone one of us, of the Vahota—is ever to be permitted to look right at her, or think of her as a
mortal woman of flesh and blood. Even though they be of the most exalted rank, to court her, even through the
most circumspect intermediaries for matrimony, is forbidden. Many there have been, however, who despite these
barriers,” and his bass-voice falls even deeper, “so splendid is her shining beauty that many have lost their lives—
so wild are their dreams of her magnificence. She has become the embodiment of all that the Vanyai live for—a
tragic symbol for us who can see it, of the narrowed and superstitious minds—of a people for whom the word
freedom is unknown, though they mouth the word often, and who reject for others—and, hear this, even to closing
their eyes to the lovely, if mortal, glory of their own chief’s daughter.”
These eloquent words expressed, the calm general gazes out at the nervous crowd, confused at this unheard of
beauty, trapped in such toils of insane love and pride. Continuing then, he says:
“This treatment of the girl is believed by the Vanyai to have come from the ruling of the ancestral spirits—
whom they worship—that such unearthly beauty should not be sacrificed to mundane matrimony. Hence, her father, Pfumojena, named her Chipochedenga, meaning the Gift of Heaven! There she sits on a royal stool with a
noble woman’s fur cap on her head and strange dances are performed before her while all can only view her if at
all, sideways looking—and from afar.
“I suggest, accordingly,” and here he coughs, “that Mambo Nyan’ombe send a shrewd and cunning man as a
spy to find out ways and means of encouraging her to flee her golden prison. However,” and, Mapondera pauses
most dramatically, “we must understand that this intended beguilement of the Vanyai princess is fraught with
danger and bloodshed to the nation and we ought to be prepared for any eventuality. The Vanyai may well never
forgive us for that sacrilege as they would term it. But our chief deserves the finest mortal woman in the world.”
So spoke the great warrior Mapondera.
“We are not afraid!” shouts the crowd. “Yes, yes, only the best is good enough for our nation!”
“But it won’t come so long as you sit on your hunkers here,” Mapondera grunts dryly above the shouted oaths.
Whereupon, in no time at all, the people chose Feso to undertake this fateful task, he agreeing to risk his life
for the sake of his chief and his country.
All at last settled, at least as far as they were concerned, the crowd starts to disperse. Here and there a few wild
cries and boastful epithets were directed at the Vanyai, and some of the women cried noisily, half in excitement,
half in imagined terror of what might come of all this. But soon the people’s cries are only distant humming
echoes dying away, away in the distance, as the evening sun stood down in the west.
“I predicted, didn’t I?” triumphantly crowed Manzira, the young herd-boy, to his friend. “Didn’t I say that if
Mapondera was not appointed they would have to choose Feso?”
“Indeed, you were right, my comrade,” replied Chokumarara, as the two herders were fitting in the wooden
guard poles in the paddock gate, securing their cattle kraal’s entrance for the night.
“We’ll see, if we’re lucky, where the whole affair will end,” concluded Manzira as he turned home after
another long day.
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4: Nyan’ombe and Feso
Towards the latter part of the evening when all the crowds had dispersed, and the noise and din had died down,
and when the village had regained its tranquillity, Nyan’ombe sent for Feso to come to the imbahuru. In haste
Feso hurried to the palace, a little anxious to know what further matter was upon the chief’s mind.
“Chirombowe! I am Feso, come at your bidding,” so he announced his presence according to custom.
“Draw near, Commander. Sit yourself over there and make yourself at home,” Nyan’ombe replied warmly. As
he sat his young niece handed both men a gourd of beer.
In the dark inner room lit from the diffused light of the fire on the stone hearth, Nyan’ombe sat composedly
and rather in a contemplative mood. Finally he found the right words.
“I have desired to be with you alone and to thank you for accepting the great task the people have placed on
you. It is a heavy work you have accepted, but my confidence in your capability equals the joy I have in you. And
the people, too, wisely believe you will serve us well,” Nyan’ombe said.
“Changamire! Mazvimbakupa!” Feso replied, clapping his hands.
“The burden has been lifted off my mind because I know the nation could not have made a better choice, and
you go to the country of the Vanyai with my blessings and those of the Vahota ancestral spirits.”
“I’m grateful for the opportunity and privilege of being able to serve my chief and country in this way, my
Lord, and I am not too proud to hope I can be worthy of your confidence.”
“I do not doubt it. Not for one moment!”
“We’ll rise and fall together,” Feso assured him.
“Our task is a formidable one knowing, as we all do, how the Vanyai look down on us and regard us as a weaker nation. But one way, Feso, in breaking down the pride of a nation is through their women folk. Weakening this
bond or link automatically weakens the nation, and it is our desire to start with the weakest link—much as the
Varozvi of old broke the stronghold of the Vambire under Chihunduro by giving the latter a Murozvi woman for a
bait. Remember that! There was a sad outcome—all caused by a woman!”
“Yes, Changamire! Mazvimbakupa! I heard the story as a youth. Your memory is wonderful, my Lord!”
“Indeed, Feso, there are very few people that I have as much confidence in as I have in you. I have known you
since I was a youth in the days of my late gallant father. I know your feeling towards me and your devotion to our
nation. I cannot doubt but that you will acquit yourself like a man.”
Nyan’ombe ordered that more drink be given his commander. The chief was now extraordinarily lively with
joy and gladness this evening. His praise for Feso seemed infinite and it seemed to be a genuine outpouring from
his deepest and innermost feelings toward his Army Commander. Possibly, too, his lonely years, with no wife,
made him feel ardent this night.
“These many years I have lived and known you, I have not detected any disloyalty to the Nyan’ombe throne.”
He, too, took up his cup and took another long draught, then lifting his hands, he pointed up at the flickering
shadows on the ceiling for emphasis and said:
“I know you are a man of principles, of courage and fortitude, and that you will carry out this mission to the
best of your ability.” He had said this many times now—but what of that?
“Changamire! Whatever you say shall be done!” Feso said, lowering his head once more, if proudly, in
obeisance to his superior.
“When do you depart?”
“Tomorrow, my Lord!”
“But you won’t have much time to prepare, will you?”
“It’s the mind that needs preparation, not the body, and besides, it has already received such preparation. My
eyes and hands and feet will get me there—and our ancestors—if they love us—will get me back with your wife.”
“Anything else you need?”
“Nothing, Mazvimbakupa! Nothing else. Your trust is all I need carry.”
“Very well, then, farewell, noble Commander! Farewell!” The chief stood.
“May the spirits of our fathers look with favor on you,” and he waved with a brotherly gesture his general on
to his mission.
5: Pfumojena and the Vanyai
The Vanyai lived in a far-off land to the north of the Vahota country. Their Chief, Pfumojena—the White Spear
(so named by the people because he wielded a white spear whithersoever he went, and his rule being fierce, and
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dictatorial) proudly ruled over them.
Pfumojena was highly superstitious, and the entire legal and religious code of the land centered mainly on
what he felt were the dictates of his ancestral spirits. His judgments and powers were, accordingly, a reflection of
such convictions and upon them depended the life and death of his people.
As a result, many of his people had lost their lives over trivial matters. Most men dreaded and hated him, but
were careful to order their lives in such a way as not to cause his displeasure which, too often, resulted in
execution, or, as a less harsh punishment, expatriation.
Many of Pfumojena’s victims had been caught in the unwitting toils of Chipochedenga—the Vanyai princess.
Chipo’s beauty and growing fame could hardly fail to attract the attention of many a man who felt himself rich
enough—or brave enough—to court her. Buzz, buzz they hummed around her father’s house—and their eyes
followed her lithesome steps when she went to the river with the other maidens to bathe—or draw water.
The mere expression of desire on the part of an admirer, or, horrible sacrilege, the playful attempt to touch her
body, was punishable by a severe sentence, if not death. Some, so convicted, had their hands cut off, or their eyes
put out, or executed with only a summary trial before the court called dare.
Pfumojena insisted on each such occasion in the sanctity of his daughter as a gift from heaven. He again would
proclaim her a holy, pure, and untouchable woman—a joy for the gods and not of men—let alone commoners or,
unthinkable, men from the other tribal groups around whom he regarded with contempt.
So, poor, sweet, sanctified Chipochedenga became an exalted figure only to be seen, never to be touched or
sung to, to be admired only from afar, to be yearned for, not possessed; oh oh—she was green pastures to be seen,
not to be grazed upon.
*
The Vanyai who, at one time in the past, had been vassals of the great King Monomotapa, had lived side by
side with the Vatapa of Monomotapa in the great valley of the Zambezi river in the north. They had, therefore,
imbibed the civilization and cultural heritage of their former masters and were now become, thanks to their undoubted courage and hardihood in battle, a proud and powerful nation. They regarded all others as decadent and
treated them as their underdogs. Little would they consider intermarriage with their neighbors. Vanyai blood was
better blood. It must never be defiled by servile stuff.
And their king, tough master, manipulated their legal system as it pleased him and profitted him, and his
friends. The people were expected to obey him implicitly, without question.
In the main the Vanyai prospered.
Success makes one forget freedom—or personal dignity. So, there were those who liked him and favored his
rule because he exalted their nation and made the Vanyai a unique and envied people. Pfumojena’s large country
spanned hundreds of square miles of fertile land and bright water, and, very happily, huge tracts of forest land. In
this land flourished all kinds of game and wild animals—the lion, the elephant, the buck, the deer—numerous
species of birds, and an abundance of wild fruit trees. Fish, too, swam in the many rivers and streams. It was a
land richly endowed with good things for man’s joy, a coveted land, beautiful and attractive in many ways.
*
An old tradition, perhaps better regarded as a religious ritual, was observed at Pfumojena’s royal village. The
people observed a harvest-season festival at which time all family heads were expected to bring a basketful of the
year’s harvest—be it maize, finger-millet, or black-eyed peas—as a kind of tax to the Mambo’s court. Once given
freely, the tribute now was expected. Failure to bring in a share of one’s harvest was an offense and punishable by
a severe court sentence, even to the seizure of the family lands or, if mambo had special antipathies that day,
expulsion from the land.
So it happened that because some men prefer freedom to a selfish and narrowly imposed law and order, and
despite stringent security measures, there were many families and sometimes single farmers who did not bring
tribute to the royal court but who fled the bountiful Vanyai territories—to seek to make homes elsewhere.
One dissident group was led by Mutowembwa and Musarapasi who proclaimed themselves outside the law
and defied mambo and his court. Chief outlaw was Mutowembwa—so named because he said, “I’ve become like
the dog’s soup,” meaning “I’m hunted by Pfumojena like a dog hunts a rabbit.”
These outlaws lived in caves hidden in the forest called Mudzimundiringe—meaning, “my ancestral spirit
watch over me and protect me,” and here they preferred to live a life without a government rather than giving in
to an evil and corrupt and wicked rule of a mad and puritanical king. High jagged rocks, sudden pits and steep
cliffs, treacherous water courses and briary forests, were terrors to strangers and any would-be pursuer was sure to
go in there at his own risk, for it was difficult, if not impossible, to hunt anyone in such thickets. Perhaps worse
were scorpions, snakes, sting-beetles, gnats, green flies, and poison thousand-leggers.
Well rubbed down with powerful ointments to drive off the crawling and flying insects, and well content
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behind their tiny fires kindled far back in their snug caves, sat Mutowemba and his exiled band. They spoke softly
then of their lost ones—and their eyes glittered when talk turned to their hated king.
One ritual they had dreaded most was the one in which a diviner—a mambo-appointed medicine man—“scrutinized” bones—sometimes he could see the culprit’s face in the medicine bowls—to read out who was plotting
against the mambo. But most important in his divination were the hakata—a set of six or eight wooden sticks.
Throwing them on the hard-packed earth before his leaning hut at the edge of the forest, he would peer and peer,
studying them with his hard eyes, seeking out the tell-tale counters, sniffing out his victims. Then, satisfied, he
would indicate them as witches and wizards. Exhausted by tension were those he freed from blame.
But, wiser, if quiet men noted those whom Pfumojena had denied the right to court his daughter, or even those
whom he had merely suspected, were the most hard hit. Dying at the cruel thrust of the spear was most often the
verdict. But those, lesser men mostly, no real threats, to whom the mambo granted clemency, served at
Pfumojena’s village tending his cattle and accomplishing the chores of the royal house.
Almost slaves they were. Confiscation of the latters’ possessions—mainly cattle and other domestic animals—
was a common practice, hence, the numerous herds of cattle that Pfumojena had all over his dominion. To stifle
protest, crying aloud and wailing for executed relatives was prohibited at the mambo’s village. The belief was, and
mambo’s diviners were quick to echo their master, that such plaints would arouse the anger of the ancestral spirits
and bring evil on the village. Hence, the people’s name for him, Pfumojena—“The White Spear”—was doublyfrightful, for the death color of his ever-ready spear, so sharp in war and the hunt, had drunk the warm blood of
many of mambo’s own people.
*
But, life in Pfumojena’s dominion was not always riddled with gloom and despondency. Once every year at the
end of the harvest season, the chief held a great festival in honor of Chipo—his daughter.
The people would gather at the royal village to eat, drink, and to dance to the throbbing drums of the Vanyai.
Seated royally on a stool, and covered with a leopard skin, and beautifully adorned with intricate beadwork
necklaces, and hand and foot bangles, was Chipo, her face shining in the bright sunlight from the oily ointment
made from peanut butter and fat churned from milk.
These fatty aromas did not fail to attract swarms of flies and other flying creatures to the feast of the Vanyai
“goddess” who, perched there, became a symbol of adoration more than a symbol of enjoyment. She, herself,
looked out through heavy lids and allowed no one, least of all her father, to see her thoughts.
On this particular annual celebration, thousands of men, women and children gathered for the occasion. Pfumojena, with great shouting, has ordered the slaughter of scores of his herds of cattle to feed the crowds. Numerous, huge earthen caldrons everywhere are boiling with chunks of stewed beef and the women are busy stirring
their pots of sadza—thick porridge made from maize—flour, rice-flour, finger-millet, or African corn. Some are
seen helping themselves to the large hunks of meat in the simmering caldrons, paying little heed to traditional
decorum.
The people sit in groups according to their home villages, their proud women serving their men-folks with
food and drinks made of the rupoko-millet seeds. The Vanyai, excellent beer brewers of both the intoxicating
doro, a white liquor smelling like fermented fruit, and the sweet maburo, the mild drink, quaff and guzzle the
brews. Some, seated outside in the open air, more inside the huts, drink and swallow, gorging the steaming meat,
loud and full mouthed, happy, rushing toward delirium.
Strong souls, young legs, dance and sing within and without the houses, for is not this a day of rejoicing and
overeating and surfeiting? Who worries about tomorrow? Noisiest and gayest of all are the poor and the beggars
who are eating as if it were their first and last day for soup and beer and cow-flesh.
Beneath the shade of a tree whose branches sprawl over a large space, Pfumojena and his councilors sit, eating
and swilling like the rest, telling each other tales of the great past, sometimes bragging of victories of their own
days.
*
Although Pfumojena is in his late fifties, he still shows a manly form; past prowess and vigor mark him the
biggest man of all. But his face, so wrinkled, showing folds, tells of a life riddled with problems of state, and, perhaps, a few too many wives.
Weather beaten, his visage glares at the world, a soldier-face that has endured and weathered, burned and
arrow-pocked, in many a cruel season.
This is the stern one, unrelenting, cruel, rarely merciful in war or peace—though now he laughs at a bawdy
retort, and the beer is streaming over his broken teeth. He stands now, stretching his bulk, six feet tall, and something, rather handsome in a ferocious way, broad his shoulders, long his mighty back. He pulls at his mustache,
yanks at his goaty beard, yawns and grins to his henchman, a real patriarch of the nation.
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Despite their fears, his warriors recognize his commanding dignity, respect him. Wearing his royal gown, sewn
of a giant spotted leopard skin, his head-piece, tassels dangling, a fibered crown, Pfumojena is a king. He roars a
lion’s roar—all eyes turn toward him—will he speak?
No. He had no words, only a great man’s joy of good-eating, the maw jammed with meat, warning off the
craven jackals. Greasy-jawed, his councilors and army commanders leap up, grin and roar back at him. Foremost
are Sariramba and Zambara, the former a short, almost stunted man, a barrel-drum hulk, with blood-shot eyes, and
a shiny face. Wary, quick-spoken, and wise, he follows the mambo, agrees with his decrees, his words screen what
his true thoughts may be. Zambara, Pfumojena’s closest councilor, long-legged, long-armed, he, too, is a wise
man and of long experience at the Mambo’s Court. Both are veterans of the untold battles of Pfumojena and his
father, their blood has spotted the plains and forests with their men’s—no cowards they—but they loll in the shade
of the mambo—no action taking unless he first moves—or wills.
Now, relaxed, the three great ones are seated again, close hunched, cracking good beef bones together, enjoying a pot of beer set before them. Sariramba, as the junior, pours the foaming liquor from pot to tankard, serving
his comrades from a fire-burned gourd designed for the chief’s special use.
“There we were, caught almost in a dead-end canyon, a damned dangerous spot for a man with human skin,”
started up Sariramba, again, picking up his interrupted soldier’s yam.
“Escape was out, only those whose ancestors heard their prayers could ever hope to leave this place unharmed.
Only stabbing, shouting, pushing, could get a man home free to embrace his wife!”
The old battle gleaming in his eyes, Sariramba continued in his proud narration of his past.
“In the heat of the fight, I saw Mungate drop dead from a stab wound in the side, blood gushing like a red
spring of deadly water, bubbling and frothing. I cried out, overwrought, maddened by the outrage,
“‘My father Chironga! My father Chironga! Whose blood is this to be so spilt by these primitive barbarians?’
“So, crazy with fury, I stood up and, quitting myself like a man, stabbed back at the fool, raking him right in
the armpit, deep inside the chest, down he tumbled, a thrown rock to the ground. Then I jumped up and down in
jubilation, howling like a wild man, screaming,
“‘My spear! My spear! My spear has got him—I mean the spear of the child of Mushora has felled him!’”
“What was the age, or size of the man you were fighting with, you boastful one?” asked Mhingapinge, a senior
prince, quaffing his bright black gourd of beer.
“Age? Size? That’s irrelevant! A foe is a foe whether he is young or old, big or small. Never despise any man
until he is trampled under your feet, for it is the small things he despises that a man often succumbs to rather than
the big things he can handle and see more clearly.” And he pointed to Mhingapinge:
“Remember the old saying: ‘A man who has just eaten a dove is fuller than one only dreaming of a wild bull
feast.’ But I was young then, ready to battle, as I still am,” he shouted. “Indeed, I gave thanks to my ancestors who
have driven so many foes into my hands. I held steadfast, then, just three years past circumcision, and slew the
enemy.” Pfumojena, amused at his army general’s half-defensive remarks, said,
“How many men have fallen at your hand, great commander? It seems from your tale you slew only one man
that horrible day.” At this the gathered chiefs all laughed and jeered the boasting Sariramba.
With a smile on his face, he turned slowly to face Chief Pfumojena and, then, like a man thinking of the best
way to present his case, turned back to and pointed at Mhingapinge, accused him by saying in a mock-rage,
“My story has been interrupted by this impostor of a councilor, Nzou Samanyanga,” he declared, looking at the
chief. “I meant to proceed further with my story. My Lord, with your permission, I shall go on—not just about my
own deeds—but those of all the brave men of those days.” Here, he seemed saddened, for, after all, most of those
scarred farmer-soldiers were down in the dark earth many years now. Pfumojena nodded.
“Proceed.” So, Sariramba picked up the thread.
“Now it happened that when the shades of evening were beginning to close in upon the earth, we felt the
premonition of defeat by the Vahota under their leader Mugandani, and hard pressed we were, I’ve already told
you; we then had to stab and push more fiercely than ever before. Dead and groaning men tripped our feet, dying
men all over the field, ours and theirs, called out for help—but we could not stop. One moment’s halt and we
would join them on the gore-drenched grass.
Certainly we were engaged in battle with one of the strongest and fiercest regiments of the Vahota—indeed
those were good fighters. They had learned their art from the great chief, Gombekombe, mysterious hero from a
far off land in the south. But, believe me, Oh Great One with Elephant Tusks!” and the wily general ducked his
head at the mambo, “we finally routed the entire regiment in the plains of the Mhanyami river south of Harare.
Corpses lay scattered all over the valley and, what a feast it was for the vultures and other creatures of the air and
forests!
“And so, when Mhingapinge arrived with his reinforcements, the great task had already been done. No Vahota
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escaped that day, because we slaughtered them to the last man. Not a single Muhota escaped. Because they never
admitted defeat, we must admit they were great, brave men; yes, we slaughtered them to the last man.”
Those were the battles that Sariramba fought during the reign of Pfumojena’s father, when the mambo here was
but a young boy. Thus, aging Sariramba liked to recount such stories, gladly, fully, singing praises of the greatness
of the Vanyai people, and the royal line of Pfumojena.
*
The festival of Chipo the Princess, was drawing to a close. The people had surfeited their stomachs with so
much food, and the beer drinkers had filled their bellies with drinks, while the dancers had danced their emotions
away—but everyone knew, not quite forgetting in all the dust and smells of beer and urine, and the screams of lost
babies, that the end of the festival would be marked by sorrow and suffering for some.
For the crowds could not go home until the diviner had made his ablutions of the nation, freeing from the
charge of witchcraft and sorcery most, but possibly finding some out to destroy their mambo. This ritual of
cleansing the nation of its evil and setting it on a new and clean path for the new year was both longed for—and
dreaded.
While Sariramba had recounted the heroic deeds of by-gone days, and attempted to quicken the hearts of his
hearers to the glory of the nation, Pfumojena listened, seemingly interested enough in the discourse, but all the
while his mind was pre-occupied with the state of the nation, and when Sariramba was off on a new tale of the old
days, he shouted:
“Enough! Enough of that! We must now turn our minds to the present affairs.” So saying, he pulled his winebright commander aside to begin a serious talk with him.
“Tell me, great commander, what is the state of the Mudzimundiringe Forest Region where we sent a detachment of men a few months ago?”
“Your Highness,” replied Sariramba, “the messengers have informed us that the outlaws are increasing in leaps
and bounds, in numbers and in courage.”
“I was afraid of that.” Pfuinojena ground his heavy teeth.
“We will send more men, an entire regiment if you agree, to breach the hide-out, to break their bones. We cannot encourage our people to flee our commands—and our taxes—by their example of defiance.”
“Last time we sent our men into the forest, they returned empty-handed after a long, and fruitless hunt,” said
Sariramba. Pfumojena glared at him, agreeing angrily,
“Yes, and we lost many of our best men in the hunt.”
“Yes, Changamire, we did. Not any fault of ours, but they are not stupid boars in there—but real men—and
they hate us.”
“How do you account for that, Sariramba? Why can’t we wipe them out as we have our other foes?”
“For many reasons, Changamire. First, it is hard to track down the outlaws. They hide like jackals and rabbits
in the thickets. No doubt they have learned well the nature of the jungles, all the paths, where there are streams
and cliffs and fallen trees. So well do they know every hole in the ground, and every crevice in the hills, that they
can hide and ambush our men and then steal off, laughing, when we send in more of our stumbling men.
“Second, they do not submit themselves to an open battle, always resorting to the cowardly tactics of hit and
run as each opportune moment comes; we may call it cowardice, but it’s good tactics all the same,” the grizzled
fighter admitted.
“We must get rid of such serpents, Sariramba. We must exterminate these rebels,” groaned Pfumojena. “Already I sweat in my bed, even with my newest wife, hating these men I cannot reach!”
“Changamire, we know their number grows all the time, either our regiment will sweep them out or we must
reconcile them—we must offer them reasons to return—and guarantees for their safety.”
Here the councilor moved on dangerous turf, and his voice shook a little as he offered a small piece of what he
had long been thinking.
But Pfumojena hardly noticed. War was in his mind.
“Yes, yes, our leopard regiment will take the field! But first-send out spies.”
“I agree,” replied Sariramba, “first our spies will slip into the forest, then we can know where they hide—who
leads them—where their capital is. There we will put our clubs on their viperish necks.”
*
But the old commander, no coward, would have preferred the remedy of peace, for were not some of his best
friends, even a great nephew, there in that brambled wilderness?
“Take heart, great commander,” said Pfumojena. “I swear by my father who lies buried by the ant-hill, no man,
or group of outlawed men, while I live and behold the light of day, shall be allowed to lay violent hands upon the
men of the sacred nation of the Vanyai. We were born to rule; we must prepare to lay down our lives to preserve
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the total dominion our ancestors gave us!”
The great commander for a while remained silent as if putting his thoughts together for a new way of suggesting, one last time, a more peaceful way.
“Changamire, my Chief,” he said, slowly and thoughtfully, “we are dealing not only with a handful of rebellious outlaws but with a silenced mass who know not how to, or feel they dare not, express their dislike of our
present conditions. I have longed to disclose this thought to your Highness for a long time, but feared the wrath of
my Lord.”
At this, Pfumojena’s face expressed outrage. Looking at his general squarely, he said:
“We have done so much for the people—yes—so much. Everything has been done in the interests of the peoples’ wealth—and their security. Even our ancestors know how dedicated we are to the common good. To sweep
clean away all the wicked people in this nation for the safety, security and happiness of our people, by any means
at hand,” he added grimly, “has been our one wish—our one goal.” He gripped his fearsome white spear until his
black knuckles grew gray-pale on the waxy shaft.
But the Commander stood resolute, looking him in the eye, and Pfumojena remembered his fierce old father
telling him, heaving his wounded chest on the battle-field:
“Be careful, my son, about disregarding your advisors—they are seasoned men—they speak for the good of
the nation!” So mambo said more softly,
“The truth must stand, Sariramba. The true path is ours!” and this more fiercely,
“We are here to govern the people with honor. The honor and dignity of the nation must oppose any odds, any
dissent.”
“I will stand and fall with you, Changamire. I am your servant—and a servant must divulge the truth to his
lord and master, as he sees it, or he is another kind of traitor,” Sariramba assured his chief.
“But not everybody agrees with us, Changamire. When the truth is said, we’ll have to stand alone, for we’ve
made enemies far and near,” and he shivered, thinking of his daring.
“Then the solution,” retorted Pfumojena, throwing his own caution out, “is to execute, hold in serfdom, or
exile all who engage in, or have the semblance of engaging in, any treasonable thoughts or acts against the Vanyai. Our force will make our good rule better!” And he half-shouted.
“This, Changamire,” replied Sariramba, very humbly, “is seemingly our greatest problem. Mixing good eggs
and rotten eggs together spoils the mixture instead of improving it. It is like cooking the bitter gall with sweet
meat. The gall cannot but turn the good meat bitter, my Lord. Men flee our land because they fear our decrees.
Will violence bring them back to our hearts and hearths?”
“We cannot give up our laws for the sake of dirty traitors who seek the jungle for refuge because they refused
to admit our rights. We cannot change or compromise for the sake of a disgruntled few who want to destroy the
strong state we have been building among the Vanyai for immemorable generations.” In this angry mood
Pfumojena expressed his resentment.
“These weaklings,” he muttered, “have not earned their right to tell us what to do.”
“Changamire,” observed Sariramba, emboldened one last time to object, “it is because of our unchanging nature that we must suffer. Remember the Varozvi of old who, lords of vast lands, conquered peoples, allowed all to
live in peace and plenty. They reigned long and quietly and only lost their empire in the course of many generations, not from rebellion.
“Customs and traditions which are resistant to change destroy peace in the end. Things go askew more and
more if there are no adjustments. And the Vanyai must realize the need for accommodation, for change, where
called for.”
Pfumojena was listening now glumly, not saying a word. His sullen expression revealed a stubborn man whose
character and experiences allowed him to ponder, but whose relentless will and pride would brook no true limit to
his ferocious desires. Nothing could change him. Not even death itself.
The silence grew long. The weary general knew he had to yield.
“Oh, Wise Mambo, the last men we deployed to Mudzimundiringe forest a few days ago are due to return
today,” he alerted his Changamire. “About thirty of our most valiant warriors went out to hunt out these outlaws!
again, their report will soon be in our ears.”
“Very well, great commander. Very well. I expect word from you on this matter and the state of our nation.”
No sooner had they concluded their talk than a group of Vanyai men arrived at the far end of the village with
two captured outlaws, their hands roped behind them, and almost naked. They suffered as best they could the
thrashing they were receiving from the over-zealous guards, flailing away at them with cow-hide whips.
A sub-commander panted up to Sariramba; they whispered, and the two trotted off to the place of the prisoners
where interrogations were held. The general was eager to see the outlaws and to question the Vanyai men as to
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their fight and experiences. If the prisoners would not talk he would order their execution. The capture of such
men of the forest of Mudzimundiringe was a sign the bandits were not out of reach forever. The mambo was angry
and the regiment must soon move out to crush the runaways once and for all.
A valiant man, the old commander still hated torture—yet the prisoners must tell who led them—and where
they hid.
6: The Adventures of Feso
As Feso left the imbahuru, the chief’s house, he was excited and proud in the thought of taking on such an
unusual adventure for the mambo. He had never been to the land of the Vanyai before. He had only heard about it,
and now he was faced with the actual fact of entering and spying out his objective in a hostile and unknown
region. Knowing that the journey would be long and full of hardships he asked his wife Musekwa to get ready his
victuals to last him as long as his journey would take him.
“Yes,” he told her, “enough for three days.” And he didn’t speak the rest of his thoughts:
“After that I’ll either be back with the princess or dead in the enemy’s lands, an assagai\fn{A short, thrustingspear.} in my throat.”
Accordingly, his wife prepared him boiled beans and peanut butter, raw and cooked sweet potatoes, biltong,
good jerked beef it was, cooked black-eyed peas, mealie-meal, and she hunted up an earthen pot for cooking.
Other food, wrapped in pumpkin leaves, was packed in an old calabash, red with smoke and soot. These foods
were stuffed into a woven bag called nhava. She also got ready a sheep-skin bag for carrying water. All these his
wife prepared in the evening prior to Feso’s morning departure.
You would have heard Musekwa ordering:
“Maravanyika, my son, get me that pot that I may cook your father’s sweet potatoes!
“Get me down that basket with nuts and help me crack them for his roast-nut lunch.
“There, Rudo, my daughter, pass me that bag that I may pack it with cooked maize for your father!”
*
Very early, even before the cocks crew in the starry illumination of the new morning, while the village was still
embraced by the serenity and tranquillity of the peaceful pre-dawn, and the moon still high up in the sky, Feso’s
mind, set to wake early, snapped the man up on this worn reed-mat. Shivering in the cool darkness he prepared
himself for his journey while his now active Musekwa helped him gather up all his provisions. He seized his four
spears and his axe from the weapons wall, and strode out of his house after a quiet and quick farewell to his wife.
He walked by the gate keeper’s hut unseen and left his dearly beloved village to face the dangers of some
unknown country.
His wife, in the doorway, peering into the misty gloom, prayed for his return. Behind her the dog growled and
the first chickens began to cluck and stir.
Feso, after walking a little distance, turned and, looking back, could see dimly in the hazy moonlight the quiet
and sleeping village, his tumultuous thoughts running in his mind, wondering if he’d ever return to his family and
to his young mambo again. But, shrugging his shoulders under the cord of his nhava, he manfully dismissed the
womanish worries and walked briskly toward the rim of sun now reddening the hills far to the east.
This day his path was through friendly country, and he was almost happy, facing the exciting and fearful adventure that now awaited him. Tonight he would rest awhile and then strike for Mudzimundiringe forest where he
hoped to make contact with the outlaws holed up there. Someone there would know how to slip him inside the
Vanyai territories—someone hating their mambo would lead him to the captive priestess.
He walked with long steps through the familiar grazing pastures and maize fields and crossed the streams that
he knew so well and by name and by noon he had passed through the Gombekombe mountain ranges and hill
passes that in his youth were his hunting grounds. Here the familiar honey bird if carefully followed might lead
the hunter through the shadowy forest to the buzzing swarm and the precious white combs of sweetness.
And soon he was passing through unknown and less familiar tracts, farther and farther from his natal village.
Now with less familiar trees and weird stony outcroppings, his mind, despite his resolution, was full of fondness
for his village, common sounds and sights, and its people, old and young, flooded for a moment his eyes.
Why this strange task? his treacherous inner-voice asked—why not turn back—to say the way was barred—
that Vanyai prowled all the passes and no guides could say how to cut inside hated Pfumojena’s land.
But the mambo’s charge imperative forced him to continue, and he half-grinned, shaking his soldier’s head, no,
no; so ruthlessly he crashed his way through the grass and toppled trees of a storm-lashed hill—warm though his
Zezuru heart was for Zezuru things, he must seek out the Vanyai.
For, was he not a Muzezuru of the land of Nyan’ombe?
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Was not theirs a life of calm happiness, free from the shackles of body and spirit; was not their life full of
respect and decorum among the men and women of his land; was there not an abundance of food and a warmth of
life unparalleled anywhere?
These and other things, the core of the life of the Mazezuru, Feso’s mind and fondness now took strength from.
This kind of life—possibly unique among all their neighbors, friend and foe alike, keeps the Mazezuru close to
home and, unless provoked, unwarlike, happy in their fields, proud of their well nourished children and animals.
*
Feso, after a rest, his first since setting out, braced up against an orange-lichened granite boulder to ease his
sore back muscles. He had now moved beyond the region of the hills of Chouchi, Nharira and Gunguhwe in
whose valley flowed the sparkling waters of the Chirayire river. He had reached as far as Gombekombe town
(adjoining the modern villages of Jeranyama, Matsvororo and Madombwe). His obsession with thoughts of home
had slowly begun to leave him as he seriously faced the mysteries of entering the alien regions which he was now
about to invade. All day, as he walked and then dog-trotted to the north, the sun had climbed up in the horizon, but
now the shadows were long and his nhava-sack was dark in the purple pool of the giant rock he leaned against.
Oh, he must be careful. He must skulk and hide, not be seen nor heard, for one false step and he knew he’d be
pinioned from behind, or caught in a net on a strange trail, or brained without a blink of warning by a Vanyai club.
The strange forests of Mazoe were eerily garbed in deep blue loveliness and the twilight bird-songs rang
strangely in his ears in the quietness of the uninhabited wilderness. He recognized the sun’s dipping behind earth’s
edge by the darker purpled gloom—and almost with an effort of will he brought to mind the month of an old
September, long ago lived as a boy. He had last seen these woods garmented in a frosty rustle of reds, oranges and
yellows of loveliness. The hills and glades of Mazoe then had spoken only of crisp youth and hope.
Now, after such a hurried trip, the heat of the long spring day tugged his back, added to the weariness of his
calves. The pain even of his straining heart told him to hunt out a safe lair for the night. He longed, too, for a drink
of water, for his water pot now contained only a few tepid, brackish drops.
Fortunately, nature had supplied the region with many bubbling and swift-flowing streams of clear, sparkling
water and after just a moment’s hesitation, he turned to his right and in no time was standing at a pool of crystal
water emanating from a spring silver in the last touch of light at the foot of an unwooded hill. Here grew flags,
water-lilies, reeds and, through the shallow, glassy water he could see a few large, slow moving fish swimming in
and out of the rock cavities under the clear surface. Moths and dragonflies fluttered all around him and above the
water in a gentle breeze.
Notwithstanding his weariness, Feso didn’t have much difficulty making a fire from his flint. Drawing water
from the spring, he quickly prepared his simple meal, and fed himself.
Revived, he began to look around. There was happily no sign of human life anywhere. As he prowled about he
came upon footprints of bucks, eland, and the kudu that come to drink at the fountain. Then at the far end of the
pool where the forest came down, he saw the footprints of a large cat—could they be a lion’s? Seizing more
firmly his spear he warily pushed into the woods—having discovered the smashed path of a small herd of
elephants. He was surprised, for he had not believed such beasts were in this area. A few night birds came
hovering above him, flying away scared by the stranger. Feso was, for a while, alarmed, for normally one didn’t
pass the night, alone, in the forest and who knew what sort of ferocious animals might be stalking him that very
moment? A host of other scary creatures, crawling, lurking, flying, he imagined all around him.
As he returned to his original place he took notice that night had fallen. There was no time to waste. He
murmured to himself, thinking he should seek out a high tree and tie himself into its bushiest part for a safe
night’s rest. Certainly it would not safe to sleep on the ground. No sooner had these thoughts crossed his mind
than he was suddenly met by two men whom he recognized, at once, as robbers or renegades.
Their very appearance betrayed them, for they were half naked, wearing only a front apron and with the mops
of their hair as large as an ant-hill. In their hands they carried spears, fighting sticks, and hunting knobkerries. One
of these outlaws had straddled across his shoulder a bleeding rabbit.
Seeing these human specters, Feso reeled back and would I have liked to have shown a clean pair of heels.
But, was he not a man of war himself? A warrior of no mean importance? A scout and chief’s messenger who had
resigned himself to whatever danger he had to face without flinching? Feso stood tall then, adjusting his face
muscles to show sternness as the outlaws, themselves surprised, approached him. The diviner’s bones had been
cast and the fate of the mission decided. So, the Chirayire River was crossed!
“Who are you, stranger?” the heavier one called out.
“Feso is my name,” he replied unhesitatingly.
“What are you doing here at this time of day?”
“I’m a bee-hunter seeking the honey-bird and its sweet target,” he said.
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“Where do you come from? Speak up, stranger!” And both men took a step closer.
“From the land of Nyan’ombe.”
“Ha! ha!” Marasirapi the outlaw laughed scornfully at Feso, and slowly relaxing, or appearing to, he sneered,
“Look, Mutowembwa, let’s fill our eyes with a specimen of the low castes from Nyan’ombe, at a man who has
dared to cross the Nyan’ombe-Pfumojena line.”
“Ah, yes,” the companion grinned, staring impudently at Feso, “these are they who eat the entrails of an animal
together with its skin and call that meat. Ha! Ha!” he laughed. “They also eat locusts and caterpillars and call it a
dainty dish. Ha! Ha!” laughed Mutowembwa.
“Ha! Ha! Ha!” together they ridiculed him. They joked, but they also watched him warily.
At this Feso was cut to the quick. His fiery temper rose high like the mid-summer’s noon sun. With a snort he
turned his back and started off in the direction he was headed before running into these jeering night birds.
“Hey, where are you going, smart one?” they hurled at him and then forced him to halt by pricking his
shoulders with their fighting sticks.
Wheeling, Feso angrily answered, his eyes seeking theirs, “to hunt honey—and I have come far; I need to find
a resting place.”
“More likely a traitor! An enemy! A spy! A collaborator with our arch enemy,” they both muttered, standing on
guard a few feet away.
Feso knew he would be killed if he made any false move—and he could hardly hope to attack both at the same
time. But he had to wait for some opening—either of friendliness or—whatever?
“You lie, stranger! You don’t come from Nyan'ombe! The Vahota of Nyan’ombe don’t have the guts to cross
into the territory of the land of their masters. You are one of these damned and confounded spies of Pfumojena on
an errand to find out what we are doing here—a damned tool of that cruel mambo who’s killing us all.”
“I am no spy, listen to my speech. Does any Pfumojena hireling speak like a Muhota?” Feso retorted.
“Who’s your father?” Mutowembwa growled.
“Madyavanhu!”
“Yea!” yelled Mutowembwa, “the collaborator with Pfumojena who lives just a stone’s throw from the royal
residence of that wicked, despotic ruler.”
“No!” Feso remonstrated. “That is preposterous! Would I tell you that if I knew you were outlaws from Pfumojena’s power? No, I am from Nyan’ombe’s country and am not a liar (though I am a spy!)” he admitted to
himself, but for a better master than theirs. “Give me justice,” Feso argued. “My father was Madyavanhu of—”
“Justice! Just listen to this hypocrite,” interrupted Marasirapi. “What justice resides in Pfumojena’s brain and
his cronies like you? We’ve been driven into this jungle by the taxes of a despotic ruler, so-called stranger! We
intend to make you an example of the kind of revenge we’ll have on your wicked ruler, if we ever get our hand on
him.”
“No, no!” shouted Feso as the men backed off and then raised their spears into stabbing position. His heart was
pounding like a two hundred-weight hammer, and he made one last effort to avoid the violent battle that seemed
inevitable.
“I don’t talk like him, or like you do,” he pointed out. “Just listen to me,” and he had an inspiration, “look at
my cooking pot—and the design of my net sack. Are they of Vanyai making? None of these things are in your
people’s hands.” And Feso knew he must somehow get these men to trust him, aid him in his mission.
But his words went unheard and they charged. Feso deftly leapt aside and scrambled into the bush and then
tumbled and twisted into the thicket as fast as he could.
“Catch him! Catch him! Let’s get him alive and sport with his hide later,” shouted Mutowembwa. So saying
they plunged after him, and soon wrestled him to the ground, buffeting and kicking him, and ripping off his sack.
His calabashes now lay broken on the ground and they dragged him several hundreds of feet to a hidden place
nearby under a large tree. Here they were met by a gang of other outlaws who had remained camped there.
Altogether there were about ten men. No sooner had these outlaws seen him than they started to dance around and
howling insults at him. Endless questions were showered at him.
“Who are you, stranger? What do you want here, you red-eyed woodpecker? A sneak-eye of that scheming
prince? Do you know who we are? How did you get here? Do you know where we can get others like you?” They
all congratulated Mutowembwa and Marasirapi for capturing one of their enemies.
While the outlaws ate their carnival-noisy meat dinner, they tied Feso’s hands and feet and passed a stick under
his knees and elbows so that he lay there helpless. Mutowembwa looked over at the man some yards away on the
rocky ground and gave a scornful smile, as he took pride in capturing such an enemy.
“You’ve made a grievous mistake, stranger, by passing through this way at this time of the day,” snarled
Mutowembwa the leader of the outlaws, seated on a fallen tree trunk, a chunk of half-cooked flesh in his hand.
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“Your ancestral spirits have not been much of a protection against you, have they, by allowing you to pass through
this way of Mudzimundiringe? We, too, had our homes and families that we loved dearly, but through oppression
and persecution we left them all and fled here for refuge. That’s why our anger kindles within us when we see our
enemy’s spy pass this way.” Turning to one of his subordinates, he ordered:
“Loosen that damned man, and pull him before me!”
Feso was untied and dragged and shoved to a spot a few steps in front of the leader. Feso quietly stood before
Mutowembwa.
“It is customary that you talk to your superior more respectfully—and more naturally, to sit down. I can’t bear
your towering over me even though you’ll be answering questions with a quivering, shaky voice like a frightened
rabbit,” Mutowembwa growled. “This is a life-and-death-matter as you shall soon see.”
“Sir, and all you honorable men before me, I swear that I am not one of Pfumojena’s men, but,” and his voice
grew urgent, “a stranger in this land—a visitor—a traveler—and not a spy or confederate,” Feso swore with all
the courage he could muster. “I shall be grateful to you, Sir, if you’ll let me go,” he pleaded. “I do not refuse to
die,” he asserted, “or to take punishment over what I know I have done. But certainly, since you, too, abandoned
your homes and your country for the sake of your freedom, I too, would love to ask for the justice you say was
denied in your own homeland,” continued Feso. “So give me my freedom!”
“Homeland? Justice? Freedom!” sneered Mutowembwa. “There is no such thing in this world. And, besides,
your pleadings mean nothing, stranger. We have no mercy, no compassion, and, certainly, no experience of justice to share with anyone. Our ruler brutally treated us to his justice and you’ll taste it today. You have seen your
last. We will take your skin, make it into a drum; your head shall hang along the path way as a warning sign to the
passersby. Oh, gods, how I hate Pfumojena and all his gluttons and thieves!”
At this Feso, despite himself, was shaken. He was close to trembling from head to foot, he held his muscles
tight, strengthened by his conviction he was innocent—not guilty of anything for which he should die. He remained brave and true to his training, his ancestors—and to his mission.
While Mutowembwa was still fuming with the emotional outburst of his anger, one of the men remarked:
“Changamire, when this man came here he held two sticks. Now we have a tradition whereby, in a doubtful
situation like this, we can try to settle the innocence of a man by letting him prove it in a duel against our best
man. You might order this stranger to fight it out in a duel with one of us and end the case this way. If he wins he
saves his life, but if he loses he dies the death. Either way, we need the sport—we haven’t had a rouser for a long
time—not since our last ambush.”
Mutowembwa who was much less convinced of Feso’s guilt than his speech had indicated, pained as he’d been
with his sense of wrongs, was not difficult to convince.
“I didn’t ask your opinion, little barking-dog,” he said, “nevertheless, if that’s what you all want, I’ll consent,”
and he boomed it out, “Marasirapi will fight the duel with Feso, using the fighting sticks.”
At this Feso was overjoyed. He prayed his ancestral spirits to give him victory. He had fought many a battle
before and was a hard, crafty battler. His new courage rose in him like the flood waters of a spring stream.
In the silvery brightness of the just risen moon, the two men took their fighting stances—alert—strained—in
the center of a clear spot with green grass. Visibility was excellent and Feso felt himself, despite his long journey,
in great shape and in high spirits. The two men held their short sticks tightly in hand—one in the left hand for
shielding, the other in the right for attack. Feso felt a rare strength filling his bones and sinews; the ancestors were
helping him. He was ready for any trick of his opponent.
Squarely, they faced each other and, for a harsh moment, stared at each other. Then, with one heave,
Marasirapi rushed forward, attacking fiercely with left and right thrusts. Feso defended himself with remarkable
dexterity of hand, thrusting aside all intended blows. Click-clack the hard sticks clattered-sounding like devils’
teeth in the forest. Marasirapi grinned and made a few wild shouts in an effort to demoralize the stranger. Feso
kept his cool head and, unsmiling, glared back. Both men were breathing heavily after the last exchange of blows
and counters. Feso, after several feints, attacking methodically, always aiming at the most vulnerable spot for
striking, bore in again and again. He lifted his stick then and, for a split eye-blink, and aiming well, struck his foe
on the left side beneath the ribs. Marasirapi groaned, staggered, but as he, too, was a strong man, he stood his
ground, and even returned to the counterattack. The men watching started to roar with laughter and excitement.
This was a good match. The captive was putting up a fine fight.
“Ha! ha!” they laughed. “Come on, Marasirapi! Strike a fatal blow! Prove your manhood! Strike! Strike! And
finish him up!” they cried out.
But all admitted in their hearts a grudging respect for the other man.
Rising from his near defeat, Marasirapi aimed high and well, breaking through his opponent’s defenses, and
struck Feso on the right shoulder, sending him reeling and wincing with pain. But the sting was not intolerable,
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for Feso had partially warded it off and the blow had landed in less than full force. He rushed back at the outlaw.
In the new yell and excitement, Feso suddenly landed a volley of blows on his foe, poum, whack, breaking apart
the enemy’s sticks, hitting Marasirapi several blows on the head, shoulder, here, there, all at once. With such
blows he bashed the grizzled and bearded old outlaw to the ground. Falling flat on his back, the bandit’s champion
lay there groaning, bleeding. Removing him to a nearby bubbling brook, the others attended to him, pouring cold
water on him, soaking him from top to bottom, to resuscitate him. Only a groan and hissing through his broken
teeth announced he was still breathing.
Feso was delighted with his victory, and he stood, almost fainting, his bloody sticks hanging from his aching
arms.
“Very well, stranger,” said Mutowembwa, “You’ve fought a good fight and proven your innocence. You deserve the freedom you have earned. You are a free man. Go your way! But, if we ever hear that you disclosed our
rendezvous to Pfumojena, you’ll never again pass safely this way,” he warned. “We will hang you like a dog.
You’ve had a chance we never got from our vulture-king.”
Feso just nodded his head without saying a word. (No hope for the bandits’ help now!) He gathered whatever
was left of his belongings and rubbing his bruised shoulder quickly hurried away, disappearing into the deep
shadows of the forest. He sped as swiftly away as he could though every muscle now was crying for rest. He must
get as far away as he could from these new enemies.
Soon he realized the forests thickets were beginning to give way to open glades, and knowing he could go no
further—nor dare sleep in the open, he searched out a shaggy tree to climb. Building himself a makeshift nest
high in its branches, he crept up there, tied himself to the trunk and fell immediately into a dreamless sleep.
When his eyes opened, his whole body was sore, every muscle screaming from his awkward position and
bruises, the sun was up and the birds were twittering all around in the trees. Quickly he slid down the tree, and
after a splash and quick drink in a green pool he had spotted from his perch, he started on his way. After a long,
weary journey, dog-trotting, resting, and then, slower and slower, walking, Feso saw a large village some distance
away as he crested a hill. Somehow, he knew, or guessed, that was Pfumojena’s royal residence and its surrounding houses. At long last he was where he could begin the actual mission of hunting out the princess. His heart beat
with joy and gladness as he entered the alien village.
7: Pfumojena and His People
It was at high noon when Feso arrived at the royal residence of Chief Pfumojena. He was amazed, if not astonished, at the sight of so many crowds that were now in the third day of the observance of the Celebrations of the
Magnificant Princess and in the confusion he was not looked at—or even noticed. As he strolled about he saw the
crowds seated within and without the councilors’ houses, in make-shift huts and sheds, beneath the shadows of
trees, and in every conceivable place wherever room was found.
This celebration coincided with the End-of-Year-Ritual which it was customary for the Vanyai to observe
annually. The people came ostensibly to observe the lovely girl, the nation’s priestess, but also to enjoy and even
to participate in the ritual dances honoring her. There were, of course, those whose sole attraction was food and
drink who also had found their way to the royal village and who carried away home whatever they could salvage
from the chief’s table of abundance.
Feso wearily pushed his way through the throngs toward the palace and found himself a place among a group
of men who, sitting quietly, were even in a contemplative mood. He had quickly sensed a feeling of uneasy
tension among the crowds, and there had been little of the joking and shouting so common on feast days back
home.
As he silently slipped into an empty place he had a premonition of something terrible happening, or about to
happen. As he settled down as inconspicuously as he could, his heart pounded within him, for here he was, in the
very heart of the enemy and now he must learn where the girl was, the country-wide famed daughter of Pfumojena.
No sooner; had he caught his breath but his eyes fell on the lovely princess; he was even close enough to catch
the sparkle of loveliness and beauty in her eyes. So, at last, as fate allowed it, his eyes fell on her whose beauty
had brought him to the land of the Vanyai—the proud and strong in arms.
The princess was soft-skinned, aloof, thoughtful, seated just a few arms’ lengths away, on her royal stool. On
her head was a coronet of beadwork with plaited grass tassels hanging down. She was wearing a choker neckband of bead-work made from cowries and other river shells, interwoven with wild, dried, seeds. Her heavy
necklaces, of a special bright alloy of tin and copper, shone warmly with a golden color while her earrings were
made of pure gold nuggets gathered from river beds. Her arms, as well as her legs, were just loaded with brass
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and copper bangles. Around her waist she wore a finely embroidered leather covering. Straddling over and above
this were thick rosaries of beads that loaded her waistline above the leather covering. Her bare bust showed a
youthful pair of brown breasts projecting out round and erect with the belts of beads crossing in the front and held
in the back by the rosary-like belt around her waist.
All these rose and fell, shining in the curious and furtive, speculative eyes of Feso, sitting there in the company
of men who would tear him apart in an instant were they to discover this “guest” and guess his reason for being
there. Feso, old fighter, masculine mind, carefully studied the rare woman and in a flicker concurred with all the
reports: he now fully accepted the fact that this poised, almost disdainful, Chipochedenga was the most beautiful
girl in the world, a princess truly in all ways.
“Here is a girl, vibrant with youthful bloom, fit to be my chief’s wife,” he soliloquized in his inner heart. “Such
loveliness is, indeed,” he thought, “an attribute of a goddess—a charm bestowed by the grace and favor of the
ancestral spirits and, magnified, exalted, and extolled by man’s earthly mind to a point where she can be found
worthy of worship.”
But he frowned at the latter idea, for Feso rejected any mortal being considered sacred. There indeed was madness—or slavish servility.
“Yes, she is beautiful,” he reasoned with himself, “but she is no goddess. For, indeed, what attributes of body
and spirit does she possess more than any other woman? Beauty, yes,” and he stole another look at the proud
woman so close before him, “beauty even is in a man’s mind, and we all grow older—even a girl like that one will
have wrinkles one day. I admit she is attractive and beautiful,” he said a fourth or fifth time. “But that is all—and
all that a man needs,” he concluded, chuckling. “Oh happy king our king will be, with such a wondrous bride!”
It was while he was, thus, lost in his thoughts that he saw the chief’s retinue with members of his body guard
emerge from the imbahuru as the women’s ululations filled the air with their shrill voices, while the men clapped
in unison. The proud in arms and austere warriors of the Vanyai flanked him and came sauntering with their
spears glittering in the sun and their shields half concealing their bearers, and crying out:
“Changamire, Nzou, Samanyanga!”
At the head of the rustic procession was a medicine man holding an ox-tail and spraying everyone before him
with a concoction of herbs immersed in an earthen pot. A second long ox-tail trailed behind him like a natural tail
from his back, and jouncing over everyone’s head was the sorceror’s plumed head gear, proud with ostrich
feathers. Here was the nation’s chief medicine man—Mhindudzapasi—the Diviner and Priest.
As the procession marched in, the drummers began to beat their drums and the men and women nearby began
to dance excitedly before the princess. Apparently this activity announced that the princess was about to retire.
Rising, she joined the royal retinue and disappeared into the imbahuru to take her rest. The crowds had seen her
long enough.
In the interim period, Feso, who sat there quietly observing all the proceedings, was greatly astonished as he
noticed a great silence pervading the crowds—a silence as of death, as of some power that grips the mind and
paralyzes the body from action. Then a deep voice hit Feso’s ears.
“It is being rumored that there are some among you who are planning and plotting to bewitch our great and
beloved Pfumojena because of their desire to have Chipochedenga. These sorcerers, witches and wizards must be
dealt with here and now,” Nyamambishi sternly announced—for so was this councilor’s name who represented
the chief.
A chill ran down Feso’s spine. He could hardly believe such a cruel thing could be done on those he believed
to be in the very heart of the people—and on a feast day.
“I have here before me Mhindudzapasi—the nation’s diviner—whose occult powers are beyond all expression
and whose many successes in hunting out culprits has made him our chief’s oracle. He represents the chief’s
absolute power. He has been appointed by our most supreme council to use his esoteric wisdom to find out who
the culprits are. This action is being taken in order to purge this nation of all those undesirable people who are out
to destroy Pfumojena. The findings of Mhindudzapasi will be honored and the verdict he proposes will, without
discussion, be accepted by our supreme council. Death, banishment and servitude will be the three forms of
punishment that will be meted out to those found guilty,” concluded Nyamambishi.
Feso heard these stern and unusual threats of punishment with much astonishment, and he remembered the
bitter, ragged outlaws of the forest. The hunger pains, too, which had increasingly been reminding him of the need
for food, vanished immediately. If the sage was so prescient, he, Feso, was a dead man. He trembled, not knowing
how to escape from the crowd.
Mhindudzapasi quickly moved in. He was a lanky, ghostly, and ghastly looking man. His head gear sat stately
upon his head with the ostrich feathers glittering in the sunlight. His waist was covered with a many patched skin
covering sewn together and adorned with many animal tails dangling all around him. Laying down his age-old
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bags, he took out his medicines of roots, oils, seeds, and herbs of all kinds, and a set of six bones which he used
for divination. Strange horns, too, hung from his weird dress and made him a spectral figure that filled the minds
of the people with awesome wonder and terrible fear. Then, after a pause, he whirled.
“You, and you, and you!” he said pointing to the alleged culprits, “are the witches and wizards. Stand over
there!” Moving to another part of the crowd, he came and proclaimed his awful ordeal to those whom his eyes fell
upon—his finger pointing. Strident, his voice accused again and again:
“You and you, and you! Step aside. Today the spirits have revealed your wickedness and you must either die or
serve the chief throughout your life time, or be banished from the face of the earth.”
Mhindudzapasi screamed their fates. While he moved among the heaving, terror-stricken people, Feso noticed
that the witch wore a pendulant made of sea shells that dangled and tingled as they rubbed against each other.
Also the bangles in his arms and legs jingled and tingled as he darted from one part of the crowd to another.
Feso thought the old male hag did very well, lean and sinewy that he was, with hardly a tooth left in his mouth.
Then Mhindudzapasi quickly changed his direction and headed to where Feso was seated. Looking straight ahead,
his eyes fell on Feso who sat quietly among others in his presumed innocence.
“You and you, and you! Stand aside. And you, too, stand with them!” he said pointing right at Feso who,
knowing himself a spy, yet had no evil intent against the person or power of the mambo (except for his daughter!).
How could the diviner single him out for anything?
Feso sat there stunned. His heart heaved within him and he deeply felt all his sore spots, his hunger, his leg
weariness. Fear and shock, this unknown and unexpected punishment, left him unable even to try to break away.
“All of you are the enemies of the chief,” the wizened witch screamed, dancing, rattling, pointing through the
shivering crowds. Feso wondered how this crazy man could have suspected him since he had only just arrived.
His medicine indeed must be fearsome.
But there was nothing he could do. All his protests could avail him nothing. He was in their clutch, right or
wrong, innocent or guilty, for life or death, and all around him the groans and tears of those singled out in honor
of the holocaust were pitiful. Men and women weeping their lungs out either for themselves or for their friends,
made one imagine the scene after a disastrous battle in which innocent people had been slaughtered or driven into
the enemy’s camps as slaves. Their tears were such as to fill a creek and their groans were as of a thousand people
together. In the diviner’s hand now appeared a cow’s horn, filled with water and a fresh concoction of herbs. With
this he sprinkled the people again but actually spat out the same on those he deemed enemies of the chief. Finally,
when all his predictions and accusations were done, he took out three sets of bones used for ascertaining or
predicting the fate of each accused person. He held the white bones in his hands and started to throw them on the
ground, saying:
Nhokwara kwami dzine chirume!
Nhokwara kwami dzine ngwena!
Matokwadzimu ane ngwena!
Nhokwara chirume!
Nhokwara mbiri!
Rutokwadzimu!
Rune ngwena!
Kwami!

Tell me, my bones, who the culprits and witches are!”
Hence, by observing the position these bones held on the ground, he interpreted whether the innocence or guilt
of the people concerned was established. He went past the lines of old men and women, middle-aged, and even
young people, too, throwing his bones and casting this terrible disaster on them. Then was heard Nyamambishi’s
terrible voice, in which some were banished from the land, or set aside to bear the burden of servitude at the
chief’s village—amongst whom was Feso—while those not in this lesser category heard the most horrible order.
“Take them out of the village precinct and kill the witches. Leave their corpses to the ravages of hyenas, and
jackals.”
And so would die many people that day amid groans, wailings and bitter weeping. Women cried out, one saying, “O, my son! Who shall look after me now that you are gone? Now I’m left alone!” and another “O,
Mushonga, my husband, you’re leaving me lonely and desolate in this world! Where shall I go now? Where find
protection?”
So these moans and complaints continued into the night. But Pfumojena, angry at the clamor, and perhaps even
shamed a little by his daughter’s ever-strong protest, sent a proclamation prohibiting any further weeping, wailing,
or crying aloud in or near his village. Thus, the execution was carried out a good distance away from the royal
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kraal while the diviner sprinkled charmed water around the village to scare off the evil ones and the ngozi
(angered spirits) of those who had been freshly executed. Feso had felt the brush of death even before he’d been
in Pfumojena’s village one hour.
But there went out a doleful, prayerful plaintive cry of one old man whose relatives once again had been implicated in this disaster, for most now had been executed, or driven into lawless exile. Chanting, crying, the brave
but dispirited elder prayed:
O Nehanda Nyakasikana,
How long shall we, the Vanyai, groan and suffer?
Holy tutelary spirit!
How long shall we, the Vanyai, suffer oppression?
We are weary of drinking our tears.
How long shall we have forbearance?
Even trees have a rest
When their leaves are shed;
Then, when spring time comes,
New leaves and blossoms sprout to adorn them
To attract wild beasts and bees by their scent.
As for us, when will peace and plenty come our way?
The young ones our women bear, given us
By you—Great Spirit—who should be the inheritors
Of our hard-earned substance, all have an uneasy time
In their own land; and grope for a period of calm
And happiness. Everywhere they stand as on hot ashes.
Their feet with blisters are covered through hot oppression
Of the forces of Pfumojena. How far will the tyrants go? In every house and every village
Our people are being pulled out and punished;
In every place and every court
Where they are accused, they are treated like flies,
Killed without reason—without an honest trial.
Today all the wealth of the land has been taken.
The top-dogs, the kindred of Pfumojena, share the spoils.
Today they are eating the fat of the land,
And we are reduced to eating the pus of our wounds.
Today they are as fat as pigs,
And we are lean as diseased dogs.
Today they live in wilful freedom,
And we are gagged, strangled with bindings.
Where is our freedom, Nehanda?
Won’t you come down to help us?
Our old men are treated like children
In the land you gave them, Merciful Creator!
They no longer have human dignity,
They possess nothing.
A great calamity has befallen them.
Holy Father, Merciful Mountain!
Won’t you hear our cry?
What foul crime have we committed
That you should abandon us like this?
Nehanda Nyakasikana, how long shall it be
That we, the Vanyai, must suffer?
Holy Tutelary Lion Spirit! How long shall it be
That we, the Vanyai, must suffer oppression
By this cursed Pfumojena who is devouring our land?

8: Feso at Pfumojena’s Village
Grateful that he had been spared his life by some twist of good and bad fortune, Feso quietly served a full year
at Pfumojena’s royal village, for in that way he would be able to plan out some way to lure the princess away. His
appointed tasks were to look after the chief’s numerous heads of cattle which had been confiscated from supposedly “guilty” persons. Feso joined many other men whose duty it was to tend these animals, to milk them, morning and evening, and to make sure they were led to good pastures and rounded back home every evening. (Several
other herds were posted elsewhere in Pfumojena’s domain and there tended by appointed vassals.) Every evening,
in addition to rounding up the herds, Feso and his fellow serfs, gathered and brought in well cut and bound cords
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of wood for the men’s fire place.
The age-old tradition among the Vanyai was upheld in which food for the men was brought to the men’s place
—called dare—every noon and evening from each established household. Strict division in eating was ob-served.
The older men and younger men and boys ate separately and strict codes of etiquette were enforced. Thus, for
example, boys may not leave the dare, nor wash their hands, before or after eating, until the older folks had done
so. Domestic utensils were always carried away by the boys back to their respective households. The youn-ger
men must kindle and make the fire at the dare and, they must always sit down, clap their hands, obsequiously,
when speaking to, or when spoken to, by their seniors. The women had their meals apart in their respective houses
and seldom appeared at the dare, except when bringing the food and drink for the men. The reason given for the
separation of men from the boys was that the latter ate carelessly, like chickens, and did not observe the proper
decorum of clean eating. Besides, it was a mark of respect to eat apart from men who were in the age bracket of
one’s father.
The second of Feso’s duties was to participate as an active member of a hunting party during hunting expeditions. Occasionally, during the summer months, when the grass was dry, the men would go out, surround a chosen area of the bush land, burn it, and kill the animals as they try to escape the fire. In spring time when the trees
and the bushes were green, the men went out hunting with hunting nets—called mambure. The mambure would
be set up at a convenient spot with armed men hiding beside them. A second party would go out and half surround
the area in a crescent shaped formation. In this way they would try to drive the game into the mambure.
Feso’s third duty was sometimes to help in the clearing of virgin land for crop growing. Once this was done, he
was to labor in the cultivation, sowing, hoeing, and tending the crops and finally, aiding in their harvest and
storage. This was hard work and Feso found himself doing what he would normally have been doing in his own
land—except now he was a bondsman. The Vanyai grew their finger-millet, African corn, maize, sweet potatoes,
black-eyed peas, ground nuts, okra, pumpkins, cucumbers, and squashes, on raised mounds of earth. Feso found
himself toiling in the heat of the blazing sun day after day.
Because of his great physical stamina, diligence, and obvious frank character, Feso distinguished himself as a
good, reliable, honest, and hard-working man. In the course of his stay, Pfumojena—being satisfied himself with
his general character and deportment, actually promoted him to be the head of all serfs in his royal village. Feso
was, thus, remarkably able to come in and go out as he pleased. He would, indeed, have worked his way out of
serfdom had he stayed longer than he did and might have become a free man once again. But, nevertheless, the
actual period of time of such freedom was indeterminate and often some lived in this state for all their lives and
never actually became free men. His only problem was to speak as carefully as he could so as not to speak
Chinyai with his own accent too differently.
One lovely, sunny afternoon, while Feso was busy in his work in the field and wiping away drops of sweat
from his face, he was suddenly dazed by the unexpected appearance of none other than Chipo herself and Rumba
her maid-servant. Heading for a cool spot, they had slipped silently under the cool shade of a nearby muhacha
tree. As Feso turned to rest a moment, lo and behold, there was Chipo in all her glory. The unexpected had happened, and he was astounded beyond measure to see her in that place. He could not fathom any earthly reason for
her being there. But, nevertheless, he was delighted to be honored by so gracious a woman like Chipo, and he
would seize the opportunity for whatever it was worth.
“Why do you continue to work in the great heat of the sun?” were the words from her gracious lips. “Why
don’t you take your rest until the heat has abated somewhat?”
“Well, your royal highness,” Feso was emboldened to reply, “your presence does place me in a rather difficult
position,” but he was very cautious, not quite knowing what to do in a risky situation like this. “It would be most
unseemly of me to idle around, and besides, my master—your father—would consider me mean, indolent, and
negligent of duty if I acted otherwise. My position defines my course of action and robs me of such freedom as
you cherish, your royal highness.”
“Why, what are you saying? Freedom is a word that I haven’t known from birth. I wish I were you spending
such glorious days in the open air and enjoying freedom of work and outdoor living,” Chipo bitterly retorted.
“I cannot believe it,” Feso said incredulously, “that one who is surrounded by all the wealth and pleasures of
the land could express so much desire for a peasant’s life.” Chipo looked up, smiling a little, and said softly,
“We are human, too, and though we seem privileged we are often not—and as for me …” but she stopped.
“But you are different,” Feso affirmed.
“No, we are not,” she retorted.
“This is how we’ve come to regard you! We are beaten if we do not bow our heads to you—and secretly envy
you.”
“But you are wrong, that’s only a myth—a pitiful myth,” she insisted.
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“How?” Feso looked up at her as she now stood up showing a little smile radiating from her face. “You are
there, a princess, and I am here, a serf. One complaint from you about me and I would be a dead man.”
“We still share human attributes of touch, taste, smell, sight, and hearing, and all other things that make human
life complete and enjoyable,” she explained. “It is wrong that we are all so separated.”
“Well,” grunted Feso, “if your royal highness is so much like the rest of us, then why do the Vanyai look down
on common men, and especially on the Vahota, as if we were God’s most loathesome creatures?”
“It’s human pride that degrades the human mind. The blood that courses in you, in me, in kings, and even in
the least of us, is as red and pure as yours and mine. The pain you feel and the pleasure you enjoy, and the death
you suffer is common to all men. There is no difference. Though my position seems immutable, I would wish it
were different—different in social position, though otherwise I’m happy to be me.”
Feso was astounded. He took out his tobacco and started to smoke his pipe. A smile pervaded his lips as he
pondered over the bridging of the incredulous gap that had previously existed between them. Could it be true? Did
she really mean it, or was it merely a trap? How may I go one step forward—to seize this golden opportunity, he
thought.
“I thought you were a goddess, high and lifted up, untouchable, and unapproachable.”
“There’s nothing like that,” Chipo smiled, dismissing the carefully nurtured myth her father had invented. “Me
—just me. Human, a simple human being. Indeed, if I had something to take me away from this predica-ment,”
she continued, “I would gladly welcome it. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in my invisible fetters and only
my late mother knew how I felt about it all,” she concluded, using an expression peculiar to her own people.
Delighted with her honesty and humility, Feso decided now he must broach his long cherished goal. But he
still hesitated, not eager to go against his fear of the mambo, ingrained in him over the past year.
“But you are like a treasured biltong hanging above a fire place where neither fly nor cockroach can reach
you,” he allowed himself to say.
“I’m not a biltong. Besides, fire does not burn on the hearth all the time and, hence, in the quiet moments of
the day flies and cockroaches do find their way to the biltong if only they desire to do so,” Chipo philosophized
obligingly.
All the while Rumba listened to the argument with her head down, without saying a word. Custom prohibited
her participating in such a conversation, and her duty was merely to take care of the mistress’s needs.
Encouraged by such reasoning, Feso decided not to waste any more time, but to say what he had to say, right
then. It was a very tender moment and one that he had, waited for, so long.
“I hardly know what to say, now,” stalled Feso, nervous, overwhelmed by the chance he saw to be too good to
be true.
“Aren’t you a man?” she taunted him.
“I am not a prisoner of war, princess. I came to the land of the Vanyai for a special reason. To see you,” he
started.
“Me? Why?”
“I came in order to win your love for my worthy and beloved Chief, Nyan’ombe. He is a noble man—young,
strong, vigorous and, in every way fit for a charming woman like you. I am his messenger, his ambassador.”
“Flattery! He has never seen me. How can a man love a woman he has never seen?” A woman’s quick answer
startled him. Otherwise she seemed not surprised at the amazing confession of Feso’s.
“Those who have seen have been his eyes, his ears, and have represented in every way his own feelings and
desires in life. I, myself, testify to that fact.”
“You mean, you already love me for your master?”
“Precisely so. I mean I love you for my brave king. I assure you that you’ll find him worthy of your love. It is
for him I risked my life; it is for you I’m here, and I can only hope that my risk and devoted duty will not have
fallen on rocky ground. I would have the pleasure of greeting you and clapping my hands to the Mother of the
Imbaharu of Nyangombe.”
In making these gestures he clapped his hands with one knee down and the other genuflected as he would
actually have done before his lord and mistress in a real situation.
Chipo was impressed and felt highly honored.
“What’s on your mind, then?” she inquired earnestly.
“I know that your quarters are in the innermost parts of the imbahuru where you and Rumba, and her little
sister—Hamundide—sleep. No one can approach your place without going first through the imbahuru and arousing suspicion and risking death. And you could not easily slip out at night either, without someone casting an
eye.”
Chipo listened in a rather pensive mood as one who is deliberating a weighty and serious matter. She remained
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silent. Feso thought for a while. Suddenly, he was seized with a weird idea.
“Tonight—and I mean tonight,” he emphasized, “in the dead of night when everybody is asleep, I’ll enter the
imbahuru, my face and hands and body all dabbed in red and white clays. I’ll look like a ghost with a head gear
adorned with ostrich feathers, and a flaming spear in my hand. Everyone in the imbahuru, including your father,
will be so frightened when I stalk in to take you and Rumba by the hand to dart away in the excitement, away
from the imbahuru. If anything happens, slip away as soon as you can to meet me here, under this muhacha tree.
Then we’ll be on our way to Nyan’ombe’s. And I’ll have time to prepare food for the journey.”
“How can this plot succeed?” she inquired doubtfully.
Feso replied with a voice of deep sincerity, “You are at the center of the success or failure of this plot. You are
my salvation, or my destruction. And you said, yourself, you hated the prison your life has become. A handsome
king is awaiting you.”
And as she stood looking at him, hard and long, trying to doubly convince herself of his trustworthiness, Feso
added:
“Although the fear of ancestral spirits and of night ghosts is steeped in our people, still, I’ll have to depend on
you and on your sincerity. This night we must be brave.”
“Don’t fear. I’ll be on your side,” she assured him. But then, in a gush of womanly fear she added:
“But what if I don’t like your king?”
“Then I’ll bring you back again—and everyone will believe you’ve been with the spirits,” Feso answered
strongly.
With a strained, tearful look, the young princess and her handmaid quickly left the scene and hurried back
home, leaving Feso to resume his lonesome and arduous task and to ponder over the consequences of the dangerous scheme that he must now carry out, all alone, in the middle of thousands of enemies.
When he arrived home in the evening he went to the dare where the fire was burning and the men engaged in
the usual topics of conversation, the weather, the hunt past, the hunt future, the strange ways of women.
Only Feso had something different on his mind.
9: The Ghost of Feso
The Vanyai, who were an integral part of the Vahota—though the former boasted of a direct lineage from the
great Vatapa of King Monomotapa—shared the same traditions and customs as did the Vahota of Nyan’ombe. The
men’s dare was a common tradition. It separated the men from the women and this was perfectly in harmony with
the ancient practice and tradition as this gave each sex its own desired privacy and independent growth and
development. Sex was regarded as a sacred attribute of the creator mediating his will through the intercession of
the ancestral spirits.
Thus, when the men sat at the dare and partook of their food there and engaged in manly talks and conversation, and the women repaired to their homes, took care of the children, and prepared food and drinks for their
men, all this was regarded as the normal thing to do. The younger men learned life’s experiences from the older
folks at the dare and there they developed masculine attitudes, while the girls became women in their mothers’
and grandmothers’ houses.
The women took great pains in preparing food and desired to excel in the dishes they produced for their men.
As each household brought its food to the dare, great care had to be taken in the cleanliness of the utensils, the
quality of the food—i.e. its taste and palatability and the manner in which it was cooked and prepared. If nothing
was returned after the men had eaten their food, it was a sign of excellent cuisine, while the reverse was, likewise,
a sign of poor cooking.
The main dish of the Vanyai—called sadza—was prepared from either cereals or maize meal, African corn
meal, finger-millet meal, or rice meal. The thick porridge was served with either stewed meats—including beef,
chicken, venison, fish, or any other available flesh—or served with vegetables of any kind, or milk, roasted seeds,
or eaten as it was if nothing else was available. The Vanyai liked it, and cherished it greatly, and nothing could
take the place of sadza as the main dish in the serving.
When the men had finished their evening meal, they sat down in a relaxed mood, and this evening talked about
the great heroic deeds of their lives. A drink or two made from the fermented seeds of the finger-millet often completed the dinner as the men prepared to go to sleep in their respective houses. Often, when the occasion
permitted, some older folk would tell fables and interesting stories to the younger people for their entertainment
or edification. The stories of the lion and the baboons, or the tortoise and the hare, were a rich store of treasured
legacy among the Vanyai and these were more often than not laced with moral teachings for the young. They were
aimed at imparting wisdom and understanding and a preparation for life’s troubles.
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Feso sat in the dare and listened to what was going on, and often participated in the story telling. He was witty,
and spoke rather fast with a distinctly, and yet pleasantly different accent—to the fascination of the young hearers.
Notwithstanding the show of happy mood that Feso put on, his mind was as perplexed and as troubled as a turbulent stream. He pondered and churned the matter of his escape with Chipo and the idea haunted him like a ghost
haunts an enchanted dwelling. However, in no way did he doubt the integrity and sincerity of Chipo’s intentions
and he forced himself to believe that all would be well that night. For good or ill, for better or worse, the die had
been cast and the Chirayire River would have to be crossed. There was no turning back.
In time the dare was a deserted place. The men had abandoned it, and, likewise, Feso stepped over to his hut to
sleep. For hours his heart pounded in his chest and robbed him of his sleep. But he was also afraid to sleep and to
fail in his mission, for this would be his only chance. The royal village that was lately vibrant with life now lay
quiet and still.
The early hours of morning have such an overwhelming power that even the strongest of us soon find ourselves succumbing to their irresistible drug of sleep. Even the gate keepers were dozing off in sleep to the
unheeded wild hoots of the enchanted owls.
Feso, judging the time by the moon, rose up, girded himself, and then began to smear himself with the potter’s
red and white oxide clay, plastering it on his face, hands, and entire body. He lost his natural appearance and in
moments became a ghastly specter of some bad dream.
It was the “ghost” of Feso. He then adorned his head with feathers, and made his spear red hot in a fire lit for
the purpose and blown by the goatskin bellows of the blacksmith.
Slipping by the sleeping guards, Feso entered the imbahuru where the excited pair Chipo and Rumba were
housed; quickly he stood before the slumbering Pfumojena and shouted:
“Pfumojena! Pfumojena! Arise! Mambo, great ruler of the people, arise! See the mighty one sent here to tell
you the ancestor’s desire the visit of your most charming and beautiful daughter, she whom the gods have so
graciously blessed you with. Her voyage to the great and noble ones of the underworld is called for and she must
leave forthwith.”
Pfumojena arose on one elbow and, lo and behold, a ghost—an apparition from the ancestral spirits—stood
before him. Seeing this terrible figure all daubed in red and white, wielding a fiery, deadly spear in its hand, the
chief trembled from head to foot and believed what he saw to be a spirit in truth. He tried to speak, but words
wouldn’t flow from his mouth, nor even form in his terrified mind.
“Obey!” the voice urged, “and you shall live, Pfumojena, and do not resist the changes required of you in your
life and that of the people!”
“Who are you, my father?” the Mambo finally stuttered, still half asleep.
“That you shall know later. Obey now before a greater calamity befalls you, Pfumojena! I have called your
daughter. Do not hinder her visit to the other world”—and here Feso held the red hot spear point under the chief’s
nose.
The door of Chipo’s room flung open and, there, in obedience to her own will, if not to the ancestors, Chipo
stood calmly, composedly—a perfect symbol of royal beauty and dignity—waiting for her distant, unseen lover’s
ambassador to take her away. Standing next to her was her faithful maidservant, Rumba. Without a word, or even
a glance at the quaking mambo, they followed Feso out to freedom, unimpeded, and unafraid, Pfumojena
enshrouded in fear, still lay twisted on one arm, as if in a trance.
“Stay in your room!” the last peremptory order had come from the ghost’s voice, “and there remain silent till
the break of day! Or you shall not see your daughter again.”
What could any being do but obey. The ghost’s voice barked:
“Good-bye! till we meet again in blood and fire.”
Pfumojena curled back onto his mat, unable to make utterances, or to understand the meaning of it all. There
he anxiously awaited the break of day in order to find out from the diviner’s occult powers what this eerie, inexplicable visitation from the vadzimu, the nation’s ancestral spirits portended.
10: Feso’s Flight with Chipo
Leaving the imbahuru where he had sown seeds of confusion and terror, Feso quickly returned to his hut,
washed his face clean of the red oxide, and put on his normal attire. No need now for disguise. Without losing any
more time, he led the women through the main gates of the village past the sleeping gate keepers.
As they went past the familiar haunts of the village, Feso was very pleased and proud of himself for having
hatched a plot so successful. The princess—the most beautiful and most loved woman in the whole land—was
now by his side. What a wonderful thought this was!
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For a moment he forgot everything and laid aside his hate of Pfumojena and the bitter memories of humiliation
and suffering that he had silently endured for a whole year. He thanked his midzimu for having so strengthened
him and blessed him with so precious a gift as he now had in his possession. All this for the sake of his beloved
Chief—Nyan’ombe.
There was still much of the night left and they must hurry. Too soon might Feso’s hut be found empty—too
soon might the not unintelligent mambo realize the trick played on him.
The small party, now well on its way to Nyan’ombe’s country, would dog-trot for a period, and then rest, then
walk when there was a hill, rest, then run. They took the same way back that Feso had followed previously, for it
was direct and though it led through the dangerous pass of Mudzimundiringe Forest where he had fought his
successful duel with Marasirapi. It was just over a year now and whether the outlaws still occupied the same
haunts, or had moved to some other sites, was the question that Feso pondered laboriously and painfully in his
mind to resolve the issue. Whether the latter supposition was now true or not he would still take the same route.
The only other way home would mean they must climb savage hills and find a track through unknown mountains,
and even more dangerous because of wild beasts. No, they must risk the outlaws.
As dawn broke they reached the first stretch of trees along fast flowing streams, and occasionally they had to
cross open grassy plains. All of this was a novelty to the young women who never before had dared venture away
from their quasi-imprisonment. The rolling hills they now climbed were bright with flowers and green bushes, and
the bubbling, flowing waters, clear as crystal, fascinated the young women beyond description. Not being used to
walking long distances, however, their steps became shorter and shorter. The pace was too fast so Feso had to
slow down and even halt for long periods, despite his own impatience, in order to avoid undue weariness and
exhaustion on their part.
From time to time the girls would sleep. When they finally came to the place of his former captivity, having
been in the deepest part of the forest for some time, Feso kept his silence. No sense was there in scaring Chipo
and Rumba with the thought of dangerous outlaws who might still be lurking here. His heart throbbed in his chest,
as they very slowly followed the dim path and he quietly and earnestly prayed his ancestors to watch and protect
them from harm and danger.
But suddenly they had pushed out into a new plain, the trees behind them. The Nyangombe-Pfumojena borderline had been crossed and, once again, Feso was in his native land.
*
For another period, after a long nap, he encouraged the girls once again to keep on, despite the aching legs and
tears from branches and thorns. At last they sat down near the quiet and gentle flowing waters of a stream and ate
the food Feso had packed for them. Resting, sighing, they could look down into the open glades, for from their
little hill they could see for miles around. Suddenly, the wide, open-eyed Chipo fearfully cried out,
“Look Rumba! Look what’s coming our way! An animal something like a cow!”
“Not a cow!” corrected Feso, “but a buffalo, Chipo.”
The women huddled behind Feso in fear of the animal racing past them.
In a moment a different animal swept out of a hidden crack in the hills and sped by, startled to find strange
shapes in its grazing grounds. Finally a whole herd of the beasts galloped down the valley below them.
“What are these called?” asked Rumba. “I don’t know their names.”
“These are called antelopes. They live in herds and are so swift footed that even the fastest hound finds it very
difficult to out-race them.”
The fear that had gripped them left them slowly as they regained their confidence under the protection of their
experienced guide. These were guta girls, sheltered, and the ways of wild beasts were mysterious.
“The dried meat we just ate was that of an antelope,” he explained, and they nodded their heads with a half
embarrassed smile on their faces. “These gentle animals won’t hurt us,” he reassured them. “But be prepared to
see many more as we proceed, for they are very common in my country—which will soon be your country.”
Chipo was thrilled and, having regained her usual poise, mentioned the stories of wild animals her mother told
her. All this to show she was not a complete village ninny about wild life.
“Has anyone ever told you of koodoos, bucks, rhinoceroses, the red deer, the long eared gray hares?” asked
Feso.
“Yes, my father used to relate stories of all kinds of animals, but he didn’t give me any idea of their size, or
colors, nor of their swift-footedness. Only the hulk of the elephant was clear, for it was as a small grain storage
barn.”
“Yes, there are all sizes and colors of animals. Some, like the elephant, are of a mighty build, capable of
uprooting small trees and breaking down large ones,” Feso replied, and, standing up, pointed to an elephant trail
traversing the plain in front of them.
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“Some beasts, especially the one horned rhinoceros, are almost as powerful and even more fierce. It takes
many men to subdue one of those brutes with spears and axes. The tawny lion, of course, is the king. Several
tribes of cats are spotted, or mottled, and they easily hide in the brush before springing on men or beast. All the
animals try concealing themselves from one another. In the case of the buck, his brown and white colors blend
with the brown grass and the white streaks of light in the open forests, thus making it difficult for his enemies to
spot him. Even the noble lion, afraid of no creature, shares the same need to hide and he is as brown as the grass
in which he lurks and hunts.
“Some, of course, like the koodoo, in addition to their camouflage, are keen of hearing, and are very swiftfooted. They can rapidly clear away from big leopards or lions.”
These and many other details fascinated the women and, giving them something to think about, heartened them
into traveling on the still long path without homesickness or worry about the future in a strange land.
And after another long march, ended on another grassy hill, Feso related anecdotes of his hunting experience
to them, Then, looking away in the distance, he pointed out a herd grazing in a secluded plain in the valley below.
“Those animals you see in the valley are buffaloes,” he started. “They, too, are common in this country.”
“They look like cattle,” observed Chipo.
“Yes, indeed, they look so, but they are the wild brothers of our docile beasts,” agreed Feso.
“Are they fierce? Would they attack us?” inquired Rumba.
“Not unless we attack them,” Feso assured them. “A buffalo can be a fierce animal; but even a domestic cow
can be dangerous if irritated. But the wild buffalo has great strength and with its horns can easily, with one swipe,
gore a person to death.” With a twinkle on his face, he added, “No, we won’t try to get too close to those bulls and
cows, if we can help it.”
He then began a story.
“Once when our men went out on a hunting expedition—led by one of our best men, Gwanzura—we were
fortunate enough to kill many antelopes. We dressed the meat in the bush, smoked it, and bundled it together in
the hides for easy carrying. We had been away from home several days when, suddenly, crossing a half-wooded
area, we ran into a herd of buffaloes.
“Our fierce hounds attacked a buffalo bull which plunged into a dark thicket. We followed closely behind,
armed with spears and axes, ready for the assault. Our brave dogs fought fiercely. Alas! All the dogs who dared to
come too close were brutally trampled down. In a short time we had lost seven dogs. Some of the hunters said,
‘Enough, let us retreat and leave it alone.’ But some, like Gwanzura, insisted that we attack the bull. It would be
shameful to back off before just one beast.
“So, we all followed behind Gwanzura as he led the assault. Then in one swift lunge the buffalo broke at us,
bellowing fiercely, and we scattered in all directions. Some climbed trees, others scaled boulders. But Gwanzura
stood his ground as the infuriated animal swung his way. He hurled his spear and it landed deep in the bull’s chest,
as his faithful dog at his side barked and snapped at the bull’s very nose. Undeterred, the fierce brute charged
sticking its right horn into Gwanzura’s side, killing him instantly.
“Though we timid ones immediately came down to try to rescue him, it was of no avail. His spirit was gone,
and gone the triumphant bull.”
“Oh, my! Poor Gwanzura!” cried Chipo. “Why didn’t he run away?”
“Because he was a brave man—a fine warrior—and a man who would never flinch from facing any danger. He
fought like a man, and died like a man,” concluded Feso.
Again, after another march, this time less hurried, for even Feso was footsore now, they came to a cool shade
of a big rock overlooking a stream. There they sat down to eat their evening meal and to rest.
The Princess and Rumba exhibited high spirits after their simple repast of sadza, thick mealie-meal porridge,
roasted biltong and stamped groundnuts. Their weariness seemed half gone and this new life—far from restricttions and confinement—seemed to have revived in them a new zest, a new spirit. They were now looking forward
to the prospect of a different and happy life. Chipo was vibrant, and Feso was ready with a clever tale. He cleared
his voice like one ready to deliver an oration before an audience.
“In a far off village—called Mbiriyedenga,” he said grandly, “there lived an ambitious young man called Muhwati and a beautiful young woman, called Rudo. Their love affair became the talk of the village and the envy of
the people. It was love—plain love—such as exists between two simple people. Something had happened and the
two suddenly blossomed into one tender plant.”
Feso then paused. Chipo gave a radiant smile, showing her dimples and her winsome beauty.
“Go on,” she urged him, “we’re listening.”
“Now Muhwati came of poor parents who could not afford the traditional dowry—a love token—to give to the
parents of his beloved. He, therefore, decided he must leave his betrothed and go to a far off country to labor for
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the dowry—it being understood that she would wait for him till he returned home.”
“What a faithful girl!” exclaimed Rumba.
“Not unlike me,” rejoined Chipo.
“Why?” asked Feso.
“Following the trail of a star I’ve never even seen!”
They all laughed.
“I hadn’t thought,” said Feso, “that you two could be taken in just by a story.” And looking at Chipo, he said
seriously, “The star you are following is a real and true star.”
“Very well; go on, sir,” she ordered with a smile.
“Muhwati journeyed many a day, risking hunger, thirst, and the many hazards of his long journey. At last he
arrived at King Nyatsanga’s royal village where he lived and labored for five, long years. For his well-earned
reward, the king generously gave him goats and cattle and even a wife but Muhwati refused, as diplomatically as
he could, the offer of a wife, saying he had a betrothed woman waiting at home. Saying goodbye, he drove his
four-footed wealth before him, hurrying home as fast as he could.
“While he was yet afar, he met a man who immediately recognized him and informed him of the mishap that
had occurred while Muhwati was away.
“‘Oh poor man; what a pity! Your betrothed girl got tired of waiting. She already has a one-week-old child.’ he
said.
“Muhwati was dumbfounded and would have shed tears but for his manly courage. He thought of his arduous
tasks and the many years he had labored for her and his dreams of a good and happy life with Rudo. Now all gone
—gone with the wind!”
“Maiwe!” Chipo cried. “What a despicable and shameful thing! What an unfaithful woman!”
“I would have drowned her in a river pool,” shouted Rumba, ferociously.
“I would have whipped and flogged her,” continued the princess.
“I would have stripped her and lashed her lazy skin with a cow hide strap,” reiterated Rumba angrily, adding
pictorial details.
“Then what followed?” asked Rumba, rising in her anger, and looking Feso in the face.
“It was a painful decision for Muhwati to make. Should he turn back to reclaim the woman he had just refused
—or go on to his village? Well, he did go on, though he no longer hurried, and his heart beat slowly, his mouth
dry, his eyes too wet. After some days at home, Muhwati met Rudo at the village well. He approached gently and
forced himself to speak.
“‘Well, what happened?’ he inquired softly.
“‘I was enticed,’ she replied in shame, face down.
“‘Nonsense! You didn’t love me.’
“‘Not so. You men are tongue-twisters,’ she attacked.
“‘My husband said you wouldn’t return to me, and I believed. Years I waited. I was attacked on all sides by my
parents as well until I gave in.’
“An anguished look filled Muhwati’s face, but Muhwati slowly said, almost cruelly, ‘How could you hurt me
so? You told me you would wait, no matter how long.’
“‘I’m sorry. Forgive me!’ she implored with tears rolling down her cheeks.
“‘You are still dear to me,’ he assured her, seeing her pain.
“‘And, you to me, too.’ she sobbed.
“‘Do you understand what this means, Rudo?’ he asked as he came closer to her.
“‘No!’
“‘It means giving up everything—everything! And starting anew with me. We must flee.’
“‘Yes,’ she conceded.
“‘Will you come with me?’ he insisted.
“‘Where?’ And her startled eyes showed her sudden hope.
“‘Anywhere,’ he replied in desperation.
“‘Yes, with you, Muhwati. Yes.’
“Thus, it became true, once again that men are tongue-twisters, deceiving and being deceived in return. A weak
moment leads to even worse moments. Muhwati knew then, without a doubt, that she still had love for him big
enough to move mountains. The two then hatched a plot whereby that very night the woman would go out in the
dead of the night and pretend some one was attacking her. When her husband rushed out to save her he would be
met by a murderer awaiting him in the dark.
“And thus it happened, for Maravanyika—Rudo’s husband—responded to his wife’s cry that dark night; he
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was brutally stabbed to death, his neck cut with one stroke of a sharp panga, and the two left the village, flying
away from their gory deed. Maravanyika had lied to Rudo and died for his haste to claim another man’s bride. But
now the lovers were outlaws.”
“Maiwe! What a tragic story.” moaned Chipo. “Couldn’t Rudo have divorced her husband?” Rumba asked
with a painful look on her face.
“Divorce was unthinkable, not even possible in those days. Once married—always married,” Feso explained.
“And what happened to the baby?”
“Your Highness, this is what followed.” Feso lit his pipe and began to smoke as if to stimulate his mind to
recall all the further details of his bloody story.
“Fleeing their village, the two lovers and the baby, too, traveled to a far away land, in order to escape punishment. Escape they did, but it was not long when they came to a river in flood. They were now in a remote and
uninhabited part of the country. Everywhere wild beasts prowled, owls hooted, snakes slithered away, and rock
lizards shrieked their mournful and doleful sound at night.
“The lovers reached a spot much like this one and, turning around, Muhwati faced Rudo, and said, ‘I know of a
truth that you love me. But there is still one barrier between us.’
“Rudo was startled. She was unable to account for the stem face before her. Turning to him entreatingly, her
side-long glances more loving than ever, she said, ‘What is it, dear Muhwati?’
“‘The baby! I mean the baby!’ he said, pointing to it. ‘You know it is not my baby, not my blood, not any part
of me.’
“‘What’s wrong with it,’ she asked, sickened in her soul, almost comprehending.
“‘This baby is a danger to me—a real danger—I mean when he’s grown up.’
“‘In what way?’
“‘He will seek after my life. He will destroy me when all is revealed about the death of his father.’
“‘What do you think I should do with him, then?’
“‘Cast him away!’ he replied dryly.
“‘Where?’
“‘Into the flood,’ he suggested.
“‘No! No! No! You can’t do that with an innocent baby!’ the mother remonstrated. ‘No one will ever tell him
he is not your very own son. We will go so far from our village no one will know our story.’
“‘Then you are none of me,’ he said, with a hardened heart. ‘I will not accept him as my son.’
“Then, slowly, and painfully, the mother’s emotions began to rise. She could not restrain herself as tears rolled
down her cheeks. She looked all around her—thick forests—with all those prowling beasts—no sign of human
life anywhere near. Then, closing her eyes, she threw her baby into the surging flood. It gave one cry and
disappeared in the dark rushing waters. Muhwati stared out over the turbulent stream, then turned round to face
the woman again.
“‘I left you in trust, believing you would be true and faithful to me. But instead, upon my return, I found you
had married another man. Then I asked you to join me in my plot to get rid of your husband, and you agreed.
Here, you have just now flung your baby into the surging flood.
“‘You are a foolish woman, inhuman, and untrustworthy. I cannot but believe that you could do the same to me
if you felt you had to. You are much too gullible and much too simple and much too savage for me.’
“So saying, Muhwati entered the flood and was, likewise, quickly drowned. Rudo shrieked, fell howling on the
ground. Mad, she wandered in the forests for days, her clothes torn from her body by brambles, her feet bleeding.
Howls coming from her bloody lips. Finally, she fell a prey to the wild beasts of the jungles.”
Turning to the women, Feso said abruptly:
“What do you think of such a love affair?”
There was no answer. Both Chipo and Rumba were crying, their hands covering their eyes in grief. Feso
regretted having told them such a tragic story, and he apologetically mumbled, “Such strange things do happen in
life and all in the name of love.”
The girls were weary. Emptied of their own fears by the wild tale, they huddled together. Feso quickly built a
makeshift shelter of boughs and grasses and there they spent the night. Only a sob from first one girl and then
another during the long night spoke of their tragic dreams. Braced against a tree, the dozing Feso watched over
them, sad with his long absence from home.
11: Chipo’s Royal Welcome
There was no doubt that when the princess arrived at the imbahuru of Nyan’ombe she received a joyful and
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uproarious royal welcome, for Feso had almost been given up as lost—even dead. At once, Feso’s arrival marked
the triumphant return of a hero and the beginning of a new royal family.
Chipo became the talk of the country, the center of attraction, and soon the pride of the nation. Her youthful
charm and vigor captivated her beholders as she moved and smiled with all the elegance of a young princess. The
announcement of the forthcoming royal marriage of Nyan’ombe to Chipo had spread like wild fire throughout the
land. Chipo’s presence as the new mother of the nation seemed to have uplifted the spirit of the people and word
spread around praising the shrewdness, cunning and intrepidness of Feso in bringing to the nation such a good
looking woman. She seemed beyond the reach of human ill and the image of her future motherhood enhanced her
graces so much that her presence even raised the hopes of the Vahota nation under their young paramount chief
that they could overcome their enemies.
Nyan’ombe now no longer acted like a young man, but like a mature king, father of his people. No one addressed him any longer as Ishe—the Chief, but as Mambo—the King. What once was mere ceremony was now
said in all seriousness.
It was no wonder this was so because the mother image is paramount in the philosophy of life of the Vahota,
for woman as mother precludes and even overshadows the idea of woman as lover. In joy or pain, in good health
or illness, in prosperity or poverty, in life and death—yes, in practically everything, amai—the mother—is at the
center of every cry. She rules at the heart of her children and, in her advanced age, she is honored even more. She
is the future of the nation, the basket of prosperity.
Little wonder, then, that the whole nation was moved by the appearance of the “new mother” of the nation—
and such a fine girl as she was—and so mysterious alien in her nurture—so wonderful her appearance in the midst
of the Vahota.
*
On the occasion of that great day when Nyan’ombe was to take Chipo to be his wife, a large crowd gathered at
the mambo’s royal village to celebrate the marriage festival. People from all the villages around gathered in the
thousands. You could see people in houses, in huts, in shelters, and in every available space. Big, strong men
came strutting, strolling here and there pompously, proud of their mambo and his new bride.
Then Nyan’ombe ordered to be slaughtered one hundred and sixty head of cattle to provide meat for those
celebrating the royal marriage. Numberless sheep and goats, too, and chickens in the thousands were baked on
spits and served to the crowds. Everywhere you looked you saw some fires burning, the great black cauldrons
bubbling, simmering with their hot meats. The traditional sadza was as ever served with the tender flesh.
Oh, and don’t forget the people’s beer—doro—in two kinds, the intoxicating one for warriors, the sweet one
for women and children. Doro, doro, it was everywhere. All goblets spilled with its foam. So the people ate and
quaffed the drinks to their hearts’ content. Their bellies puffed, their teeth bit, everyone laughing, crying …
As they neared the critical moment when all should see the royal bride and hear the public orations, Jeranyama—a junior Army Commander, received orders from Senior Army Commander—Mapondera—to gather the
people together at the appointed place in order to welcome officially the young princess and her handmaid—
Rumba.
Strutting among the crowds with an air of military pride and superiority, and dressed in his full warrior accoutrements, Mapondera sought out Jeranyama to give him orders.
“Jeranyama!” he called, “let the people gather around, have them face the pavilion.”
“I will, Changamire,” he responded.
“See that there is space enough for the royal procession and leave free the open forum facing the pavilion.”
“It will be done, Changamire.”
“That is where the warrior parade will take place under my command,” Mapondera ordered.
All this, the young shepherd Chokumarara heard. He grinned as he stood near to the Warrior Commanders.
“Have you seen the princess?” he asked Manzira, his friend.
“No, I have not.”
“She is beautiful—I mean beautiful! When Nyan’ombe’s aunt saw her, she quaffed a whole gourd of water in
praise of her,” Chokumarara explained.
“Ha! Ha; that’s funny,” Manzira laughed.
“Fascinating is the word. Not funny,” Chokumarara corrected him. “Oh, such a woman!”
“But she is a Munyai girl,” Manzira added, teasingly. “Why should we want a foreigner?”
“Don’t be ridiculous! She is a person—winning our old enemy’s daughter is a fine thing. We have spited old
mambo the cruel one—and we shall soon have brave babies in the royal kraal, and that is what matters,” Chokumarara proclaimed.
“Well, I agree, but what about her handmaiden?” Manzira joshed. “I hear the princess came along with one.
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Have you seen her, too?”
“You mean Rumba?” inquired Chokumarara.
“Yes, I mean her, if that is her name.”
“She, too, is a fine looking woman,” he added.
“Whose wife is she going to be?”
“No idea,” replied Chokumarara, “that remains to be seen.”
At this point the two boys were interrupted by the peremptory orders of Jeranyama.
“Everybody to my right and left, move now, leave way for the royal procession,” he shouted directing the
crowds with his hands.
“Attention now, as soon as you see them coming I want all of the men to start clapping your hands, and the
women to ululate. Welcome our new mother. Show her we love her!”
Led by the elders of the nation, the mambo came majestically down the column of people. He was dressed in
his robe of a lion’s skin, and regally girt above his shoulders was a leopard’s skin. His kingly crown sat royally on
his head with its glittering ostrich feathers, quivering in the slight breeze. In all his majestic splendor, Nyan’ombe
proudly moved along amid the clapping of hands and the women’s shrill ululations.
Behind him, and led by Feso and the mambo’s mother and his aunt, came the charming princess. Her elegance
and gracious smiles enchanted the crowds and she received a tumultuous reception as was never accorded any
woman before. Beside her was Rumba, her faithful handmaid, also looking as attractive as can be.
When the people were finally quiet, Mapondera stood up and cried out:
“Behold, the mother of the nation!”
A new roar leapt from the crowds.
“Behold, her faithful handmaid!”
Another thunder of applause followed.
“This is an occasion I should like to share with you in welcoming to this royal village, to this country, yea, to
this nation, Chipochedenga—the new mother of our nation. May her ancestral spirits attend her, and may she be
happy and fruitful among us,” Mapondera concluded.
The crowds went wild, with the men clapping their hands, and beating drums, and the women dancing and
screaming, expressive of their joy and gladness. Then bringing the mambo to join his bride, Mapondera boomed
out:
“Your Royal Highness, Changamire Nyan’ombe, behold your wife!”
And turning to Chipo, he, likewise addressed her, thus:
“Royal Mother, behold your husband!”
Again, the crowds applauded and danced in an act of approval.
Then, Vanyarambi—the mambo’s mother, and his aunt, the royal ambuya or tete, danced before the bride and
bridegroom to the amusement of all the people. Nyan’ombe, overwhelmed with emotion, ceremonially hugged his
wife to his breast, and then giving her over to his mother in the old, honored way, slowly, raising his hand, saying
in the sudden silence:
“I am grateful to you, my people, for your approval, for your words of encouragement, and for the wonderful
welcome you have given my wife. We will ever seek to live up to your expectations and serve you as our ancestral spirits give us health, strength and wisdom.”
Turning around, and seeing his great commander sitting next to his wife, he then addressed the crowds, saying:
“Now I want to address myself to my loyal and faithful friend—Feso. Here is the man who deserves all the
credit and praise for his loyalty, intrepidness, and unlimited courage. I am deeply indebted to him for my wife.”
At this point, the people gave him a roaring ovation with their applause.
“Feso the Great! Feso, the Great!” they shouted.
“He is, indeed, Feso, the Great!” Nyan’ombe acceded. “But today, I have the pleasure of making him greater
still. As of this moment Feso will be the First Army General and second only to me. In him I invest all the powers
of a warrior commander of which no doubt you will all agree he more than deserves.”
The people once again applauded and went wild with excitement. Turning to Rumba and lifting her up by her
hand, he said:
“Another surprise I give you, Feso,” he said, addressing himself to him, “behold your new wife; she has royal
blood in her veins. And woman, behold your husband!”
At this juncture the crowds went wild again with a joyous surprise. The two young herders who were in the
crowd could not be restrained from wild excitement, too, as they nodded their heads and clapped their hands in an
animated conversation about a matter they had discussed before.
“I knew Feso would have that girl,” boasted Chokumarara.
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“He deserves her for all his courage,” Manzira replied.
“Now he has two wives and we’ll have occasion to visit her as the younger wife and see how well a Munyai
woman cooks,” concluded Manzira.
“And to listen to her pleasant, foreign accent, too,” added Chokumara.
“Ha! Ha! Ha!” they both laughed together for joy.
*
The warrior parade and dance which followed under the direction of Army Commander Mapondera, was even
more impressive than the preceding ceremonies. The men, dressed in their traditional garbs with their plumed
headpieces, bright spears in their right hands, their small ox-hide shields in their left, presented a spectacular
sight. The older warriors were armed with battle axes and swords ensheathed in scabbards which they wore on the
left side, the warriors danced and put up a violent sham battle in the open forum, dancing to the rhythmic sounds
of drums, chanting a war song.
One man was so carried away that he accidentally cut himself on his own blade, while another swooned from
the intense heat of the sun and, perhaps, a bit too much of the potent doro beer. Then, from all the dust and sweat
and noise, the royal party retired to the imbahuru for food, and drink, and rest.
Now, after a brief pause, as the evening shades closed in, the royal drummers heated the drum heads gathered
on little fires to tauten the skins, preparing for an all-night celebration. Likewise, the younger people also made
ready for their jeketera dance.
So it was that when the people had eaten and had had their share of the beer, they stood up to dance and to enjoy themselves. In the crowd was a man called Chanyuruka, a remarkable dancer. Indeed, no one in the nation was
as distinguished a dancer as he was. He was tall, standing well over six feet, lanky, and of remarkable strength and
agility.
He wore a loin covering of a fawn skin, a bead-belt ringed round with tails of the white-tailed mongoose and a
longer tail of a baboon trailing behind him. On his head he wore a cap of bead work decorated with brightly
shining feathers. On his upper and lower arms he wore bangles of brass and of grass, around his ankles he had rattles which jingled at his rhythmic movements. All these added to his weird appearance and made him look more
like a magician than the nation’s most original dancer whose wild yet clever work delighted all the people.
Tonight, Chanyuruka was particularly brilliant. Sometimes he would make strange leaps and unbelievable
whirls and twists, then he would stand upright on his head, now he is walking on his hands with legs up; finally,
like a monkey, scaling small huts and barns and jumping over them—to the amazement of the spectators. He even
would lie on his back, allowing women to place their wooden pestle and mortar on his chest to pound their fingermillet. In between he would shake all over as if in a hallucinatory trance, or in a seizure.
He received numerous gifts of appreciation from his admirers, and young women wept for Chanyuruka, some
of them barely restrained from creeping close to him to hug him, suffering from Chanyuruka-mania.
While this dancing was going on in the open, inside the huts the older folks were, likewise, suffering their own
form of craziness. Enchanted by the rhythmic beat of their drums, and the tingling rattles in their hands and
around their legs, they danced themselves away all night long, amid the wild cries and ululations of the women.
The bangles jingled and clattered producing an enchanting and alluring whir of sound. There were those who
danced the lion dance, some the baboon dance, some the ancestral-spirit-dance, and they continued dancing until
they fell down to the floor from sheer exhaustion.
Even more frenzied, some others seized live chickens, ripped open their throats, and drank their blood, mimicking the wild cats of the grasslands. Those who were so seized by the mashave spirits fell into trances and
terrifying visions.
And so it went on the whole night long. Those who had over-eaten and were surfeited, or those who had taken
more than their share of intoxicating drinks and were drunk, or those who were merely tired, all were seen to lie
down sooner or later in one place or another till the break of day. Most hardly stirred till the late afternoon.
*
Finally as the evening once again began to close in upon them, the crowds began to disperse from the royal
village. Some were seen carrying with them the remnants of pots of beer and the leftovers of meats from the
festival. Such behavior could not escape the keen-eyed young herders who stood at their cattle enclosure. Seeing
the women carrying away the pots, Chokumarara pretended outrage:
“Hey, women! Don’t carry away the pots! They belong to us. We’re still hungry.”
“You’ve had your fill, you should be ashamed of yourselves bringing things here and then sneaking them out
of our village,” taunted Manzira.
But the two boys got no response from the women who silently were more keen to get away than to be involved in the banter. Their men went by singing, still tipsy and gay, they, too, carrying with them whatever they
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could salvage from the leftovers of the festival.
“Don’t worry, Manzira,” Chokumarara soothed him. “Let them salvage whatever they can. We might as well
sweep food out of the village. There won’t be anything more left altogether.”
“What do you mean by that?” asked Manzira.
“Because last night I overheard General Feso ordering Commander Mapondera to send off four hundred head
of cattle for the dowry, or love token for the two girls, to Pfumojena. After all, though the women came here on
their own, they must still be paid for.”
“Then, indeed, there won’t be any cattle left for us to look after,” observed Manzira.
“That is so, at least for a while. But remember, Nyan’ombe has had grazing elsewhere many other cattle
throughout our land, and most will be taken from those places to make up the number. Here we’ll lose some but in
a year or so we’ll have just as many as ever.”
And so ended the memorable marriage feast of Nyan’ombe and his lovely princess, Chipochedenga—the Giftof-Heaven.
12: The Troubled Land of Pfumojena
Recall the night Feso eloped with the princess and Rumba.
The next day, a frightful atmosphere pervaded the royal village. People spoke in whispers about the miraculous
disappearance of Chipo and her handmaid. The whisper soon grew into a gossip, and the gossip into a scandal of
the royal house.
Some expressed shame, others pity, and still others secret approval of a situation they had always thought
unnecessarily oppressive of the poor girl. They felt she had worked out her own emancipation and, consequently,
could not be blamed for it. In no time, the entire kingdom of Pfumojena was involved in the scandal so that everywhere in the surrounding country you saw two or three engaged in talk about the mysterious disappearance of the
princess.
Then, when the slave Feso was found to be gone, everyone guessed he had escaped with the girls with the
intention, perhaps, of making Chipo his wife and, possibly giving away Rumba in marriage to another man. Such
a possibility made the outrage even more sensational.
That first morning when the still stupified Pfumojena collected his scattered wits, he called out “Hamundide!
Hamundide!” shouting for the girl who shared the room with the girls. “Come here. Quick!”
Hamundide came in panting and shaken.
“Tell me, my child! Where are Chipo and Rumba?”
“I don’t know, Uncle!”
“You should know, child! You should know!”
“I don’t know, Uncle!” The young woman started to cry.
“I saw them leave last night and thought they did so with your consent,” she said. “They walked right by you
—and you only looked at the ghost with the burning spear.”
“Tell me! Where did they go? Tell me!” he sternly ordered.
At this point the girl could not answer. She broke into sobs and wild outcries. Leaving the imbahuru, Pfumojena strode outside.
“Sariramba! Sariramba!” he screamed out.
“Samanyanga! I am listening, Changamire!” So saying the man called came running to Pfumojena. Standing
before him, he said:
“What can I do for you, Samanyanga? Your servant is listening.”
“Tell me, General—and I want to know right away. Where is my daughter, and where is Rumba?” Sariramba
replied:
“That is a question I cannot answer, Samanyanga. Tell me, what has happened?” The mambo spoke, as best he
could, still mystified about the previous night’s vision.
“Well,” finally responded the general, “it is conceivable that since Feso—your trusted servant and convict—is
also missing, that he in some fashion is involved in this matter. Possibly they are all together.”
“What does this mean? Can we not send a search party after them?” Pfumojena groaned, feeling more and
more duped.
“Not a chance, Samanyanga! Not a chance!” his commander grimly replied with a pessimistic look. “They
have been gone most of the night. By now they should be in the Mudzimundiringe Forest—if, in fact, Feso has
fled with them to his homeland.”
“Are you certain you can guess where this Feso could have gone?”
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“No, Samanyanga! I have no sure knowledge,” he replied. Then Pfumojena's anger was kindled against his
general.
“You should have made it your business to know where these convicts serving here come from. I shall punish
all of you who failed to prevent the mysterious disappearance of my daughter.” Sariramba, fearing further to
provoke his already irate chief, said:
“Samanyanga, human weakness is everyone’s lot and I apologize for this negligence.”
“This is no time for apologies! I do not wish to hear such apologies. They belong to the weak and the ignorant
who know no better,” Pfumojena rebuked him. “Go, now, and inquire from his fellow serfs. They should know
where this lewd slave came from. Also find out why the gatekeepers failed to stop him—and why they saw nothing of my daughter!”
“Samanyanga! Your servant hears you!”
“And report to me before the sun has dried the grass. The death drums will mark your carelessness unless you
learn what has happened this night!” he added in a peremptory voice.
As the troubled Pfumojena returned to the imbahuru, Sariramba hurried to the dare where the men were
gathered. He ordered the gatekeepers and the serfs to be brought to the dare.
“You! and you! and you!” he shouted at several of these men serving at the royal village, as well as at the gatekeepers, “answer me! You know what has happened in this village, don’t you? Tell me what village Feso comes
from. Who among you were his friends?”
When the men hesitated, he ordered them beaten. They had all heard the scandalous news by now, but knowing Feso or not it seemed a terrible thing now to admit anything.
“What? No answer?” The commander screamed, himself wild with fear.
“All of you will be stabbed to death, by noon and your bellies sliced open by pangas unless the truth comes out
of your mouth,” he threatened. “Speak!”
The other nobles of the dare glared at the guards and serfs.
Fearing for their lives and the immense torture they shivered, but all but one had nothing to say. That one,
deciding to save his comrades if not himself, spoke out at last, stammering:
“I knew Feso, very well,” he said. “He was—he was, a great friend, yes, a friend, of mine.” The serf, a large
boned man, stumbled on.
“Feso spoke softly, in a dignified way, his tongue was a strange tongue, a foreign accent.”
“What accent?” one councilor shrieked.
“A southern accent,” he said.
“That doesn’t mean much,” said Sariramba. “An accent of the Vahota people.”
“Of Chief Nyan’ombe?” Sariramba shouted. “I know he was a Muhota.”
“Yes, Changamire,” said the man. “Indeed, you are right. He spoke with that accent though he endeavored to
conceal it many times. And he was from the mambo’s royal village. But he never said anything else about his
life.”
“He was a clever spy,” said Commander Mhingepinge, standing next to Sariramba, as their worst fears were
realized.
“No wonder he was so patient—so good a servant,” said another with a ferocious sneer.
“We will soon find out how smart Feso’s master was to send him here,” Sariramba retorted. “Put these men
under guard. We may have more questions.” So saying he straightway went back to report to Pfumojena.
The mambo listened to this new information, his eyes popping from his head.
“Very well, General. I, too, have come to believe this spy was of Nyan’ombe’s army. But we shall now fasten
our teeth on this Nyan’ombe! He is only a youth. Our armies are mightier by far than his—a hundred times! Great
commander, I swear by my mother buried on that anthill that there shall not be a soul, not a blade of grass, left in
Nyan’ombe’s kingdom to tell the story of how they tricked the royal princess right out of my own palace. Beat the
war drums!”
“It shall be done, Samanyanga,” answers Sariramba, turning to go. But the mambo had not finished yet.
“We cannot allow these Vahota barbarians to touch and abuse our women folk. It is an outrage that the conquered curs of the Vahota should make such fools of us—and of me.” And the chief ground his teeth.
“Mobilize all of our forces against Nyan’ombe. Call out our fastest runners and send them with orders to your
regiments. Prepare to march to Nyan’ombe’s land within three days. Then attack across the mountains. I will join
you at the frontier with my own home legions in ten days.”
Pfumojena thus sternly ordered his Army General to prepare for war with the Vahota. The Supreme Council—
Dare Guru—of the Vanyai, unanimously approved the war resolution against any king found guilty of this elopement. To whatever land the princess had flown, blood and death would follow fast.
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But the very next week, while the elders were seated at the dare pondering over the future, a man called
Marangwanda suddenly arrived at the royal village bearing an important message.
“Samanyanga, and all the councilors present here,” he started, “while traveling not far from the outlaw’s forest,
I saw a mysterious thing on the plain.”
“What did you see, Marangwanda?” they inquired.
“I saw a large herd of cattle being driven by twenty men—horned cattle, polls, bullocks, cows, heifers, cattle of
all sizes and colors filling a whole countryside—such magnificent animals!” he recounted, “and coming this
way!”
The old men looked at one another—only their eyes talking to each other.
“What’s this all mean?” interrupted Sariramba, anxious to set out, now that their spears and clubs were ready,
their food prepared for the invasion.
“I talked with the men. They said they were driving the beasts to Mambo Pfumojena as a dowry for his
daughter and Rumba. They go only a short distance each day by reason of their numbers.”
The men looked at each other with a look of amazement, as if to say:
“That explains the mystery of the disappearance of the girls. We were right. Feso was at the bottom of the
whole outrage.”
Pfumojena spoke the words himself, but then he declared:
“We don’t accept a gift for our extorted daughter. The Vahota must still pay for their crimes. No insulting
bribes will be accepted. Only war can teach these primitive people not to tamper with the Vanyai women,” he
snorted. “We shall slaughter those beasts for meat to feed our invading warriors. I have enough of my own cattle;
I don’t need anything from the barbarians.”
Again the war drums menaced the ear-drums of the inhabitants of the royal kraal.
The next day, Vanyai warriors of the palace guard and Sariramba’s troops took the path to Nyan’ombe’s
kingdom, to ravage the land of the treacherous Feso and his foolish mambo. Pfumojena himself, doubly incensed,
and his Army General Sariramba now marched together. Elder Councilor-General Zambara would bring up the
main peasant army as soon as he could. Dust rose beneath the thousand heels. Looking down a pass the next day
the Vanyai could see the large herd of cattle. Disregarding the startled, placating cries of the Vahota herdsmen, the
Vanyai attacked them and scattered the herd of cattle, killing many, and driving away the remnants into the
neighboring hills. The surviving Vahota fled before the fierce warriors and after skirting the great force of the
enemy brought back news of the invasion.
Thus, war was declared between the Vanyai and their neighbors, the Vahota.
All for a stolen princess.
Manzira and Chokumarara were with these cattle and escaped in the dust of the stampeding beasts.
13: The Troubled Land of Nyan’ombe
No sooner had some of the escapees of the brutal attack arrived at Nyan’ombe’s royal village with the disturbing news of the impending invasion than Nyan’ombe immediately proclaimed a state of siege in his country.
“Changamire, Mazvimbakupa,” said the agitated Feso. “We are caught by our enemies unprepared.”
Nyan’ombe merely stared on the ground as they sat at the men’s dare. His peaceful mission had been shattered.
Now the nation must fight for his bride he was thinking.
“We cannot sit here merely pondering over the matter, we must be putting our thoughts into action. Immediately!” warned Mapondera, irked at the mambo’s silence.
“The Vanyai contingent coming against us is small but they are all well trained, well seasoned, and war-loving
warriors,” Mapondera added. “Let us mobilize our warriors and defend our country the best we can. After them no
doubt will come their main forces.”
“What did the messenger say who returned from our well-intentioned mission?” Nyan’ombe inquired, looking
at Feso.
“The messenger told of horrid attacks on them and the cattle. The cattle bellowed and scampered all over the
place under attack from the fierce and brutal assault of the warriors. A pitiful sight to see,” he said. “If they can
attack wild brutes like that, how much more will they attack men who are their real enemies?”
The council listened and a feverish tension seized the men.
Looking Feso full in the eye, Nyan’ombe said:
“Tell us, General! You’ve lived with the Vanyai. Tell us, what sort of men are their leaders? Will their men
fight as well as their fathers? I know you’ve told me this when you first returned but I want everyone to hear you
83

again.”
Then Feso carefully recounted his experiences, finishing:
“Mazvimbakupa, the Vanyai are a very proud people who look down on us as primitive, backward, and uncivilized, and as being totally unequal to them in arms.”
“Why are they so proud?”
“They trace their genealogy from the great King Matope Nyanhehwe Monomotapa who they claim led a powerful and highly civilized kingdom which once held sway throughout this entire area. They also claim that it was
their ancestors who built the many stone ruins and forts in this land, including the Great Zimbabwe in the ancient
land of Guruuswa a long, long way from here,” explained Feso.
“But we are also descendants of Monomotapa, we all know,” objected Nyan’ombe. “My late father, Gombekombe, often talked about the great empire of Zimbabwe,” the mambo reminisced.
“Yes, Mazvimbakupa, but the Vanyai say we are a minor line, and they further laugh at our regiments, throwing scorn at us as being unequal to their military strength.”
“In your opinion, are they very powerful?”
“Yes, Changamire, they are very powerful. And we now need to act like men to fight the best we can, as has
urged Commander Mapondera.”
Mapondera who had been listening quietly to all this and other discussions now rose up again and, raising his
voice, said vehemently, directing his remarks toward Feso:
“I do not dispute your account, General. But it would be cowardly of us to assign so much military strength to
these Vanyai. It is not so much who they are or think they are that counts, Changamire, but the personal qualities
of the men and the training they’ve had, plus their morale. Feso shouldn’t forget how we, at one time, routed the
Vanyai under Vumbamusakasa, and how we scattered the regiment of Gondomutsa, and also how we made the
warriors of Zhangedwa beat a retreat near the village of Harare. Were we not the same Vahota that we are today?
“I believe that a nation seems strong and invincible, sometimes, but I do not believe that a nation or people are
strong and invincible all the time. The Vanyai today must re-earn the reputation won by their ancestors. It is my
conviction that we should order our regiments to fight them in the hills and in mountain passes, where we can surprise them. But if we must we shall fight them in the plains, in the forests, in our villages and hamlets even, and in
every conceivable place we can find them. They will feel and know our strength.” And he firmly concluded:
“And we fight for a loved king and a happy people. We, too, have our great victories.”
“I do not doubt,” said Feso, “the truth of our past glory. But as was said, what was is not now. But we must
realize that ever since the old days the great Commander Mapondera spoke about, the Vanyai have since grown
even mightier in arms. While we only have at most twenty regiments of well trained men, they have fifty. We only
have about thirty thousand men scattered in three hundred villages; they have well over thrice that number of well
trained men spread all the way down to the Zambezi river in Dande. And, besides, all they ever train and prepare
for is war and all we know and live for is brewing beer, tending to our cattle, and getting wives.”
At this sardonic humor, all the men grimly laughed.
“I do not contradict Mapondera’s words of courage. Most certainly, let us prepare for the invasion and behave
like men. For, indeed, deep pools do turn into shallow fords, sometimes. But, we must gird ourselves for a long,
hard war. And early defeats must not discourage us—nor prevent our continuing the struggle.”
The thoughtful Nyan’ombe now rose from his stool.
“Very well, my people. Our ancestors are waiting to see how we acquit ourselves. They will help us if we
deserve it.” And pointing to Feso and Mapondera, he said sternly:
“Great commanders, see to it that our warriors are equipped and in readiness to meet our enemies. Send out
scouts to the borders. Send our most ready warriors to bar the way at the frontier. Then the rest of our men will
march with me to meet the enemy full force.”
So saying, he dismissed them all, to prepare his own weapons.
The village lived the next days in strange quietness. The women worked on provisions and the smiths were
busy with the repair of weapons.
*
Within a few days, Nyan’ombe’s country was invaded by the fierce warriors of Pfumojena and the Vahota
frontier forces driven back from one skirmish to the next. Under the command of the General, Sariramba, and
numerous other experienced commanders like Mhingepinge, the Vanyai swept the lands clean before them. Armed
with short handled big-bladed assegais and small shields, the Vanyai moved swiftly and deadly. They did not
throw their spears but stabbed at close range, holding on to them. It took courage to use the short assegai, but
once the Vanyai line could stab it wiped out the opposing line and broke resistance. On the other hand, the Vahota, like most Africans, were armed with long-shafted spears and large shields. In the battle they threw their spears
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at their enemies and often lost too many of them, rendering themselves vulnerable to counter-attack by their foes.
One early morning, in that region which lies between the Nyota hills and the hills of Gombekombe, in that lovely
land watered by the perennial waters of the Ruya, Chipfururwi and Chirayire, the blood-thirsty warriors of the
Vanyai and the Vahota met. Springing down from an ambush the Vahota had the initial advantage, but for much of
the day the battle raged. Spears and battle-axes glittered in the sun and commanders rallied their men to battle
reforming the broken lines. Nyan’ombe's warriors fought like lions under the command of their leaders and
though their casualties numbered in the hundreds, the brave men still kept fighting.
Then Mapondera, the son of Vahai, slaughtered many Vanyai with his single spear. At one time the combined
regiments of his men met Zambara’s men and engaged in the fight against the Vanyai for a long time, each side
striving to overcome the other. When the battle became very fierce, it is reported that Mapondera was seen in the
fever and dust of battle, lifting himself up from the ground and flying like some magical beast, then invisible, he
was able to get closer to his enemies, to slaughter them unseen.
For his part, Feso was faced with the fiercest regiment of all under General Sariramba. Though the Vanyai
were cut down by the fierce pangas of the Vahota, they kept coming up in ever-increasing numbers, for Pfumojena had sent back for more legions once he knew the strength of the Vahota. Tired by the weight of the fresh
warriors, Feso’s forces fell back.
Pulling back into the rugged hills through which the Chirayire river flows, Feso met Mapondera—his troops
also regaining their breath after the heavy combat.
“We’ve been cut up very badly,” said Feso. “I think the best thing we can do is to withdraw to our most southern and mountainous areas to regroup. We will call up our older men and the strongest of the newly circumcized
class.”
“What, General? Did you counsel retreat? What virtue is there in retreat?” questioned the fiery Mapondera
disapprovingly. “What good will it do us, General?”
“Save our men! That’s all! Save our men!” Feso answered somewhat breathlessly. “We cannot attack again
today—but I think the enemy are well-bloodied too, and not eager for another bout. We should withdraw in darkness, leaving only our spies here to watch the Vanyai’s movement.
At that moment, Nyan’ombe arrived at the scene with a handful of men, most of them slashed and bleeding.
“Our men have been very badly mauled,” he said in despair. The entire royal regiment is gone. It was a good
fight but we were too few.”
“And we have no further troops to replenish them,” confirmed Feso. “We must fall back and call up older and
younger men—even if it leaves our villages defenseless for the while. Then looking at his chief, he said to
Nyan-’ombe:
“Changamire, Mazvimbakupa, I have received a special message to deliver to you from our worthy mother—
your wife—at home.”
Nyan’ombe, still distraught by the sad turn of events, cocked his head:
“Say on, General,” he ordered.
“Our worthy mother desires your presence, for a weighty matter presses upon her mind.”
“What matter,” the mambo retorted angrily, “could be more pressing than the one before us?”
“I have only the message delivered by our emissary, Mazvimbakupa.”
Before any further discussion could be engaged between them, they heard the jubilant shout of the enemy, and
looking across the Chirayire, they could see a whole army of warriors surging towards them and soon, they
recognized they were additional contingents of the Vanyai, some surprisingly with armed women in their ranks,
being led by none other than Pfumojena himself.
“Our scout report many more are on the way, Samanyanga,” said Feso. “There is very little useful resistance
we can offer now, Changamire.”
So, painfully and grudgingly, Feso and Mapondera ordered the remnants of their warrior legions to retreat.
Pfumojena, wielding his deadly white spear, burned to meet Nyan’ombe face to face—though they never did
meet. But for now he was exultant to see his enemies retreat to the hills.
*
That night the Vanyai pursued the Vahota, fighting rear-guard actions, all the way, to the royal village in the
foothills of the Mazoe river. Plundering and laying waste the fields Pfumojena’s men moved ever more deeply
into the land of the Vahota as the Vanyai continued their now large-scale invasion. Thousands of women and old
people fled into the neighboring hills of Nyamuhumbe, Mbeve, Gwiranenzara, and Manungwi, the children
subdued, wondering.
When he reached his royal village, with his enemies on his heels, Nyan’ombe met his wife and mother crying
and unable to run for safety.
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“Chipo, my wife, and my mother, all is lost for the moment. All is lost! It will not do to carry you with us, for
the army must live like beasts in the wilds until we can strike again for our freedom. So I must say good-bye!”
But as the king strained Chipo to his breast, she whispered something in his ear as tears rolled down her
cheeks.
“Yes,” whispered Nyan’ombe, “I shall remember your words—my wife. But now I must say good-bye! I shall
indeed remember your words and come back for you no matter where you are.”
Then Nyan’ombe disappeared and all his commanders and men were not seen for many days.
The very next morning, the Vanyai warriors, led by Pfumojena himself, entered the village, seized Chipo,
Feso’s two wives, and Vanyarambi, Nyan’ombe’s mother, and killed everyone else they could find, mostly old
cripples and the blind. Setting this and the other captured villages on fire, they left burning embers and ashes all
over the once proud kingdom. The jubilant Vanyai, having successfully overrun the country of the Vahota, and
having retrieved the object of their conflict with the Vahota, returned home, singing songs of triumph, one of
which was:
Behold, Pfumojena’s regiment comes!
(Hondo ya Pfumojena, inouya.)
See, the bull will soon be here!
(Hezvo, mukono uchauya pano.)
What a year!
(Gore iwe!)
Ha, hiya!
(Ha, hiya!)
What a successful warrior!
(Hombarume!)
*
Raise ululations to Samanyanga!
(Ridzirai mhururu Samanyanga!)
The elephant that trampled the Vahota!
(Nzou yakatsokodzera Vahota.)
What a year!
(Gore iwe!)
Ha, hiya!
(Ha, hiya!)
What a successful warrior!
(Hombarume!)

14: The Crushing Defeat of Pfumojena
No one who saw the defeat of Nyan’ombe and his warriors could have ever thought that he would rise up again
to face the formidable aggressors of Pfumojena. The villages lay waste and in cold ashes and the distraught
Vahota remained scattered in hills and plains for many a month. Many of their cattle had either been driven away,
or slaughtered on the spot by their enemies. Much of their food in barns had been burned down or carried away.
The whole country smelt of blood, desolation, and death. It was not going to be easy to restore battle-courage to
the distraught warriors who had been so badly beaten and scattered.
Indeed, the Vanyai now appeared to be so powerful as to be regarded as invincible by the Vahota. It would take
time to build up the morale of the people and, once, again, lead them to mount a fresh attack on their ene-mies. It
would take great minds with vision to convince the people that there were no invincible nations that had never
known defeat at some time or other and that the liberation of a nation demanded the concerted effort of everyone.
The remarkable work of building up the morale of the people and rehabilitating their regiments was a task that
could only be accomplished by Feso and Mapondera—the two most distinguished leaders among the Vahota.
Slowly, but surely, they gathered their men together and started the formidable task of rebuilding the villages and
resettling their people in the land. Mambo Nyan’ombe and his army commanders built a new royal village in the
foothills of the Nyota hills so that he now occupied a more central and more protected position in his kingdom
than before. The Vahota had learned a bitter lesson from their defeat and they were now ready to meet their
enemies with new tactics, or those at least they had learned from their victors, making some modifications of a
surprise value.
“Feso! Feso!” Nyan’ombe called out as he stepped out of his imbahuru. .
“Changamire! Here I am!” the commander answered, coming towards his mambo.
“Tomorrow is a great day and we must instruct our warrior commanders in the new tactics we learned from the
Vanyai, and the stalking spear, too,” Nyan’ombe said.
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“There is another new approach we shall introduce into the regiment,” Feso added, “which is also strongly
supported by Mapondera, Changamire.” Just then Mapondera came up and joined them as they sat at the dare—or
men’s place.
“What is your new scheme, General?” inquired Nyan’ombe.
“It is that we should include women warriors in our fighting ranks,” was Feso’s response.
“A commendable idea,” said Mapondera, smiling, “and I support it wholeheartedly.”
But Nyan’ombe stood there, stunned and unable to accept the idea of women joining the ranks. For him
women were to attend fighting men’s needs, and to bear children—not to carry arms, or to fight.
“That’s not what we learned from the Vanyai, my Lord,” said Mapondera. “You will recall last year that when
Pfumojena arrived with his contingent there were women disguised as men in their ranks. And they fought just as
fiercely as the men. We, who have even fewer men now than before the invasion, should enlist our most
courageous females.”
“I have never given much thought to it,” replied Nyan’ombe. “It still seems barbaric.”
“Nobody did, Changamire,” said Feso. “It is only recently that Mapondera and I discussed it and we now see
how useful an idea it is. After all, some women are as aggressive and as courageous as men are and, as such,
could fulfill special positions in the warrior ranks.”
“What position could they fill, great commander?”
“Changamire,” said Mapondera, “they could draw water and cook for the men, comfort the wounded, and
actually attend to them. Besides, they could also encourage our men by their presence, entertain them, and help to
raise their morale. The more militant among them could actually take up arms and mix with the men and fight.”
“Why would we have to do this to subject our women folk to a dangerous war? Do we not have enough men to
train and actually meet our foes on the battle field?”
Nyan’ombe fiercely attacked the commanders. But there was also sadness in his voice, for he was thinking of
his own lost queen, and Feso’s wives, carried off by Pfumojena.
“We have more women among us,” Feso observed, “than men, so I have already commented. And strangely.
enough, I have observed lately that many of our despondent men have been receiving beatings from their wives at
home, which proves women’s militancy.” At this remark, his listeners roared into laughter.
“Why should we not, therefore, make use of such resources as we have in women to help us beat our enemies?
The Vanyai are doing it, and I think we should do it, too.”
“It sounds a useful idea,” slowly conceded Nyan’ombe. “But when will you put the idea into practice?”
“Changamire,” replied Mapondera. “For months we’ve secretly been training women warriors together with
the men and the idea seems to work well.” Feso was glad to confess their covert actions.
“One thing, great commander, you should enforce the strictest moral code between our men and women,” emphasized Nyan’ombe, still greatly disturbed.
“Indeed, Mazvimbakupa,” interjected Feso, “our warriors are subject to court-marshaling if they fail to observe
correct moral conduct while in training or in combat. This, as your Highness knows, is part of our national and
traditional code of conduct.”
“How do you actually put this into practice?” asked Nyan’ombe. Mapondera replied:
“We keep them apart in different camp regiments and only allow them to meet in simulated combat, and at
officially organized drinking, dancing, or social parties.” He finished by arguing:
“Women are not expected actually to engage in close range fighting—except when it is absolutely imperative.
Their presence is merely intended to swell the numbers and to give the enemy the visual impression of being
overwhelmed. But, however, with prolonged exposure to fighting, women do become just as aggressive as the
men.”
Nyan’ombe nodded, apparently satisfied that the idea was good and could be implemented in practice—and in
war.
“Another thing we have learned from the Vanyai,” Feso now added, “was the use of the short-shafted assegai
for close range fighting in place of the long-shafted spear. Our soldiers now fight easily and confidently with their
new weapons. This I know you have personally thought much about.”
Then, Feso, looking at Nyan’ombe with a curious look, inquired:
“Changamire, I am curious to know what it was that Chipo whispered into your ear? You’ve never divulged or
shared that secret with us. Would it be an act of impropriety to ask your Highness about this?” Nyan’ombe smiled.
“I’m glad you asked that,” he said. “On the night of our retreat, my wife whispered a very important message
to me.”
Feso and Mapondera waited very intently. Continuing, the mambo said:
“She told me that three hundred days from that day her father would be holding a feast festival for her. That is
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an annual celebration. On that day, she suggested, we must make an invasion of Pfumojena’s royal village and
land. For then the people would be eating, reveling, drinking, and getting drunk, and they would be least prepared
for the invasion.”
“Ah, then we will catch them—and avenge our losses,” grunted Mapondera, grinding his back teeth.
“That is the Festival of the Princess Day,” reminisced Feso. “I remember that day—a great day it is. We still
have some months ahead of us. But we must prepare for it every moment. It should be our only concern.”
“Chipo is a wonderful woman—a wonderful mother of our nation!” observed Mapondera, “and we must have
her at the head of the nation.”
“She is my wife, and some day, we will bring her back home,” Nyan’ombe avowed his intention, “and with
her, our other lost and captured ones.”
*
And so each day, their plans ratified by the king, the great commanders trained their men—and women! Feso
and Mapondera could be seen instructing and giving orders to the national leaders in the new tactics they were to
observe in training their warriors. The tactics arrived at in their previous private meeting were to be implemented.
The leaders, thus prepared, returned home better strengthened and more determined to meet their foes than
ever before. In each outlying village the new tactics and weapons were worked with. More and more women were
accepted in the companies and regiments, so bitter was the memory of defeat, so sharp the wish for revenge.
Far away, Chipo, who had been taken back to her home kraal, was now restored to her former position by her
father. She had been “cleansed and purified” according to tradition and custom, in a ritual which included, among
many other things, sprinkling her body with specially prepared herbal conconctions, and forcing her to inhale
smoke from burning leaves and roots—all this to banish the Vahota demon-spirits. Resuming her daily walks with
her old friend, paying visits, guarded though they were, to Nyan’ombe’s mother, the days slowly passed. She was
in exile even though at home, and her wild father strained to win her faith and love—but with little success.
And no one dared speak the name “Feso” aloud.
The sun rose and set, and the copy-cat moon did the same. One after the other they paced through the sky or
hid behind storm clouds.
The day of the Festival of the Princess had now arrived. The celebrations this year were not only held in honor
of the Princess, but also to celebrate the great victory over the Vahota the year before. There was an air of
arrogance and pomp as the warriors danced and exhibited their military strength in an ostentatious parade. The
whole village became a great, giant celebrant as men, women, and children were engulfed in a vast mood of
joyous celebration. Food and drink were in abundance.
The people ate and quaffed to their heart’s content. All day long the din and noise of the celebrants rang far and
wide with hilarious people dancing and singing out to the melodious rhythm of their drums. No doubt, Pfumojena had restored his kingdom to its former glory with the once lost princess now restored to her royal place.
Forgotten were the outlaws, the runaways, the enslaved.
And, as usual, during the festivals, there were those who were possessed by the various mashave spirits: the
lion, the baboon, the mazenda and the magadairwa slave spirits. Quickly the seized souls fell into trance and
began to speak in tongues, and to mimic the beasts and spirits riding their backs.
Some of the less religious simply slept all over the royal village from sheer weariness or from surfeiting. Oh, it
was a great day! (But, alas, this great day was soon to turn—into a day of tragedy as great as the celebrations had
been one of happiness and pride).
The proud Vanyai who had fortified themselves all around and had thought they were truly invulnerable to any
attack by the Vahota, now stood face to face with their foes. For, towards the early hours of the morning when all
the Vanyai regiments that had come for the celebrations were asleep, they were suddenly taken unawares by the
Vahota and attacked. The foreigners came thick as a swarm of locusts and as determined as a fierce flock of
rhinoceroses, to destroy and conquer the Vanyai. They had hidden in the forest and guided by the outlaws unseen
had approached the exhausted capital.
The clatter of war soon became a din, and the din a pandemonium as the warriors entered the royal village,
screaming, spearing, laying it waste. The Vahota swarmed in fiercely, killing a great many of the resistors. The
Vanyai—completely stupefied—were unable to stem the tide of the invading forces. Though they tried to close
ranks, to fight the old way, they met the same tactics and better. Battle as they would, their resistance could not
match the planned and savage revenge of the Vahota.
Entering the imbahuru, and those of his councilors, a special detachment captured Pfumojena himself and his
commanders, themselves only half awake, and sought out Chipo who stood there in tears, pleading for her father’s
life. Feso and Mapondera led their captives away to the place where Nyan’ombe was waiting. For the first time
Nyan’ombe and Pfumojena met—not in battle but one king’s total defeat.
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“Changamire, Mazvimbakupa!” cried out Mapondera, “we bring forth to you your enemy, Pfumojena.”
“Not so!” responded Nyan’ombe. “Not so, great commander—but my truculent father-in-law.”
They all stood amazed. Likewise, Feso came forth leading Chipo by the hand and crying out:
“Tembo Mazvimbakupa! Behold your wife!”
“Indeed, welcome my dear wife! But more importantly—our nation’s retriever and new mother of the nation!”
So saying, he took her in his arms and embraced her gently and lovingly, while she, overcome with emotion,
responded tearfully.
“Today is a great day,” shouted Mapondera jubilantly. “We’ve subdued our once formidable and invincible
enemies.”
“Not so, great commander! Not so!” shouted back Nyan’ombe. “But rather we’ve retrieved our friendship with
the Vanyai in a rather unusual way. We’ve broken the barrier of pride and prejudice. We’ve bridged the differences that have divided us for so long.
“Now the Vanyai will know we are as good as they are—or better still—that we intend to be their friends and,
to show them we are as noble and civilized as they are.”
The commanders and others stood there amazed and astonished, for they had awaited Nyan’ombe’s command
to execute their enemies.
“From now and henceforth,” Nyan’ombe decreed, “if the King here accepts, we shall endeavor to build peace
between us and Vanyai—peace for all, with honor and respect for all—and for all time. And all serfs will be freed,
for we are all men—and there should be only respect for the older and wiser, and compassion for the weak and
old.”
“Mazvimbakupa! Your wisdom is wonderful!” they shouted, amazed at the magnanimity of his thoughts. Even
the captured Vanyai joined in.
“Since we all share one common heritage from Monomotapa—our great, great, grand ancestor—for that’s
what he was,” Nyan’ombe emphasized, “we shall now treat one another as cousins. Better, since the rift between
us has been broken down by reason of our common bond of marriage, we shall, henceforth, call one another
brothers and sisters.”
By this time the bellicose mood of all parties had changed into a jocular and relaxed mood.
Turning to Pfumojena who stood there, stripped of his royal power, but still full of his manly pride,
Nyan-'ombe asked:
“And what sayest thou, noble king?”
“Nothing, Changamire! Nothing! Or, rather this—that what you are saying is the truth—and the truth must
abide while all else falls apart.” Happy his enemy, his father-in-law, wanted to end the blood-letting, Nyan’ombe
shouted:
“Now, let us praise the woman whose subtle, innate powers have enabled us to be brought together, ending our
foolish strife and hostilities. The freedom of the woman has become the freedom of the man.”
“Changamire! Mazvimbakupa!” they all applauded. “We cannot fathom your knowledge and wisdom.”
“For a woman works in a mysterious way to change, yea, to transform a man’s heart. The true power of a man
comes from a good woman whose presence and purity makes the man worthy of his tasks—and equal to them.
But once the woman is absent, all the weight falls on the man, and he remains helpless. He cannot wield his
power or influence the future anymore.”
“Changamire! You are great!” the commanders praised him. “Go on, Sire! Go on! Give us more of your wisdom!” they urged him.
“Therefore, remember, noble commanders, what I said, at first. Changing a woman changes a nation. And
changing nations changes mankind. Today, as clear as ever, the woman has bridged the gap between us and the
proud Vanyai.” Stretching himself up as if to revive his strength, Nyan’ombe continued:
“Since the land of the Vanyai has now come under my control, from now, henceforth, there shall be no more
Muhota or Munyai. Instead, we shall all be called Vatapa because we all share a common heritage as descendants
of our great and noble ancestor—Matope Nyanhehwe Monomotapa."
“Long live Nyan’ombe!” they shouted.
“Long live the Vatapa! What a noble idea from our wise father!”
All around, the troops echoed such praises.
In this mood, they led the humbled Pfumojena and his captured commanders away. But not to death, but to
respected retirement.
*
And so, Pfumojena, having been forced to bury his white spear, and having been stripped of all his power, lost
his kingdom forever, now to live in quiet exile in a border village. His people, once peace was restored, and the
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noble terms of surrender announced, rallied to their princess and the generous Nyan’ombe. War was banished
between them.
In the meantime, only where there was resistance, did the Vahota continue to overrun the land of the Vanyai,
burning, looting, and laying waste the villages, and driving away hundreds of cattle as booty.
The triumphant and jubilant Vahota returned home then with their captives before them, singing triumphantly.
and in jubilation:
Oh, Munjeri! Won’t you listen?
Nhai, Munjeri wee! Chimboterera!
We’ve left them perched in the mountains.
Tasiya tavakwidza mumakomo.
Just what we’d said!
Ndozva takare va!
*
Oh, Chiweshe! Won’t you listen?
Nhai, Chiweshe iwe! Chimboterera!
We’ve left them perched in the mountains.
Tasiya tavakwidza mumakomo.
Just what we’d said!
Ndozva takare va!
*
Oh, Pfumojena! Won’t you listen?
Nhai, Pfumojena! Chimboterera!
We’ve perched you up in the mountains.
Tasiya takukwidza mumakomo.
Just what you deserved!
Ndozva wakada!
*
Oh, Vahota! Won’t you listen?
Nhai, Vahota imi! Chimbotererai!
We’ve left them perched in the mountains.
Tasiya tavakwidza mumakomo.
Just what they deserved!
Ndozva wakada!
*
Oh, Negomo! Won’t you listen?
Nhai, Negomo iwe! Chimboterera!
We’ve left them perched in the mountains.
Tasiya tavakwidza mumakomo.
Just what you had said!
Nduzva wakare va!
*
Oh, Pfumojena! Won’t you listen?
Nhai, Pfumojena! Chimboterera!
We’ve left you perched in the mountains.
Tasiya takukwidza mumakomo.
Just what you deserved!
Ndozva wakada!

Thus sang Nyan’ombe and his warriors as they triumphantly returned to their own villages. They were met by
women ululating, singing and dancing to meet their men—and some women warriors, too—in the procession.
The Vahota—now collectively called the Vatapa—built a new, even more prosperous and free society in peace,
unimpeded by the threats and intrusions once imposed by the belligerent Vanyai. And many marriages brought the
“cousins” together.
And so, Nyan’ombe and Chipo, his wife, and all the people of the new Vatapa nation, lived happily together
ever after, eating well, sleeping well, welcoming each new day with quiet joy and sure hope for the future.
Chokumarara and Manzira grew to manhood, having survived battle, and youth, to become great cattle breeders in the lush meadows of Mazoe.
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In bed, in his room, Hama couldn’t see them but he could clearly hear them behind the closed door in the
sitting room.
“Or you could start afresh. Get a job and work harder,” Matura, the medicine man, was saying.
“I am not young anymore,” Hama’s father said. “These pains in my chest make it impossible for me to work or
hope.”
“But you must have money to live on.”
“I know. That’s why I am asking for your help. In the old days I wouldn’t have bothered—I always had luck
with the horses.”
“In the old days you had luck with everything. I never knew a man who had such luck as you had then.”
“But it’s not there anymore now, is it? Lots of luck and no head with anything—money, women, jobs—everything—and today it’s just as if I never had all that. One minute there—the next—gone.”
“You were a fool.” Pause.
“I have never met a bigger fool than you. You should have stayed married to one woman instead of taking
them on and throwing them away the way you did—as if they were worn-out clothes you didn’t need anymore.”
“I always felt that the women were finally more interested in my money than in me.”
“That was your trouble—and still is the trouble with you. Money. You didn’t care for anything else. Not even
those women. I could mention two or three who really loved you but you never saw it.”
“They never gave me any children. I wanted children and all of them didn’t care for children. They were just
after my money.”
“You never wanted any children. They saw that much through you. Even the body in there—you have called
him the result of an accident. No, children isn’t what you wanted and they gave you none. That’s why none of
them stayed for very long with you.” There was a long pause, then Hama heard his father croak:
“You have got to help me. Something is happening to me, I can feel it. If I don’t have money soon I’ll be
vultures’ meat!”
Matura’s voice was very soft—touched with a kind of sadness when he answered:
“Why don’t you go back to the reserve?\fn{ The white minority government of Rhodesia (Zimbabwe’s name (in various forms
—Southern Rhodesia, Republic of Rhodesia, Federation of Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland—previous to African
majority rule) practiced a form of racial separation in Rhodesia similar to that of the South African white minority rulers before African
majority rule there, where the various tribes of Africans were herded onto tribal reserves in an effort to segregate them from the white
community and prevent them from governing their own country.} Don’t you have any relatives?”

“None of them care for me. They would rather see me dead first.”
“You can’t blame them. It’s you who has thrown them away. In the same way that you have thrown away some
of the best of those women. No, you certainly can’t lay the blame on them.”
“Don’t rub it in. I know that only too well.”
“No you don’t” There was another pause, then quite simply, Hama’s father said:
“I need help now. You have got to help me.”
“And how do you think I can do that? I am not God. Only your own people can help you now.”
“At least you can bring back my luck. Bring back my luck so I can play the horses again.” Matura took some
time to answer, then he said:
“That’s going to be difficult. You have played with your chances in the past and it’s going to be very difficult
for you to have them back again. You aren’t the only one in the world, you know. Your ancestors gave you your
time and you lost it, now it’s other peoples’ turn.”
“Are you saying that it can’t be done?” There was despair in Hama’s father’s voice.
“Yes and no.” Silence; then:
“I am saying that this time you have got to pay for every little scrap of luck that comes your way—with your
own life. This time you have to make sacrifices. And only a few people are capable of making sacrifices—you
know. You are not one of them.”
“I will try. I would do anything to have my old luck back again.”
“Forget it. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I mean it.” It was almost a scream.
Matura laughed a nasty little laugh. He said:
“You don’t have enough love to be able to make the sacrifice.”
“Love? What has love to do with it?”
“Everything. You see, you have got to sacrifice the thing you love beyond everything else to be able to bring
back your luck. Now, what do you love beyond everything else? I bet you don’t even love yourself!” Matura
laughed again.
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“My son …”
This time the medicine-man’s laugh was really loud. He was enjoying himself. He said:
“Don’t strain yourself. You don’t love that boy. I have told you that already. You only feel that he is your
responsibility. You crippled him, you can’t get rid of the guilt so you think it’s love. I think you even hate him!”
“How can you say that? He is the only one I have got!”
“We shall see about that.” Their voices were now very low.
*
In his room, Hama turned over and looked at the yellow wall, then through the window at the peach tree whose
bare boughs pointed as if in prayer to the sky. The room was turning into a dungeon. Hama hardly remembered a
day he had been out of it for more than half a day since he came back from the hospital without his left leg.
And now he couldn’t even remember how long back that was. He couldn’t remember how long he had been in
this hateful room with its flecking yellow walls and damp, rotting corners curtained off with spider netting
studded with dead flies and cockroaches. He couldn’t remember how long he had been fighting the bedbugs and
the fleas and the lice and the other tiny things that gave him sleepless nights, biting, bloodsucking and irritating
him.
The fleas and the bugs and the lice were all right. At least he could see them. There were those other tiny
things that he couldn’t see, that he couldn’t tell whether they were inside or outside him. Once he had tried to
complain about them to his father and all he had got in answer was a very cold wordless look.
Now he kept quiet. Even on the bad days when his father would come home complaining of how badly things
were going with him, trying to trap Hama into talking, he would keep quiet. That had become a form of revenge
on his father—and he could tell that his father hated him for it.
Hama was tired of his father. Most of the time he was only just indifferent to him. In the beginning he had
cared: complaining that he wanted to go home to Aunt Rudo, that he couldn’t sleep in this room or that the room
needed cleaning—anything to attract his father’s attention. But since his father never paid any attention to them,
Hama had learned to forget that his father existed. Through all the time he had been living here with his father,
Hama had been able to follow, at a long silent distance, his father’s descent into the mud—from one woman to
another, through God knew how many friends with whom he always parted violently\fn{ The text has: violenty.} and
almost always at parties held in the house—quarrelling, fighting.
And it was always over the same thing: these parasites were after his father’s money, out to ruin him. Hama
had slowly learned the cause of the friendships, the quarrels, the fights and the partings: money. “My money” was
a favorite phrase of hs father’s. He had heard it mentioned so much that even now, though he had never had any
money himself, he violently hated what the word did to his ears: it was the sound of breaking crockery and
furniture, of belching and vomiting, the stink of beer and stale vomit, the sound of a fist against a mouth so
battered it sounded like a wet sponge—and blood all over the place. And the screams and the groans and the
moans and the threats.
He remembered too—from a very long hazy distance—and from constant reminders by his father—that it had
been because of her incapability to use money properly that his mother had been sent away. Now he couldn’t even
remember how she had looked like. But he remembered her wet face. What he knew of her as a person he had got
from his aunt, Rudo, where his father had sent him soon after the divorce. And any memories that Hama had of
any time that he had ever been happy or talked at length to someone were of the time he had been staying with his
aunt in the reserve. And he had cried and cried when his father came to take him away because it was time, his
father had said, it was time that the boy went to school.
It had just been a lie and Aunt Rudo had said it right there and then, and he, Hama, had somehow known that it
was just a plain old lie. Of course there hadn’t been any school. Instead, there had been that terrible accident when
his father drank while driving—drinking with that woman he had picked up in Enkeldoorn,\fn{ There is an ‘Enkeldoring’ some 100 miles northeast of Pretoria, very near territory of the former Bophuthatswana Homeland .} telling her he had lots of
money and that he was going to marry her.
There had been no school: only that accident where the woman had died in hospital and Hama had lost his left
leg. And his father had escaped with just a cut on his chin where the beard wouldn’t grow now so that his father—
who had loved to grow his beard long—some times using black shoe polish to keep it really black—had to shave
it clean off because the scar always showed itself at its worst when he didn’t shave.
There had been that accident and those long dreary months in hospital with his leg hung above him in plaster
before he came to live in this room which had slowly become worse than the hospital. Aunt Rudo had once paid
him a visit but she hadn’t stayed long because his father had been nasty to her and she had gone back home the
same day and she had never come back. And since that time, Hama had not seen anyone from home.
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Talk had filtered in through that door to him—talk of how his father had cast away his own people and the
curse that his mother had put on him. Whether this was true or not, Hama couldn’t say. All he knew was that there
were nights when his father shouted in his sleep, ranting and raving as if he were talking to someone who was
bothering him; and that there were times when his father called in strange people—mostly medicine-men and
women—to advise him on some matters.
And this evening was one of those times. And this time it looked worse because this was the fifth medicineman his father had consulted in a row. In his room, Hama had been able to gather that his father had long lost his
job, owed a lot of money to people and that the doctors had told him to stop smoking and drinking because he had
contracted some disease that would kill him if he didn’t listen to them. All this Hama heard without his meaning
to hear it—like so many things he had heard since he had come to live here. But like some of those things, this
had stuck in his mind without his meaning to let it stick.
They were talking loudly again in the sitting room.
“ … a very big sacrifice,” the medicine-man was saying.
“I will try. What else can I do?”
“Only his heart, a piece of his liver, his genitals. Mix them with this …” And again the voices were too low for
Hama to make out. But he knew what it was all about. He had heard lots like it.
It was the good luck prescription. The medicine that his father wanted to be able to play the horses again. The
medicine that his father needed to be rich once more. He had heard so many of these prescriptions in the past few
weeks that he hardly paid any attention to what was being said right now. He was more interested in the scene that
was taking shape of its own in his mind. He could see his father’s yellow whiskers trembling and his tiny head
bobbing up and down as if it were a gourd sitting on water, the yellow tobacco-stained talons digging into the
wood of the table as visions of money, money, and more money took possession of him till he just couldn’t sit
still, impatient to go out and try out this new medicine … Hama’s heart tightened and he felt the little invisible
insects inside him …
“Don’t do it if you find you are afraid. You must be absolutely calm because one mistake might mean your
death. I suggest that you see no woman, talk to no one, touch very little food before you perform the task. You
must take care that no one sees you leave or come back. And you have to banish all worry from your mind. There
is no turning back because once you do that—you are a dead donkey!” Then some inaudible words. Later Hama
heard them laughing. His father’s laugh was very thin and nervous. Then the door to the street opened and shut.
Hama’s father stayed out very late that night and when he came back, Hama heard him talking to himself.
All that night, each time he woke up from his light sleep, Hama heard his father walking about in his bedroom,
talking to himself.
*
Hama woke up when he heard his father’s shuffling just outside his door. He mentally, without his being
conscious of it, put on his armor. His father stopped and coughed, clearing his throat as if he had something very
important to say. They were usually guilt-ridden requests to Hama to do something for him—little sedentary jobs
like sewing some buttons on to his shirt or something of the sort. Hama never showed that he liked or disliked
them.
His father coughed again and the door to Hama’s room opened slightly. Hama looked away, pretending that he
was asleep. His father came in and stood in his usual spot whenever he came into this room: close to the door as if
ready to bolt out at the slightest hint of a threat on his life. He coughed again; that had become his way of saying
good morning to his son.
“We are going home,” Hama’s father said. For some time the statement hung embarrassingly naked in the air
before Hama turned round to face his father. He fixed his eyes on his father.
“I have borrowed a car.”
He took a step back from his son’s staring eyes. His bloodshot eyes shifted off Hama’s face and ricocheted off
the boy’s aluminum leg which Hama had thrust out of the blankets. His face twitched:
“This time there won’t be any accident.”
Hama looked away through the window at the peach tree. His father kept changing his weight from one leg to
the other. Conversation with his son seemed to make him nervous. It was like clinging a very high mountain: he
was a victim of vertigo.
“Don’t you want to go home?”
Hama looked at his father silently and when he saw that he was about to repeat his question he said:
“Without your driver’s license?” His father’s body jerked.
“Who told you?”
“I heard you talking to your friends in there.”
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There was a painful silence, then Hama’s father brought out a trembling hand and put it to his face. He turned
away saying:
“Get yourself ready. I am going to bring the car round.” He almost slunk out of the room. Hama looked after
him, wondering.
Since that time he came out of the hospital they had never gone home. Had Aunt Rudo died? The thought
frightened the boy and he lay very still and all of a sudden he heard distant voices calling to each other at play in
the village dusk. Aunt Rudo? The door opened again and Hama felt his father’s presence in the room.
“Is Aunt Rudo dead?” he asked without looking at his father.
His father looked at him furtively, surprised, unsettled and hurriedly left the room saying that nobody was dead
and he had to buck up because it was a long drive home and they had to get there before duskfall.
*
They drove out of Harare\fn{The capital of Zimbabwe, formerly called Salisbury under white minority rule. The Harare referred
to in this story, however, was a township on the outskirts of Salisbury .} along Beatrice Road. It was a close day, very still and
already uncomfortably warm in the early morning.
In dead silence they slid through early morning shadows of tall gum trees along the road. Hama’s father looked
solemnly ahead, driving carefully, and Hama studied his father’s tensed-up face in the rearview mirror. From his
father’s face, his eyes shifted to the gray road fanning out away from them, dappled with the shadows of departing
night and the lights of coming day.
The sun climbed a little higher as they turned off the main road into a dusty easterly road. It was now hot and
his father was sweating in his jacket. Hama resented him for not taking it off, because, by a weird association of
thought he felt as if he was sweating and uncomfortable.
The lonely yellow road stretched before them in the scorching sun, so wide and so long that it gave Hama the
illusion that they were not moving at all. Behind them the dust rose and hung in still clouds. The brittle grass and
bushes beside the road were powdered yellow with dust and farther away from the road on both sides stretched
plains of scattered trees and not much grass on the ground where the shadows of the trees were black blobs, cool
and inviting.
Looking at these dark patches of shadow, Hama felt comforted because he now felt as if he were sitting under
one of those trees, in the shade out of the sun. He felt happy, and then, slowly, he began to feel sad because he
smelled cattle and hay.
At Aunt Rudo’s they were driving the cattle across the stream, bringing them home from the pastures in the
dusty purple dusk singing “The Mount of Moriah”. Aunt Rudo had taught him the song and had told him the story
behind the song. Without actually singing it now, but with the tune going round and round inside him, he understood the song now better than that time long ago in the village.
The length of the road—all that distance to be traveled—lent a kind of strange sadness—a sweet sadness—to
the song.
Moriah: a darkblue\fn{So the text.} mountain in autumn haze across plains of dry tall grass where the earth
meets the sky.
Abraham: long-bearded, broad-shouldered, in tattered colored robes—he had seen a picture once when Aunt
Rudo had taken him to church—mansmelling of snuff, fire, sweat, wet soil and the open air with a kindly
wrinkled face and the wisdom of distant horizons in his eyes.
Isaac: small, eager, smelling of goatmilk cream, his supple boy’s back arched under the heavy burden of
faggots: asking: “But where is the lamb for the sacrifice, Father?” And Abraham’s booming voice: “God shall
provide, son.”
And, thinking about this, Hama imagined himself as Isaac, but when he looked in the rearview mirror and saw
his father’s mean, sorry-stained face he felt betrayed. His father was a far cry from the self-confident, big-boned
Abraham. And if his father couldn’t be Abraham, then he was not Isaac …
They were passing through a village, scattered here and there in the bush red-brick rondavels\fn{Round natives
huts of southern Africa usually made of mud and having thatched roofs of grass .} with thatched roof and an occasional glitter in
the sun to show off somebody’s big house with its corrugated iron roof, bare orange and white fields trembling
with the heat of the sun, bordered with clumps of brown and yellow bush.
And soon, this passed into dry grass plains, solitary, burdened with the heat, with an occasional acacia or
muhacha, and always the illusion of water somewhere—this from the dark ripe-rapoko color of the grass—but no
water at all, until, all unexpectedly, the car dropped and they were crossing the brown-pebbled, sun-burned bed of
a seasonal river, with, as the eye followed its course well-marked across the plain, a silver-fleck to show a
stagnant pool of rust-colored water, not any help for assuaging thirst.
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Further on, the plains had been burned. For many miles on either side nothing stood out in the thirst making
shimmering blackness. “The Mount of Moriah” died in the boy’s mind and he grew silent and depressed. The road
rose and fell, rose and fell again and again with the land as far as the eye could see and Hama smelled burn-ing oil
and felt the car rolling and shaking as if it would fall to pieces on the gravel of the road, ever so straight, so lonely,
always and forever oppressed with the heat without any hope of any shade and he felt all the weight of the heat on
him and it seemed to him as if they wold never get anywhere and the sun would never stop burning and scorching
everything black.
Then suddenly, the land broke up—gullies, a river: water!
*
His father stopped the car on the left side of the road and, in the sudden stillness of the world, with the roar of
the car in their ears, they looked along the road they had come and ahead at the way they still had to go across the
bridge. They were the only people in the whole world and this thought made Hama pity his father, and then
ashamed to be ashamed of his father. His father pulled out the paper bag with their lunch and said:
“Let’s find a cool place where we can sit.”
The grass-grown banks of the river were far back now from the water which flowed in a very thin trickle over
a bed of pebbles.
Father and son walked slowly in the hot foot-sinking white sand along the river. There were tufts of watergathered flotsam and river-dirt caught in the shrubs and boulders along the sand; and farther out from the banks,
marking the extent of the floods that year. Half-buried in the sand and in the bed of the river Hama found some
shells and up on the banks, in the trees, they surprised birds at sleep from the heat of the day.
They chose a water-polished rock in the shade of a muonde tree that grew on the very edge of a pool whose
bottom they could not see. Water flowed smoothly and quietly round the rocks and boulders in the river and there
were white bird-droppings on the rocks.
It was very cool on the river. Hama leaned against the white and gray mottled bole of the tree and felt the tiredness leave him. It was as if that particular tree had been chosen in all the world for his back to lean on. A strange
elation came upon him, but this turned into a sad melancholy when he looked at his father. The still day, the
vastness of the blue sky and the strange loneliness of the river made him feel helpless. His father, too, looked very
small—afraid of something both of them could feel but couldn’t see.
All of a sudden, Hama was very afraid.
“We aren’t going home to anyone’s death, are we?” The lonely land, the river and the faraway sky forced him
to talk in a whisper.
“I told you long back that we aren’t going home to anyone’s death and now just shut up, will you?” his father
said.
Hama felt that his father’s agitation was not justified and something settled in him: an unknown fear. He felt,
for the first time in his life, a deep need to appeal to someone for help. He saw his father’s hands shaking as he
tried to open the bag. The flesh on his face had become more wrinkled and his adam’s apple was moving up and
down as if he was having difficulty in swallowing something too big for his throat. His father now looked at the
opposite bank of the river, very far away. Later, after some introductory coughs and shufflings in the bag, Hama
heard him say:
“Feel hungry?”
The softness of the voice surprised Hama—and confused him. He didn’t know whether the feeling of emptiness inside him was hunger or not. He nodded, though he didn’t have any appetite for anything.
His father laid out several packages wrapped up in oil paperon the rock. He slowly began to unwrap them and
laid out their lunch on the rock between them. There was bread cut into thin slices with wedges of cheese between
the slices, pieces of biltong\fn{Jerked meat, especially jerked beef, venison, or ostrich .} and two egg-rolls and a bottle of
orange juice. They ate slowly, sipping in turn from the bottle, leaning against the tree.
It was the first meal that Hama had ever had with is father and he couldn’t enjoy it. He noticed that his father
felt the same, too: he would take a timid bite on the bread, deliberately\fn{ The text has: deliberate.} over-chewing it,
then, not looking at the boy, his hand shaking, reach for the bottle of the juice, and when their fingers touched in
passing the bottle both of them felt like saying “Sorry”—then his father would swallow his food making a gurgle
down his throat as if he were swallowing something hard and bitter, like medicine.
Then, all of a sudden, after the third bite on his second slice of bread, his father stood up and flung the unfinished piece of bread onto the water and walked a little way along the sand as if he were looking for something.
Hama saw him wipe his forehead thrice and, there, dwarfed by the huge red bank, the white expanse of the heattormented sand and the great arid space above them, he looked forlornly small. Hama looked away and stared
listlessly down the river and the smooth pebbles.
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A bird screeched in the hot stillness and the boy nearly fell off the rock into the water. He had forgotten about
the childhood stories of certain bird-cries that were portents of ill-omen. Now, the only bird of this type that he
remembered was the owl. For two days an owl had cried on the roof of their house out in the reserve and Aunt
Rudo hadn’t said anything but he knew from the way her face fell that she felt that there was something bad that
was going to happen. And there had been the accident.
And now, Hama wondered about this bird that had screeched up there in the trees on the bank. This bird wasn’t
an owl, he could tell that from its cry. Also, an owl was much bigger and slower in flight than this bird which he
had not quite seen but only as a small fast dart against the glare of the sun above those trees on the bank. Maybe
there was a bird fight up there. He saw some feathers dropping slowly down to the sand, descending in a spiral.
The cry, so lonely, the black dart against the sun, and now the feathers—Hama felt afraid.
But then the only other bird he knew that had the size of this other one was the honey-bird. The honey-bird
was unpredictable. It could as easily lead you to a beehive as to a snake’s nest.
Hama shivered. He had once stepped on a coiled snake … oh. He instinctively recoiled from the horror and as
he leaned forward from the tree he felt a soft brush on his neck and he fell off the rock with a scream into the
water. He had the hiccuping sensation of hitting cold water and the sudden desperate blacking-out feeling of
sinking fast beyond all help, and then the relief—the shocked jolt of hitting a shallow bottom.
The water barely rose to his waist.
Crouching in the water, he had a glimpse of his father’s horror-mottled face and in his trembling left hand a
yellow scarf and in the right a big open knife … Then quickly, he felt himself being pulled up the chilly slimy
face of the rock, his metal leg banging against the face of the rock as he went up. His father’s face was twisted up
painfully and his eyes jumped and his whiskers trembled as he said:
“All right? You aren’t hurt are you?”
And his father’s hands all over his body, quick and agitated, feeling for any broken bones. He even touched the
metal leg. Hama felt so embarrassed with this unusual nearness and attention of his father’s that he couldn’t look
him in the face, his body tensed away from his father. Then he felt really bad when he discovered that his father’s
teeth were all black with rot—some, rusty-colored—and they gave off a very sickening stench. An unbearable
sadness washed over Hama. He said:
“You scared me!”
His father said nothing. He kept on feeling here and there, jobbing the boy’s arm or leg this way and that,
making such a short-breath fuss over him that for a moment Hama looked very closely, keenly, at his father, a new
but short-lived fear taking a grip on him. This feeling disappeared as quickly as it had come and Hama felt hollow
inside and now he was looking at his father and wondering what he wanted a yellow scarf and such a big knife
for.
His father caught him staring, and in a sudden burst of emotion, he hugged the boy so hard his body shaking so
violently that all the breath left Hama. His eyes were tightly shut. Hama’s eyes were turned on the knife.
Yes. It was a big knife. Pocket-size, but still big. It evoked a strange fear in him and then something in him
happened and he felt very, very sad for his father. The thought came to him that this knife was too big and clumsy
to pare one’s fingernails with—because it just came to him that must be what his father needed the knife for—to
pare his fingernails with.
“Why didn’t you ask me for a razor-blade?”
Hama asked, suddenly wanting to help his father, fumbling in his wet pockets. He always kept bits of broken
razor-blade in case he wanted to sharpen a stick to pick his teeth. It was a strangely pleasant sensation to lodge his
tongue into some hollow in between his teeth and taste his own blood …
He found the blade and handed it to his father.
Their eyes met.
For a brief moment they both looked at the blade, then something violent seemed to happen inside his father.
He closed his eyes tightly shut and with a pained cry grabbed the blade from the boy and flung it together with the
knife far out across the water. Hama gasped as his eyes followed the course of the knife which flashed once in the
sun and with a sad splash fell into the water, out of reach, of his life forever. He would have loved to own that
knife … such a fine knife … He turned suddenly on his father and said:
“Why did you …?”
His father slapped him hard across the cheek and then prevented his fall by quickly pulling him to himself and
hugging him again, this time so tight that he let go when he heard Hama gasp in pain. Then his father was madly
tearing the scarf into thin shreds and flinging them out into the water. His eyes didn’t jump any more. They were
narrowed on what he was doing.
96

Hama was afraid. He turned away from his father to look at the pieces of cloth as they floated down the river.
Then, behind him he heard big sobs. His father’s head was dropped and he was crying into his hands. The first
time to see his father crying, Hama was confused, then sad, then confused again and out of a need to appeal to
someone—feeling very lonely and lost—he stretched out a hand and touched his father’s hands which were
cupped over his face.
He tried to pry\fn{The text has: ply.} the fingers loose, to make his father uncover his face, and, finding the
fingers too strong for him, he bit his lip, turned away and stared at the spot where the knife had fallen into the
river. There was an itch in his nostrils, he felt them begin to flare, bit his lip harder—but there were tiny beady
droplets in his eyes that split his vision into several bits—all complete in themselves—like seeing one image
reflected in several mirrors—distorted. It was only by a very strong application of the will that he stopped the
tears. Not a single drop touched his cheek.
And his thoughts stayed on that one spot where the knife had “died”, re-creating the whirlpools, following the
path of the knife as it went down, he felt a calm come over him, a clean sad sort of joy that made him aware,
almost physically—although he wasn’t touching him—of the human presence of his father.
But something told him that it wasn’t yet time to look at his father, so, he kept on looking down the river.
Caught in a cleft made by two rocks, dancing slowly in the current, Hamma saw the piece of bread his father had
thrown away.
“Let’s go,” his father said.
Slowly Hama turned and saw his father’s hand in mid-motion to touching his shoulder. He saw the hand drop,
but the face took a longer time turning the other way. His father’s eyes didn’t jump much any more, although they
seemed to be looking into a very, very long distance.
*
They walked back to the car and the boy felt the warm trickles of water coursing down his back from his hair.
His father turned the car’s nose back the way they had come.
“We aren’t going home?”
“Oh, yes we are!” his father said.
But they were driving to Salisbury. Hama looked at his father. His father noticed it and making a large sweep
of the land they were driving in, with his eyes, he said:
“My father—your grandfather—that is, used to spend days and days hunting in this area. This was before he
settled where we are settled now. He was running away from some people—some enemies. Our home is really
beyond those mountains.”
For a brief second, his father’s eyes rested on him, then they were looking at the land again. Finally they came
to rest on the road ahead of them. Hama couldn’t think of anything to say to this, so he kept quiet. The sun was
almost down, not yet but going down, and his father’s eyes were narrow points of light that distantly reflected the
long road as it fanned into them. His father’s eyes didn’t jump about anymore.
“Think we can make it before sundown?” his father asked. “I used to, you know, when you were still a baby
and I was driving for Makombe—but then that was a bus and it could take the punishment on these roads. Now, a
small car like this—but, still, let’s see …”
Then, all of a sudden, Hama lost the sound of the engine … only the rush of the cool wind and the roll of the
wheels sitting firmly on the road.
And all the way to Salisbury Hama listened to the roar of the car and his father’s voice above the roar, relating
what had happened in that dark time long ago before Hama had been born or was still a baby.
104.190 Thought Tracks In The Snow\fn{by Dambudzo Marechera (1955-1987)} Rusape, Makoni District,
Manicaland Province, Zimbabwe (M) 3\fn{The subdivisions are mine:H}
The skies had been overcast, my affairs were going badly and I was gloomy as the great gray clouds that hid
the sun from view. I had been ill, a fever, and had had to put up with medicines and a great deal of curious
attention from my landlady who had taken the position that my writing was certainly not doing me any good. It
snowed heavily that Sunday night and I watched the thick white doves’ feathers of it come sailing down and pile
up everywhere. I could not sleep. A restless refrain was repeatedly flashing through my mind: “You’re crazy,
you’re crazy, you’re crazy.” And great armfuls of it were snowing down onto the roofs, onto the roads, onto the
pavements, snowing down into everything: “You’re crazy, you’re crazy, you’re crazy.”
The week before, I had finished typing out my novel and had sent it off and had thought that I would be free of
it. But the thing was oppressing me and I was making the postman nervous and making myself ill all over. I had
then pulled myself up sharply and started again, giving lessons to a pimply youth who was certainly not interested
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in the course he had signed up with me. He came from Nigeria, he said, and what did I think about the Rhodesian
crisis\fn{In 1976 the black (majority) of Rhodesia’s politicians formed a united Patriotic Front, which received support from Rhodesia’s
neighbors, leading to an escalation of military operations in both area and intensity, the emergency measures adopted by the racist minority
government serving to increase anti-government feeling. These, by 1979, had forced the racist Prime Minister, Ian Smith, to come to terms
on majority rule, and Independence was declared in 1980. This is probably what is meant by the author .} and about white girls?

And anytime I so much as hinted that we were supposed to be paying attention to his unwritten essay on William Blake\fn{1757-1827, English poet, painter, engraver and visionary mystic .} he would shake his head in such a way that I
felt quite uncomfortable. My sessions with him always turned out to be alcoholic bouts because he brought with
him not the essays he ought to have done but bottles of spirit which invariably made us quite jolly and talkative
about anything under the sun—as long as it was not anything to do with English literature.
He had, he said, read my stories and found them quite indigestible. Why did I not write in my own language?
he asked. Was I perhaps one of those Africans who despised their own roots? Shouldn’t I be writing within our
great tradition or oral literature rather than turning out pseudo-Kafka-Dostoyevsky stories? What did I do with
myself when I was not working—did I have a girl? Did I know that I was a shit?
No, he said, I did not quite mean that—I mean shit in its good earthy sense.
And outside, the wet snow piled up softly like things which a man has chosen to forget, things sailing down the
sky and quietly gathering up inch by inch to bury me. I felt so hot I was unbearably cold. I felt so cold I could not
stand the heat of it.
It seemed the teargas fumes were still choking me; the police dogs still biting chunks out of terrified students;
the stones still crunching into fat white faces; and from every side the howling of sirens, the grinding run of boots,
the upraised truncheon—in the instant before the jarring of bone beneath polished hardwood—arrested by the
camera shutter opening and shutting.
Thick smoke erupting over the rugby and cricket fields suddenly covered everything; when it cleared armed
policemen and soldiers had herded the students onto the old cricket pitch and a long line of wire-meshed vans was
taking groups of students to the emergency detention centers. A group of white students were cheering the police
and jeering the prisoners; a Rhodesia Television cameraman was carefully recording everything. The huge Alsatians were licking their massive jaws at the long line of prisoners …
Thought tracks in the snow—shit!
*
As the plane burred into the night, leaving the Angolan coast and heading out into the void above the Atlantic,
I suddenly remembered that I had, in the rude hurry of it all, left my spectacles behind. I was coming to England
literally blind.
The blurred shape of the other passengers was grimly glued to the screen where Clint Eastwood was once
again shooting the shit out of his troubles. I was on my own, sipping a whiskey, and my head was roaring with a
strange emptiness.
What was it really that I had left behind me? My youth was a headache burring with the engines of a great
hunger that was eating up the huge chunks of empty air. I think I knew then that before me were years of desperate loneliness, and the whiskey would be followed by other whiskeys, other self-destructive poisons; I had
nothing but books inside my head, and they were burning me, burring with the engines of hope and illusion into
the endless expanse of air.
Who was I leaving behind? My own prematurely gray head still sat stubbornly upon my shoulders; my family
did not know where I was or whether I was alive or dead. I do not think they would have cared one way or the
other had they known that at that moment I was thousands of feet above the earth, hanging as it were in the emptiness which my dabbling with politics had created for me.
I felt sick with everything, sick with the self-pity, sick with the Rhodesian crisis, sick!—and the whiskey was
followed by other whiskeys and my old young man’s face stared back at me from the little window.
Would Oxford University be any different—was I so sure of myself then?
Dawn broke as we flew over Biscayne Bay; and the fresh white dove’s down of breast clouds looked from
above like another revelation that would turn out, when eaten, to be stone rather than bread.
*
“I meant shit in its good earthy sense,” the Nigerian repeated.
On the little table between us was the forgotten text of William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Songs of
Experience.\fn{Songs of Innocence was originally a separate collection of 19 poems, first published in 1789; Songs of Experience was
a further collection of 24 poems, first published in 1794, with the 19 poems of Songs of Innocence.}
A sudden knocking saved me from making any reply. I looked at my watch and knew immediately who it was
who had come. When she came in and curled herself up on the rug by the fire and muttered something shocking
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about the weather, I could se the silent accusation in the Nigerian’s eye, an accusation that suddenly turned into a
challenge.
I could see it was going to be one of those days again. My head was burring again with impotent anger, a sickening desperation which for once I dared to crash.
“It’s time for my next lesson, so you must excuse me,” I said breathlessly.
All my life I had never been able to control my breathing.
The Nigerian looked up sharply. He decided to let things go; and got up and left without another word. Rachel
was staring into the fire; the way her shoulders were shaking I knew she had resolved to do something drastic.
“You finished it?” Her voice was coiled round the steel wire of a taut self-control.
“Yes, I’ve sent it off to the publishers.”
She had not turned round. My glass was unsteady in my hand.
“Aren’t you going to say hello to me?”
I had not expected this.
I got up and put my hands on her shoulders but she twisted round suddenly and slapped me hard on my cheek.
Good heavens—what was it that had happened to her face? I stood there, with my old man’s gray head, and knew
that I would always be slightly ridiculous.
She had turned back to the fire. Her shoulders—those small frail shoulders!—still shook. I sat down and
refilled my glass and remembered quite bitterly the Nigerian’s taunts. It was a poisonous comedy the two of them
expected me to play.
“Don’t you care I’ve been seeing him? Sleeping with him?” she asked suddenly.
But I was prepared. Though I knew the wound would hurt badly after she left, I was at that moment prepared
for the knife thrust. Did she then really think so little of me?”
“Rachel, it’s your body, not mine, and you can do what you like with it,” I said.
“You know what you are—a nigger jackass,” she said.
“You don’t have to remind me, Rachel,” I said.
“A hypocrite.”
I felt weak with the heady buzzing inside my head; teargas canisters were exploding around my leaping feet. I
hurled a paving stone at an advancing policeman—
*
My glass had toppled over, spilling my spirit onto the floor.
“I just don’t know why I married you,” she said.
We had been married for two years but had slept together only for the first five days.
“Perhaps if we had had a child …” I hazarded. She swung round, but the fire was still burning in her eyes. This
is it, I thought.
“I am with child,” she said softly. She always lowered her voice when she delivered what she thought was a
deadly sword thrust.
“And it’s his child,” she added.
I refilled my glass; emptied it; refilled it again.
“That Nigerian boy?”
“He isn’t a boy,” she said. “He’s a man, a real man. Not an impotent bastard like you.”
“I’d rather you left my mother out of this,” I said, “but if you must drag her in, by all means do.”
“I want a divorce.”
“By all means get one, Rachel. I told you seventeen months ago that—”
“You really think you’re superior to everybody, don’t you?”
“Now, Rachel, you know that’s not true.”
“Don’t Rachel me!”
Her screamed words struck the ceiling and bounced back onto the bookshelves.
I cleared my throat.
“You never really loved me,” she said.
The note of self-pity in her voice—I recognized it in that far-off Rachel with whom I had tramped around
North Wales and been immeasurably happy for five short days.
I nodded toward the decanter. And she silently, thoughtfully, made a drink for herself.
“Damn it, Charles, why—why?”
She was chewing her lower lip. And then, abruptly, she sat down on the arm of my chair.
“Why?” she repeated.
I said nothing. She was deliberately impulsive—playfully almost—when she chose to be.
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“How long have you known?” she asked.
“Long enough not to hurt anymore,” I said.
*
The door was opening slowly. I leaned forward to refill my glass and she circled my shoulders with her arm
and with the other turned my face toward hers and kissed me. The door swung wide open and the Nigerian
stormed into the room, cursing:
“You bitch! You bloody bitch!”
“Charles!”
“Fucking white bitch!”
“Charles, don’t just sit there—he’s hurting me—you’re wife!”
I tried to duck but the truncheon struck the side of my head.
“Charles! I’m your wife!”
She was down there on the floor being mauled by an Alsatian. Another canister exploded on the wall behind
me. Thick white choking gas engulfed me. I held down my breath and lunged at the uniformed figure. Somewhere
in the background, my landlady was hovering about with a rolling pin.
I grappled with the Nigerian. He was still cursing: “Fucking Rhodesians—get independence first, then perhaps
you’ll learn how to fight!”
He was hurting me badly. I could feel the blood rushing out through my nose. Rachel was somewhere on the
floor near the shattered glass case. The landlady cautiously crept up behind him and smashed the rolling pin on his
great head. He slumped to the floor, out cold. I was trying to wipe the blood from my face and at the same time
trying to congratulate the landlady on her timely appearance when a blinding flash of pain hurled me to the floor.
When I regained my senses, the landlady was slapping my face and Rachel was coming in with a dish of steaming
water and a towel. The Nigerian was nowhere in sight.
The landlady reached out for the towel, but Rachel said:
“You’ve done quite enough as it is. You could have killed my husband, you know.”
The landlady sighed like one who is used to being ill used:
“It’s my glasses. I couldn’t see which one was the Nigerian and which one was him, you know. And I thought I
may as well knock them both down, because I didn’t know who it was I knocked down first. You know,” said the
landlady as she peered down at me.
My lips had stretched out in a tight smile; I was trying not to laugh. The landlady picked up the dangerous
rolling pin and said;
“These are very handy, you know. When my husband came home drunk the other day—”
“That will be all, Mrs. Sutcliffe-Smith,” Rachel said firmly.
The landlady winced; and strode out with great dignity.
Rachel stared down at me and—for the first time since those distant five days looked much older, I mean not
much older, than the eighteen-year-old she was.
“It’s still not late for an abortion,” she said. She wrung out the towel and wiped the blood streaming out of my
nose.
“Did you hear what I said?”
“I’m having dinner with Michael—you remember him, don’t you, from when you were training as a nurse?”
“The one with the stammer?”
I nodded. I corrected myself:
“We’re having dinner with him tonight. He’s the best doctor in Oxford. We’ll mention it casually to him.
“Rachel,” I added, “welcome home.”
*
Thick white doves’ feathers snowed down from the overcast skies. Would my novel be accepted? Would
Rachel soon tire of me once again? I was still rather weak; but I knew that deep inside me I had said good-bye to
Africa, forever. The illusory dawn of the white white snow gleamed with a desolate brightness. Christchurch
struck four o’clock. Once more I paced up and down in my study and tried vainly to drive away the startling
refrain that was, like a stuck record player, Repeating itself over and over inside my head. When I looked out
through the windows, hoping to retrace my life’s footsteps, I saw that fresh armfuls of snow had covered up my
thought tracks.
259.175 Excerpt from Nervous Conditions: A Novel\fn{by Tsitsi Dangarembga (1959- )} Mutoko, Mashonaland
East Province, Zimbabwe (F) 27
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1
I was not sorry when my brother died.
Nor am I apologising for my callousness, as you may define it, my lack of feeling. For it is not that at all. I feel
many things these days, much more than I was able to feel in the days when I was young and my brother died, and
there are reasons for this more than the mere consequence of age.
Therefore I shall not apologise but begin by recalling the facts as I remember them that led up to my brother’s
death, the events that put me in a position to write this account. For though the event of my brother’s passing and
the events of my story cannot be separated, my story is not after all about death, but about my escape and Lucia’s;
about my mother’s and Maiguru’s entrapment; and about Nyasha’s rebellion—Nyasha, far-minded and isolated,
my uncle’s daughter, whose rebellion may not in the end have been successful.
*
I was thirteen years old when my brother died. It happened in 1968. It was the end of term and we were expecting him home by the afternoon bus that passed through our village at three o’clock. My brother went to school at
the mission where my uncle was headmaster and which was some twenty miles away from the village, to the
west, in the direction of Umtali town. Sometimes, when my uncle was not too busy with reports and administration at the end of the school term, he was able to come away from his office at three o’clock in the afternoon,
sacrificing the remaining hours in the day in order to bring Nhamo home.
This was what Nhamo preferred. He did not like travelling by bus because, he said, it was too slow. Moreover,
the women smelt of unhealthy reproductive odours, the children were inclined to relieve their upset bowels on the
floor, and the men gave off strong aromas of productive labour. He did not like sharing the vehicle with various
kinds of produce in suspicious stages of freshness, with frightened hens, with the occasional rich-smelling goat.
“We should have a special bus,” he complained, “like they have for students who live in Fort Victoria and in
Salisbury,” quite forgetting that these were towns, autonomous urban centres, whereas our home was in the communal lands that surround Umtali, and that since my uncle’s mission was considered to be in Umtali there was no
need to hire a bus in order to ferry him and the other pupils who lived in our area home.
Even so, hiring a bus would not have made the end of term comfortable enough for my brother. The bus terminus—which is also the market, with pale dirty tuckshops, dark and dingy inside, which we call magrosa,\fn
{Almost all the italics are mine; except in five places, so are the internal divisions, marked [*]. This is in line with editorial policy, which
attempts to italicize all words foreign to English, and to sub-divide lengthy internal paragraphs in the interest of better human understanding and more effective machine-readability:H } and women under msasa trees selling hard-boiled eggs, vegetables,

seasonal fruit, boiled chicken which is sometimes curried and sometimes not, and anything else that the villagers
or travellers might like to buy—is at least two miles distance from our homestead. Had a bus been hired or not my
brother would still have had to walk the two miles home. This walk was another aspect of his homeward journey
that my brother wished not to have to endure.
*
I, not having had to make the journey regularly each end of term and each beginning of a new term, could not
understand why my brother disliked walking so much, especially after being cramped in an airless bus for such a
long time: the bus-journey to the mission took nearly an hour. Besides the relief of being able to stretch your legs
after such a long journey, the walk home from the bus terminus was not a long walk when you had nowhere to
hurry to.
The road wound down by the fields where there were always some people with whom to pass ten minutes of
the day—enquiring about their health and the health of their family, admiring the broad-leafed abundance of the
maize crop when it was good, predicting how many bags the field would yield or wondering whether the plants
had tasselled too early or too late. And although the stretch of road between the fields and the terminus was exposed to the sun and was, from September to April, except when it rained, harsh and scorching so that the glare
from the sand scratched at your eyes, there was always shade by the fields where clumps of trees were deliberately left standing to shelter us when we ate our meals or rested between cultivating strips of the land.
From the fields the road grew shadier with shrubs and trees. Acacia, lantana, msasa and mopani, clustered
about on either side. If you had time you could run off the road into more wooded areas to look for matamba and
maturiduru. Sweet and sour. Delicious. From this woody section the road rolled down into a shallow ravine, a
river valley thoughtfully appointed along its floor with smooth, flat-topped boulders which made exciting equipment for all sorts of our childhood games.
Across and around the lowest of these boulders, the river flowed sparsely in a dry season, but deeply enough in
places when the rains were heavy to cover a child’s head and to engulf me to my nipples. We learnt to avoid these
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places when the river flowed violently, but in most seasons it flowed placidly enough to permit bathing along
most of its length.
As children we were not restricted. We could play where we pleased. But the women had their own spot for
bathing and the men their own too. Where the women washed the river was shallow, seldom reaching above my
knees, and the rocks were lower and flatter there than in other places, covering most of the riverbed. The women
liked their spot because it was sensibly architectured for doing the laundry. But we were apprehensive about
growing so big that we would have to wash there with the women and no longer be able to swim in the deeper,
cooler, more interesting pools.
The river, the trees, the fruit and the fields.
This was how it was in the beginning. This is how I remember it in my earliest memories, but it did not stay
like that. While I was still quite young, to enable administration of our area, the Government built its District
Council Houses less than a mile away from the places where we washed. Thus it became necessary for all the
inhabitants of the dozen or so homesteads that made up our village to cross Nyamarira, as our river is called,
whenever we went on business to the Council Houses.
It was not long before the entrepreneurial among us, noticing that there were always more people gathered at
the Council Houses than anywhere else in the village (except at church on Sundays and on other days in places
where beer was being drunk), built their little tuckshops which sold the groceries we needed—bread, tea, sugar,
jam, salt, cooking oil, matches, candles, paraffin and soap—there beside the Council Houses. I do not remember
the exact sequence of this development, whether the place became a bus terminus before or after the tuckshops
were built, but soon buses were stopping there too.
Idle, the less industrious youth of the village began to loiter around the tuckshops, buying each other when
they could afford to, which was not often, Fanta and Coca-Cola and perfume that smelt of vanilla essence, cheap
at a tickey\fn{A threepenny bit: in England a twelve-sided brass coin worth three pence in the old pre-decimalization currency and about
the size of a nickel, which ceased to be legal tender there in mid-1971; a similar coin was produced for circulation in South Africa,
Australia, and other locations within the British Empire:H } a bottle. An enterprising owner of one of the tuckshops, taking

advantage of this, introduced a gramophone into his shop so that the youth could entertain themselves with music
and dancing. They played the new rumba that, as popular music will, pointed unsystematic fingers at the conditions of the times:
“I’ll beat you up if you keep asking for your money,”
“Father, I am jobless, give me money for roora,”\fn{The largest part of the brideprice; or “bridewealth” as it is more
discreetly referred to:H}
“My love, why have you taken a second wife?”
There was swaying of hips, stamping of feet to the pulse of these social facts. There was solidarity. The authorities became alarmed. Seeing how enterprising our community they rewarded us for our efforts by building us a
beer hall, painted dark blue like the Council Houses, where “native beer” and “clear beer” were sold cheaply
every day of the week.
Thus our washing places became thoroughfares for people going to magrosa for all sorts of reasons. In the interests of decency bathing was relegated to further up the river. Nevertheless, when I was feeling brave, which
was before my breasts grew too large, I would listen from the top of the ravine and, when I was sure I had felt no
one coming, run down to the river, slip off my frock, which was usually all that I was wearing, and swim blissfully for as long as I dared in the old deep places.
*
This was the walk that my brother detested! Truly, I could continue endlessly describing the possibilities that
were in that walk, so I could not understand why he was so resentful of it. Yet resentful he was, and most of the
time he managed to avoid it by staying at the mission after the end of term on one pretext or another until my
uncle, who is my father’s brother and the eldest child in their family, decided that he would pay us a visit.
My uncle visited us often.
It had been my uncle’s idea that Nhamo should go to school at the mission. Nhamo, if given the chance, my
uncle said, would distinguish himself academically, at least sufficiently to enter a decent profession. With the
money earned in this way, my uncle said, Nhamo would lift our branch of the family out of the squalor in which
we were living. Thus my uncle’s gesture was oceanic, and my father, who liked hyperbole, did not need much
persuading to see the sense of this plan. After only the mildest of polite hesitations, during which he reminded my
uncle that Nhamo’s departure would result in more work on the homestead for the rest of us, he agreed to let my
brother go.
This happened when my brother was in Standard Three, which was in 1965, the year of my uncle’s return from
England. By that time, the end of 1965, my brother had already begun to distinguish himself by coming top of the
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class in his first two years of primary school and staying in the top five thereafter. It was this tendency that my
uncle, who had been excited by it, wished to develop.
“If I had your brains,” my father used to say to Nhamo by way of encouragement during my brother’s early
school years, his formative years, “I would have been a teacher by now. Or maybe even a doctor. Ya! Maybe even
a doctor. Do you think we would be living the way we are? No! In a brick house with running water, hot and cold,
and lights, just like Mukoma. It would have been good, if only I had the brains.”
Nhamo, who believed in filial obedience, used to agree with my father that indeed it would have been good
and to reassure my father that the intelligence he had been blessed with would not be abused.
I was different. I wanted to find out the truth. Did my father mean that Babamukuru was sharp at his lessons? I
asked one day, overhearing one of these conversations.
“Not exactly that,” my father replied. “I wouldn’t say Mukoma was sharp. No. Not exactly sharp. But he used
to read. Ha! Mukoma used to read. Whatever he touched he pushed, that’s the way he was. I-i-h! Mukoma used to
read,” he concluded, opening his mouth in a wide grimace, wrinkling his forehead in awe-filled tribute to my
uncle’s perseverance. And then, realising the trap he had set for himself and fallen into, he was obliged to excuse
himself.
“But Mukoma was lucky. He got the chance. He went to the mission at an early age. The missionaries looked
after him so well, you know, that the books, ha-a-a, the books came naturally.”
Whether Babamukuru was sharp or industrious or merely lucky, Nhamo was usually able to cajole his uncle
into driving him home. How Nhamo managed this is a mystery to me, because Babamukuru has never been the
sort of person who is easily cajoled. Nevertheless, Nhamo could usually manage.
*
But this time, this particular end of term that I am talking about in November 1968, when Nhamo had just
completed his Standard Six and therefore finished early, Babamukuru was attending a meeting in town. Nhamo
was obliged to take the bus.
Actually I think Babamukuru had decided that it would be good for Nhamo to take the bus for a change. I think
my uncle had begun to worry, about the way in which my brother was developing. Certainly, all of us at home
who were old enough to worry, all of us except my father that is, had begun to worry about Nhamo’s development.
Very soon after going to the mission my brother stopped coming home to stay during the short vacations. Although he did visit occasionally with my uncle, he came back home to stay only once a year when the school year
ended and the maize year began. During the April and August holidays Nhamo refused to come home, saying it
was necessary to read his books ceaselessly in order to pass his examinations at the end of each year.
This was a good argument. It enabled him to avoid the uncomfortable tasks of pulling down and stacking the
maize and stripping the cobs of their leaves. We used to itch viciously at the end of each day during the maize
harvest and run straight to the river from the fields to wash the itching away.
It was not surprising that Nhamo did not like the harvest. None of us found it a pleasant task. It was just one of
those things that had to be done. September and October were different. At this time the land was prepared for the
new crop. In the beginning people used to dig the land with hoes, which was hard work but not uncomfortable and
therefore not unenjoyable.
Then, just before Babamukuru went to England in 1960, he bought my father an ox-plough, so that by the time
I was old enough to help in the fields the work was reduced to planting the maize in the years that my father or
any visiting male relative who was strong enough found time to use the ox-plough. In the years that they did not
find the time, it was digging and planting as usual. After the planting, after the crop had germinated, all through
the rainy season until the plants were tall and sturdy, we weeded, using our hands and our hoes. Sometimes it was
not only maize but mhunga and rukweza as well.
The beginning of the crop year was a busy time My uncle insisted that Nhamo be home for it on the grounds
that there were no examinations pending to justify his staying at the mission. Thus Nhamo was forced once a year
to return to his squalid homestead, where he washed in cold water in an enamel basin or a flowing river, not in a
bathtub with taps gushing hot water and cold; where he ate sadza regularly with his fingers and meat hardly at all,
never with a knife and fork; where there was no light beyond the flickering yellow of candles and home-made
paraffin lamps to enable him to escape into his books when the rest of us had gone to bed.
*
All this poverty began to offend him, or at the very least to embarrass him after he went to the mission, in a
way that it had not done before.
Before he went to the mission, we had been able to agree that although our squalor was brutal, it was uncompromisingly ours; that the burden of dispelling it was, as a result, ours too.
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But then something that he saw at the mission turned his mind to thinking that our homestead no longer had
any claim upon him, so that when he did come home for his vacations, it was as if he had not: he was not very sociable. Helping in the fields or with the livestock or the firewood, any of the tasks he used to do willingly before
he went to the mission, became a bad joke.
When the rains came early at the end of his first year at the mission, he pointed out that most of the work had
already been done and we had coped very well; when the rains came late, as they did at the end of his second year
there, he reminded us that we had managed without him in the previous year.
The only times that he would expend any energy to help around the homestead were the times when Babamukuru sent word that he was coming to visit. On such days Nhamo would rise at dawn with the rest of us, working
so hard that the dirt ingrained itself into the skin of his hands and the sweat ran down his bare back, leaving him
smelling and looking for all the world like an archetypal labourer.
His strategy was perfect. He never returned to the homestead, no matter how tedious and heavy the tasks at
hand, until Babamukuru, having arrived home and found it deserted, drove down to the fields.
*
Sometimes Babamukuru wore shorts when he came to visit. If we were all at the fields on such an occasion he
would take a hoe and join us for a while in our labours before driving back to the homestead with my father and
Nhamo to listen to my father’s progress report concerning how far behind we were with the sowing, the cultivating or the harvest; how the neighbours’ cattle were plundering our fields; how Babamukuru should provide a
barbed-wire fence to keep out the baboons as well as the cattle.
When Babamukuru was not wearing shorts they would return to the homestead immediately. My mother, lips
pressed tight, would hitch little Rambanai more securely on her back and continue silently at her labours. The
ferocious swings of her arms as she grabbed and stripped a maize stalk restrained Netsai and me from making the
slightest murmur of rebellion. We imagined those ferocious movements of our mother’s arm sending a switch
whistling down on our legs and this thought made us very diligent.
Netsai turned on what I thought was an excessive amount of steam when mother grew silently ferocious. She
would have outstripped me by an indecent number of yards, an embarrassingly high quota of cobs, if I hadn’t
been ashamed to lose face by letting my younger sister out-work me. We would follow in the tracks of my uncle’s
car when the sun began to set, herding the cattle back to their kraal as we went since there was no other young
man in our family besides Nhamo to attend to this chore. We would travel as briskly as we could so that we would
not be late in preparing the evening meal. Personally, I did not like to see Babamukuru in shorts, because in his
mission clothes he was a dignified figure and that was how I liked to imagine him.
*
On the days that Babamukuru came to visit we killed a cock. Or rather, we killed a cock if there was one to
spare, otherwise just a hen. We also killed a fowl on the occasions that Nhamo came home, whether he came with
Babamukuru or whether he came alone. Netsai and I would corner the bird and catch it, eventually, after much
frustrated grasping of air and feathers, encouraged in the chase by squeals of delight from little Rambanai, who
often ended up crying when the bird flew away from us into her face.
On this particular November afternoon that we were expecting Nhamo home, my mother decided to water her
vegetables—rape, covo, tomatoes, derere and onions—which she grew on a plot that had been my grandmother’s,
quite close to the homestead although still a quarter of an hour’s walk away. We walked from the fields together,
my mother and I, with the cattle, until we reached the vegetable garden, where we parted, she to her watering, I to
the homestead, the cattle-whip in my hand but unused because the animals were as eager to be home as I was.
Our shadows had already elongated thinly eastwards as the sun sank behind the hills. It was well past six
o’clock. Being this late I was sure I would find Nhamo at home when I arrived, but when I walked up from the
cattle kraal I saw only Rambanai and Netsai playing in the sandy yard around the kitchen. They were playing
nhodo,\fn{Jacks} which is to say that Netsai was playing and Rambanai, when it was her turn, was simply
throwing the stone into the air and protesting loudly when Netsai resumed her turn. Rambanai was too young to
throw a stone up into the air and pick up several other stones and then catch the first stone as it fell. Netsai knew
this very well but enjoyed beating Rambanai at nhodo all the same.
As soon as Rambanai saw me she came running, complaining vehemently about Netsai’s unfairness in her
uninelligible language, so that it was only the look on her face that told me what she was saying.
“Hush, now,” I soothed, picking her up and settling her on my hip. “I’ll play nhodo with you. We’ll have a
good game. Did Nhamo send you for his luggage?” I asked Netsai.
“No, Sisi Tambu,” she answered. “Mukoma Nhamo has not yet come.”
“He hasn’t yet come?” I was not worried because the three o’clock bus was often a four o’clock or even a five
o’clock bus. I was relieved too. I would not have to kill the cock.
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“Then maybe tomorrow, when Babamukuru will be able to give him a lift.”
*
Knowing Nhamo as I did, I knew he would not arrive home that late in the day on foot, for that would entail
caryng his own luggage. Not that there was much of it, since he left his trunk at Babamukuru’s. He usually carried
no more than a small bag containing his books plus one or two pairs of old khaki shorts, which were the only
clothes he had that he was not afraid to spoil by wearing at home. Sometimes he carried a plastic bag as well, conaining odds and ends like sugar and tea, and soap, toothbrush and toothpaste. The sugar and tea were more often
than not a gift from my aunt to my mother although Nhamo kept them for himself.
He would drink sweet black tea while he read his books and we went about our chores. This used to amuse my
moher. When she caught him at it she would scold him off to herd the cattle, but when she related the incident she
would laugh.
“That boy and his books! He’ll make a fine teacher one of these days with all that reading!”
At any rate, Nhamo's luggage was never too cumbersome for him to carry. All the same, he would not carry it
all himself. Instead, he would leave something, a few books, a plastic bag, anything as long as there was somehing, at the shops at the bus terminus, for he was on friendly terms with everybody, so that he could send Netsai to
fetch them as soon as he arrived home.
When he was feeling gracious he would offer to mind Rambanai, who was still toddling, while Netsai ran the
errand. When he was being himself he would smirk that minding children was not a man’s duty and Netsai, who
was young although big for her age, would strap the baby to her back in order to fetch the luggage.
Once or twice, because there was too much for her to manage on her own, I went with her. Knowing that he
did not need help, that he only wanted to demonstrate to us and himself that he had the power, the authority to
make us do things for him, I hated fetching my brother’s luggage. Because I was almost as big as he was and
when I was angry could push a log from the fire into his face, he did not bully me too much, but Netsai compensaed for whatever I got away with.
Nhamo enjoyed taking a stick to her at the slightest excuse. To keep the peace I would accompany Netsai when
she needed help, all the way to the shops muttering and fuming to both of us about our brother’s laziness. You
may wonder why I did not stand up for my sister, tell my brother to carry his own luggage. I did on the first
occasion that he made Netsai run the errand. He agreed to go himself, then, when I had gone back into the kitchen, took Netsai out of earshot and gave her a sound whipping about the legs with a slender peach branch.
Poor Netsai! She told me she ran all the way to the shops. And then she asked me why I had not let her go in
the first place!
At first I thought it was the beating that was making her ask such a silly question, but later I realised that she
really did not mind carrying Nhamo’s luggage if there wasn’t too much of it. She was a sweet child, the type that
will make a sweet, sad wife.
As for Nhamo, he was very capable of convincing himself that Netsai would not carry the luggage if there was
too much for her. So I did not mind helping her when necessary.
*
This was not all that was unpleasant about our brother.
That Nhamo of ours had hundreds of unreasonable ideas. Even after all these years I still think that our home
was healthier when he was away. I certainly thought so at the time. I remember feeling quite relieved on that November afternoon. Since I no longer had to kill a cock and prepare it, only the sadza and vegetables needed attention. This was no task at all, giving me the option of going back to the garden to help my mother. The thought of
my mother working so hard, so alone, always distressed me, but in the end I decided to prepare the evening meal
so that she would be able to rest when she returned. For I knew that if there was still work to he done when she
finished her watering, she would tire herself further to do it.
“What is wrong, Sisi Tambu?” asked Netsai, bringing me out of my thoughts. Shifting Rambanai onto my left
hip I found that my right knee had locked.
“Wrong, Si’ Tam’?” queried Rambanai.
So typical of Netsai to ask a question I could not answer. I could not cold-bloodedly inform my sisters that I
had been thinking of how much I disliked our brother.
I felt guilty about it. As he was our brother, he ought to be liked, which made disliking him all the more difficult. That I still managed to do so meant I must dislike him very much indeed!
“It will be good,” I observed in an attempt to convince myself, “when Mukoma Nhamo comes home.”
“Why?” Netsai was puzzled. “What will he do?”
“What do?” echoed Rambanai, allowing me to laugh at her and so avoid answering.
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Putting her down I went to the dara to fill the enamel basin with water and to take the pots and plates I would
need for my cooking. The dara was depressing. Termites had determinedly chewed their way right through one
leg, so it stood tilted at an insolent angle, constantly letting things fall off it. As if that wasn’t enough, several of
the bark thongs that tied the cross-planks together had rotted. The planks had shifted, leaving large gaps between
them, so that when things did not fall off the dara they fell through it.
It must be fixed; I must fix it, I thought as I had thought a dozen times before, promising myself that I would
make the time. I bent down to pull the ten-gallon drum that we used for storing water from under the dara, fervently hoping that there was enough water in it for the night. Netsai was watching me.
“It’s full,” she smiled. “We used the tins. We only had to go three times to the river.”
“Go river,” agreed Rambanai.
“You are a good worker,” I told my sister, touched by her concern. Her pretty little face lit up from the inside.
We smiled at each other and Rambanai chortled.
The covo was crisp and large-leafed, not requiring much washing. The pots were all clean, further evidence of
Netsai’s considerate nature. I enjoyed preparing the food when the messier aspects had been taken care of. I
hummed as I shredded the covo into the pot, was pleased when the chickens came to peck up the stray pieces,
cleaning up the place without the threat of being caught and prepared themselves!
How I hated the whole process of enlisting Netsai’s help to head off the bird’s escape, growing irritable as I
lunged for its wings and clutched empty air until finally I caught it, protesting and cackling in its strident voice
until, sensing the inevitable, it was quiet.
Nor could I bear the smell of blood that threatened to suffocate when boiling water was poured over the
headless bird to loosen its feathers.
Next time, I thought naïvely, Nhamo will catch it himself. If he wants to eat chicken, he will catch it and kill it.
I will pluck it and cook it. This seemed a fair division of labour.
*
I thought naïvely.
Netsai’s beating because of the luggage should have made it clear to me that Nhamo was not interested in
being fair. Maybe to other people, but certainly not to his sisters, his younger sisters for that matter. Perhaps I am
being unfair to him, laying all this blame on him posthumously, when he cannot defend himself and when I have
seen enough to know that blame does not come in neatly packaged parcels.
Perhaps I am making it seem as though Nhamo simply decided to be obnoxious and turned out to be good at it,
when in reality that was not the case; when in reality he was doing no more than behave, perhaps extremely, in the
expected manner.
The needs and sensibilities of the women in my family were not considered a priority, or even legitimate. That
was why I was in Standard Three in the year that Nhamo died, instead of in Standard Five, as I should have been
by that age. In those days I felt the injustice of my situation every time I thought about it, which I could not help
but do often since children are always talking about their age.
Thinking about it, feeling the injustice of it, this is how I came to dislike my brother, and not only my brother:
my father, my mother—in fact everybody.
2
Nhamo began school in the year that he turned seven. This was the age at which the Government had declared
that African children were sufficiently developed cognitively to be able to understand the abstractions of numbers
and letters: 1 + 1 = 2; k-i-t-s-i = kitsi. Nhamo was one of the youngest pupils in his class. Perhaps other parents,
believing that we really were a retarded lot, thought it best to let their children’s abilities mature a little before
exposing them to the rigours of formal education.
And, of course, there was the question of fees.
Whatever the reason, many of us did not begin school until we were eight or even nine years old, but the precedent of early entry had been set for our family by Babamukuru, who had obtained a Bachelor’s Degree in South
Africa and consequently knew a lot about education.
“They should go early,” Babamukuru told my father, “while their minds are still malleable.” Inevitably, therefore, Nhamo began school in the year he turned seven and I followed the next since I was a year younger than
him.
Now, for some reason that I do not ever remember understanding since we had fair rains that year, our crops
were poor in the year that I began school. Although we harvested enough maize to keep us from starving, there
was nothing left over to sell. This meant there was no money in the house. No money meant no school fees. No
106

school fees meant no school. Nor was there any hope of procuring money since Babamukuru had left the mission
to go to England to study more about education.
I was only five when Babamukuru went to England. Consequently, all I can remember about the circumstances
surrounding his going is that everybody was very excited and very impressed by the event. Since then, in order to
find out what really happened at that time so that I can understand what followed, I have asked many people—
Maiguru and Babamukuru, my father, my mother, Nyasha and Chido—to tell me what they recollect. I have discovered, as is not surprising, that there were debates and conflicts and tensions surrounding the departure that as a
young child I could not have been aware of.
*
Babamukuru did not want to leave the mission. He did not want to go far from home again because he had
already left his mother once, to go to South Africa, and had not been back long enough to see that she was settled
and comfortable in her old age. In addition to this, he now had a family of his own. Although the missionaries
who had offered him the scholarship to study in England had offered Maiguru a scholarship as well (so anxious
were they that this intelligent, disciplined young couple be trained to become useful to their people), there was the
question of the children.
The debate and the tensions surrounding Babamukuru’s departure centred not so much on the question of his
going as on what to do with the children. Babamukuru was appreciative of the oppor tunity that had been offered;
and further, to decline would have been a form of suicide. The missionaries would have been annoyed by his
ingratitude. He would have fallen from grace with them and they would have taken under their wings another
promising young African in his place.
Unable to obtain the necessary qualifications at home, he had no alternative but to uproot himself for a period
of five years in order to retain the position that would enable him, in due course, to remove himself and both his
families from the mercy of nature and charitable missionaries.
My grandmother thought the children would be better off at home, where our ways were familiar and they
would be at ease in the family environment. But Babamukuru, remembering how difficult life was on the home stead, did not want his children to experience the want and hardship that he had experienced as a young child. In
addition, he preferred to have his children with him so he could supervise essential things such as their education
and their development. Therefore Chido and Nyasha were taken to England.
My father, of course, thinking that five years without his brother to provide for him was a long time in which
to be obliged to provide for himself, consoled himself with the knowledge that on Babamukuru’s return with his
high qualifications, he would be provided for more abundantly than before.
My mother was hopeful. She thought my father would at last grow responsible.
*
I remember discussing the phenomenon of Babamukuru’s education with Nhamo. Nhamo was very impressed
by the sheer amount of education that was possible. He told me that the kind of education Babamukuru had gone
to get must have been of a very important sort to make him go all that way for it.
“England,” he told me with weighty authority, “is very far away. It is much further away than South Africa.”
How did he know?
Nhamo knew a lot of things in those days. He knew more then than he did when he died. For instance, he knew
that when he grew up he was going to study for many degrees like Babamukuru and become a headmaster like
Babamukuru. He knew that it would be up to him to make sure that his younger sisters were educated, or look
after us if we were not, just as Babamukuru had done and was doing for his own brothers and sister. He knew that
he had to help in the fields and with the cattle and be pleasant to people.
Above all, he knew that he had to work hard at school and keep coming top of the class. This latter he did
diligently in Sub A and Sub B. He was particularly pleased with his Sub B result because he had beaten the next
boy by only two marks.
Then, having done so well, he was told he could not go to school any longer because there was no money for
the fees.
He cried.
Fortunately, my mother was determined in that year. She began to boil eggs, which she carried to the bus
terminus and sold to passengers passing through. (This meant that we could not eat them.) She also took vegetables—rape, onions and tomatoes—extending her garden so that there was more to sell. Business was fair, and
good during public holidays, when visitors from as far as Salisbury, Fort Victoria, Mount Darwin and Wankie
would be tempted to buy a little extra to take home with them. In this way she scraped together enough money to
keep my brother in school.
I understood that selling vegetables was not a lucrative business.
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I understood that there was not enough money for my fees.
Yes, I did understand why I could not go back to school, but I loved going to school and I was good at it.
Therefore, my circumstances affected me badly.
*
My father thought I should not mind.
“Is that anything to worry about? Ha-a-a, it’s nothing,” he reassured me, with his usual ability to jump
whichever way was easiest.
“Can you cook books and feed them to your husband? Stay at home with your mother. Learn to cook and
clean. Grow vegetables.”
His intention was to soothe me with comforting, sensible words, but I could not see the sense. This was often
the case when my father spoke, but there had not before been such concrete cause to question his theories. This
time, though, I had evidence. Maiguru was educated, and did she serve Babamukuru books for dinner?
I discovered to my unhappy relief that my father was not sensible. I complained to my mother.
“Baba says I do not need to be educated,” I told her scornfully. “He says I must learn to be a good wife. Look
at Maiguru,” I continued, unaware how viciously. “She is a better wife than you!”
My mother was too old to be disturbed by my childish nonsense. She tried to diffuse some of it by telling me
many things, by explaining that my father was right because even Maiguru knew how to cook and clean and grow
vegetables.
“This business of womanhood is a heavy burden,” she said. “How could it not be? Aren’t we the ones who
bear children? When it is like that you can’t just decided today I want to do this, tomorrow I want to do that, the
next day I want to be educated! When there are sacrifices to be made, you are the one who has to make them. And
these things are not easy; you have to start learning them early, from a very early age. The earlier the better so that
it is easy later on.
“Easy! As if it is ever easy. And these days it is worse, with the poverty of blackness on one side and the
weight of womanhood on the other. Aiwa! What will help you, my child, is to learn to carry your burdens with
strength.”
I thought about this for several days, during which I began to fear that I was not as intelligent as my Sub A performance had led me to believe, because, as with my father, I could not follow the sense of my mother’s words.
My mother said being black was a burden because it made you poor, but Babamukuru was not poor. My
mother said being a woman was a burden because you had to bear children and look after them and the husband.
But I did not think this was true. Maiguru was well looked after by Babamukuru, in a big house on the mission
which I had not seen but of which I had heard rumours concerning its vastness and elegance. Maiguru was driven
about in a car, looked well-kempt and fresh, clean all the time.
She was altogether a different kind of woman from my mother. I decided it was better to be like Maiguru, who
was not poor and had not been crushed by the weight of womanhood.
“I shall go to school again,” I announced to my parents.
My father was sharp with me, thinking that I expected him to obtain the money somehow, perhaps by working.
“Your nonsense, you are about to begin it! I can tell. You know your Babamukuru will not be home for a while
yet!”
“I will earn the fees,” I reassured him, laying out my plan for him as I had laid it out in my own mind.
“If you will give me some seed, I will clear my own field and grow my own maize. Not much. Just enough for
the fees.”
My father was greatly tickled by this. He annoyed me tremendously by laughing and laughing in an unpleasantly adult way.
“Just enough for the fees! Can you see her there?” he chuckled to my mother. “Such a little shrub, but already
making ripe plans! Can you tell your daughter, Ma’Shingayi, that there is no money. There is no money. That’s
all.”
My mother, of course, knew me better.
“And did she ask for money?” she enquired. “Listen to your child. She is asking for seed. That we can give.
Let her try. Let her see for herself that some things cannot be done.”
*
My father agreed. A little seed was not a large price to pay to keep me quiet. I began my project the next day, a
day in December 1962. The next January my brother entered Standard One. I worked on the homestead, in the
family fields and on my own plot.
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How I mumbled adoring, reverent prayers to my grandmother in those early days of my market gardening. My
grandmother, who had been an inexorable cultivator of land, sower of seeds and reaper of rich harvests until,
literally until, her very last moment.
When I was too small to be anything more than a hindrance in the family fields, I used to spend many productive hours working with my grandmother on the plot of land she called her garden. We hoed side by side strips of
land defined by the row of maize plants each carried, I obstinately insisting I could keep pace with her, she weeding three strips to my one so that I could. Praising my predisposition towards working, she consolidated it in me
as a desirable habit.
She gave me history lessons as well. History that could not be found in the textbooks; a stint in the field and a
rest, the beginning of the story, a pause.
“What happened after, Mbuya, what happened?”
“More work, my child, before you hear more story.” Slowly, methodically, throughout the day the field would
be cultivated, the episodes of my grandmother’s own portion of history strung together from beginning to end.
“Your family did not always live here, did not move to this place until after the time that I was married to your
grandfather. We lived up in Chipinge, where the soil is ripe and your great-grandfather was a rich man in the currency of those days, having many fat herd of cattle, large fields and four wives who worked hard to produce bountiful harvests. All this he could exchange for cloth and beads and axes and a gun, even a gun, from the traders.
They did not come to stay in those days; they passed through and left. Your great-grandfather had sons enough to
fill a kraal, all big, strong, hardworking men. And me, I was beautiful in those days,” her eyes twinkling at me so
that I was ashamed of examining her so closely to find the woman she described.
Why did she tell me this? She was not beautiful now, but I loved her, so I was ashamed that she saw me search
for the lost beauty.
“I wasn’t always this old, with wrinkles and gray hair, without teeth. At one time I was as small and pretty and
plump as you, and when I grew into a woman I was a fine woman with hair so long you could plait it into a single
row down the middle of my head. I had heavy, strong hips.”
This is where she usually ended the first episode. I was on tenterhooks. The princess and the prince. What happened? What happened?
Wizards well versed in treachery and black magic came from the south and forced the people from the land.
On donkey, on foot, on horse, on ox-cart, the people looked for a place to live. But the wizards were avaricious
and grasping; there was less and less land for the people. At last the people came upon the gray, sandy soil of the
homestead, so stony and barren that the wizards would not use it. There they built a home. But the third-born son,
my grandfather, lured by the wizards’ whispers of riches and luxury and driven by the harshness of the homestead, took himself and his family to one of their wizards’ farms.
Yuwi! Only to find that they had been enticed into slavery.
But one day my grandfather managed to escape to glittering gold mines in the south, where good men were
said to be quickly made rich. The white wizard had no use for women and children. He threw my grandmother
and her children off his farm. Destitute, they travelled back to the homestead, where my great-grandfather, although he had not regained his former standard of living, had managed to keep the family together.
And then my great-grandfather died and the family broke up, and it turned out that my grandfather had not
been a good man, for he was killed in the mines, and my grandmother was left with six children to support.
And then she heard that beings similar in appearance to the wizards but not of them, for these were holy, had
set up a mission not too far from the homestead. She walked, with my uncle, with Babamukuru, who was nine
years old and wearing a loin cloth, to the mission, where the holy wizards took him in.
They set him to work in their farm by day. By night he was educated in their wizardry. For my grandmother,
being sagacious and having foresight, had begged them to prepare him for life in their world.
It was truly a romantic story to my ears, a fairy-tale of reward and punishment, of cause and effect. It had a
moral too, a tantalising moral that increased your aspirations, but not beyond a manageable level.
My uncle was not afraid of hard work, having grown used to it from an early age on the farm and on the homestead. He surprised the missionaries by performing exceptionally well at school, in spite of putting in a full day’s
work on the farm. He was diligent, he was industrious, he was respectful. They thought he was a good boy, cultivateble, in the way that land is, to yield harvests that sustain the cultivator. When he completed his Standards on
the mission, they arranged for him to go to secondary-school.
This only became possible when a secondary school for people like my uncle had been built, which meant that
he had to wait for some years in between. During this time and during his secondary-school years they gave him
odd jobs at the mission so that he could pay his fees and help his family. Then the Government took over with a
scholarship to South Africa.
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My uncle became prosperous and respected, well enough salaried to reduce a little the meagreness of his
family’s existence. This indicated that life could be lived with a modicum of dignity in any circumstances if you
worked hard enough and obeyed the rules.
Yes, it was a romantic story, the way my grandmother told it. The suffering was not minimised but the message was clear: endure and obey, for there is no other way. She was so proud of her eldest son, who had done
exactly this.
When she died, which she did peacefully as she took a rest from her work on a day that I was not with her, my
mother took over the plot and made it her vegetable garden. It was a big plot. My mother did not need the whole
of it, so that half an acre or so lay fallow.
This was the plot I chose for my field.
*
That year I grew older, stronger and sturdier than any eight year old can usefully grow.
More often than not I woke up before dawn, the first lifting of the darkness occurring while I was sweeping the
yard. Before it was fully light I would be on my way to the river and then returning along the footpath through the
trees and past other homesteads, where the women were just waking, my water-drum balanced on my head-pad of
leaves and green twigs, and the drum not quite full because when it was full it was too heavy for me to lift onto
my head without help.
While the cocks were crowing and the hens were shaking the sleep out of their feathers, I made the fire, swept
the kitchen and boiled water for washing and for tea. By the time the sun rose I was in my field, in the first days
hoeing and clearing; then digging holes thirty inches apart, with a single swing of the hoe, as we had been taught
in our garden periods at school; then dropping the seeds into them, two or three at a time, and covering them with
one or two sweeps of my foot; then waiting for the seeds to germinate and cultivating and waiting for the weeds to
grow and cultivating again.
At about ten o’clock, which I judged by the height and heat of the sun, I would go to the family fields to work
with my mother, sometimes my father and, in the afternoons after school, my brother.
I think my mother admired my tenacity, and also felt sorry for me because of it. She began to prepare me for
disappointment long before I would have been forced to face up to it. To prepare me she began to discourage me.
“And do you think you are so different, so much better than the rest of us? Accept your lot and enjoy what you
can of it. There is nothing else to be done.”
I wanted support, I wanted encouragement; warnings if necessary, but constructive ones. On the day that she
discouraged me once too often I decided she had been listening too devoutly to my father. Ceasing to pay attention to her, I sought solidarity with Nhamo instead, but he could not help because he was going to school.
“Why do you bother?” he asked, his eyes twinkling maliciously. “Don’t you know I am the one who has to go
to school?”
“You said you would take care of me. Help me in my field.”
“How can you ask when you see I am so busy?”
This was true. With the herd staying in the kraal until he came home from school in the afternoon to take them
out to graze and to water before joining us in the fields; with milking before school and after when a cow was in
milk; with his books; with my father in the busy times insisting that he help us all day, so that sometimes he
missed as much as a week of school at a time; with all these tasks and odd jobs here and there he was very busy. I
opened my mouth to say I would take over the milking and the grazing, but self-preservation was stronger than
compassion. I closed my mouth without saying the words. Still, I had to do something about my brother’s plight.
“Will he concentrate if he is so busy?” I asked my father.
“Why not, if he wants to?”
My mother was right. Some things could not be done. Nhamo laughed when I related my story.
“So what! I don’t care what he says,” he shrugged, shocking me with this disrespectful language that I had not
heard before. “I’m at school, aren’t I? It doesn’t worry me what he says about me. So what’s your problem? It
doesn’t even affect you.”
“But you can’t study.”
“Who says? I should know. I go to school. You go nowhere.”
“But I want to go to school.”
“Wanting won’t help.”
“Why not?” He hesitated, then shrugged.
“It’s the same everywhere. Because you are a girl.”
It was out.
“That’s what Baba said, remember?”
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I was no longer listening. My concern for my brother died an unobtrusive death.
*
By February my maize was dark green, taller than me and still growing. I strutted about as I inspected my crop
as though I owned a hundred-hectare farm. Nor was I over-tired these days, because the fields no longer needed
much attention. It was a fine feeling. A fine crop. All that remained was to wait for the harvest—cultivate once or
twice, but really, wait for the harvest to harvest my fine little crop. Fine little crop. I had to be careful in thinking
about the harvest in case I was discouraged. I had to push away the knowledge that I could not earn much from
my crop.
A few weeks later, when the cobs were ripe for eating, they began to disappear.
“What did you expect?” Nhamo said. “Did you really think you could send yourself to school?”
*\fn{The first of the five sub-divisions appearing in the text before me:H}
The Sunday after my mealies began to be stolen I decided to go to church. Sunday was hardly ever a day of
rest with us, and even more rarely a day of worship. Often my mother, not daring to sin as grotesquely as going to
the field, would nevertheless work her garden on a Sunday. Or if there was little enough work to allow her to stay
at home with a clear conscience, she was too tired to clean herself up and walk the two and a half miles to church.
During the year in which I had gone to school I had found myself going to church more and more frequently,
because children who had not attended Sunday School were caned on Monday, or put to work in the teacher’s
gardens. Without the prospect of caning to push me, I had hardly been to church since I left school.
But this particular Sunday, the Sunday after my mealies began to disappear, I craved for the games we played
at Sunday School. I desperately needed the laughter, the light-heartedness and the camaraderie. I went to the river,
washed myself carefully and changed into my good dress, which had holes nowhere except under the armpits and
there only because I had grown too big for it. I rubbed a lot of vaseline on to my legs, my arms, my face and into
my hair. Then I was sorry for the waste, because it only meant I would get very dusty very quickly.
By the time I arrived at Rutivi School, my old school, where the services were held, the games had already
begun. The girls were already at pada in the road where a stick would scratch the boxes into the dust, and the boys
were energetically kicking about a football made of plastic and newspaper on the meagrely grassed football pitch.
The girls were pleased to see me, to have me with them again. It was just like the old days. I had a turn
immediately.
“We think of you,” said Nyari, who had been my best friend, as I threw my pada. “Especially when Nhamo
gives us mealies”, she said with a sigh. “They are fun to roast after class. If only you were here.”
The blood prickled under my skin. I hopped precariously into square number eight.
“You are out,” said Chitsva. “You did not kick the pada.”
“Nhamo gave you maize?” I asked on one leg in square number eight.
“Lots of times,” Nyari assented.
*
They told me I took off from the pada game like a dog after a buck. I remember at one moment playing pada,
the next Nhamo and I rolling about in the dirt of the football pitch, a group of excited peers egging us on. They
said I went straight for my brother and brought him down in a single charge. The element of surprise was on my
side. I sat on top of him, banged his head into the ground, screamed and spat and cursed.
Nhamo heaved. I fell off him. He pinned me to the ground, not striking, only holding me there, the malicious
twinkle back in his eye.
“What’s the matter with you?” he drawled. “Have you gone mad?” The crowd laughed.
“Why talk?” a footballer shouted. “Just hit. That’s what they hear.”
I hissed and spat and screamed and cursed some more, and kicked and broke free, backing away into the
crowd, which parted to let me through. I charged again, intending this time to kill, and instead found myself
struggling in mid-air at the end of an adult arm.
Mr. Matimba was very cross with everybody.
“I am ashamed of you,” he shouted above my screams, “of all of you. Nhamo, if you are going to fight your
sister, who will look after her? And you, Tambudzai, must also behave better. The rest of you, the rest of you stand
there clapping as though you were at a football game. What’s wrong with you?”
“She started it,” Nhamo said lazily, watchfully.
“Yes,” chorused everybody. “She charged. We saw it. She just charged for no reason at all.”
I screamed out my reasons at the top of my lungs.
“What is she saying?” asked Nyari, who was looking serious. “Does she want mealies?”
“If I ever see anything like this again,” continued Mr. Matimba, “I will whip you, every one of you. A stick
will break about each person’s legs. Now go, all of you. Sunday School is over.”
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They melted away; Mr. Matimba was known not to speak in vain.
*
“And you, child,” he said sternly, “what were you doing causing such a scene?”
A warm liquid trickled down my leg. I might have wet myself, but it was red and sticky on the outside of the
leg, not colourless and watery on the inside. I could not feel the cut. Tears of impotent rage threatened to
decompose me. I blinked them back and told Mr. Matimba that Nhamo had stolen my mealies.
“What mealies are these?” asked Mr Matimba, patient if puzzled.
I told him the whole story, how I was going to come back to school the following year, how I was going to
earn the money by selling my crop. Mr. Matimba listened attentively. At some point during my speech, which was
long because it was not very coherent and Mr. Matimba had to keep asking me questions, we began to walk
around the football pitch. Mr. Matimba listened hard, inclining his whole person towards me; and I talked to him
as though he were just another person and not an adult and a teacher. I felt myself recoalesce.
“You would do better to sell them green,” Mr Matimba suggested when I had finished. “It would fetch you
more money.”
“But everybody has green maize to eat,” I objected. “Ho-o-o! You are saying I should go to the bus-stop?”
“That is possible,” answered Mr. Matimba, “but I was thinking that you should sell to the whites. When the
cobs are fat and heavy, they buy them for as much as sixpence each.”
I did not believe him. Nobody had that much money, not even Babamukuru.
“If you took your green mealies to town,” continued Mr. Matimba, “you might make enough for a couple of
term’s fees. After that, we would have to see.”
“But I cannot get to town,” I pointed out. I shrugged. “I shall take my mealies to magrosa.”
“Perhaps you will not have to,” Mr. Matimba said, smiling in a conspiratorial way. “On Tuesdays I take the
school truck into town for school business. If you come to my house at eleven o’clock on Tuesday, I will take you
there and we will see what can be done. But make sure to ask your father for permission.”
*
My father said Mr. Matimba was behaving irresponsibly and interfering in matters that did not concern him.
“Does he think he is your father?” he enquired. “He thinks that because he has chewed more letters than I
have, he can take over my children. And you, you think he is better than me. He wants somebody to work in his
garden, that’s what he wants. I forbid you to go.”
“But I must sell my maize,” I insisted.
“Were you intending all this time to go and sell it in town, ha? Is that it?” my father asked sarcastically,
hurtfully. “Ma’Shingayi,” he ordered my mother, “tell this child of yours she cannot go to town with that man.”
“And why should I tell her such things?” my mother asked. “The girl must have a chance to do something for
herself, to fail for herself. Do you think I have not told her her efforts will come to nothing? You know your
daughter. She is wilful and headstrong. She won’t listen to me. I am tired of telling her things to which she pays
no attention,” she whined. “She must see these things for herself. If you forbid her to go, she will always think
you prevented her from helping herself,” she continued, recovering her sense of direction. “She will never forget
it, never forgive you.”
Words like “always” and “never” were meaningful to my father, who thought in absolutes and whose mind
conesquently made great leaps in antagonistic directions when it leapt at all.
“Then let her go,” he said.
That is how on the Tuesday I kept my appointment with Mr. Matimba. I climbed into the school truck beside
him. My basket of maize was on my lap, neatly covered with brown paper. The other children, who had finished
their lessons, watched me, envy written so clearly on their faces that I felt I had scored a significant victory even
if I did not sell any maize.
“Bye-bye.” I waved as we drove off. “Next year I will not be able to go to town because I will be with you
behind the desk!”
Mr. Matimba laughed at me more nicely than most adults can. I laughed too, because his laugh was infectious
and because I was excited about the trip and pleased with him and pleased with myself.
*
I had never ridden in a motor vehicle before. I was inundated by new sensations: the soft plastic seat that made
me sweat, sticking my dress to my buttocks; the bumps in the road that were worse than they were when Nyari’s
father’s ox-cart rolled over them. I asked Mr. Matimba about this:
“Why are the roads for cars so bumpy? The roads for carts are not so bad.”
“The roads are equally bumpy,” he explained. “But a car moves more quickly than an ox-cart, so we feel the
bumps more when we are in a car.”
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So the bumps were the same! Were they really? I was concerned when we came to the river.
“How will the car swim?”
“The wheels will move on the bottom of the river,” Mr. Matimba explained affably. “It is just like the way you
walk across when the river is not too deep.” I was intrigued by all these new ideas. The tarmac road with the white
stripes down the middle was another wonder to be explained.
“Why do you stay on one side when there is the whole road?” I asked Mr Matimba.
A dairy truck roared towards us and past us in the opposite direction.
“I know, I know,” without waiting for his answer. “Cars that are going to town use this side. Cars that are coming from town use the other side. That’s so they don’t bump into each other!”
Mr. Matimba complimented me. He said I was sharp. I felt that I was, but did not say so.
“Umtali is on the other side of these mountains,” Mr. Matimba said as we approached the intersection of the
Inyanga Highway with the Umtali Road. “The mountains around here are some of the highest mountains in Rhodesia. All the high mountains are found here in the eastern part of our country. These are things you will learn
about when you come back to school.”
The road began to climb upwards on the shoulder of the hill. The truck faltered, and changed its voice and
moved more slowly.
“The white people must be very strong to build such a wide road so high up,” I observed. Mr. Matimba did not
think so.
“We did the building,” he told me. “It was a terrible job. We did many terrible jobs. Now we are approaching
the top of Christmas Pass,” he said, changing the subject. “Look down when we get to the other side and you will
see something worth seeing.”
I looked and saw, neatly laid out below us, a very small town with rows of small houses which grew smaller
and smaller as they stretched to the north-west.
“That is Umtali,” Mr. Matimba said, “Rhodesia’s third largest town. Only Salisbury, which is the capital city,
and Bulawayo are larger than Umtali. These are more things that you will learn. One day I will bring you here at
night. Then it is very beautiful, because the lights of the town are like hundreds of stars below you instead of
above.”
Stars below instead of above! I wanted to see them straight away. I prayed for a miracle, for the sun to set.
We rumbled down the pass. There were many more cars now in different shapes and sizes and colours, some in
front of us, some behind and some beside us. Some were going into town like we were, others were going back up
the pass. Then the road split up, branching into every direction, and the cars came and went in all directions too. I
became quite frightened that one of them would move off in the wrong direction and come crashing into us, but
Mr. Matimba was quite relaxed. How clever of him to make the car go where he wanted it to when there were so
many confusing ways it might take.
“We will go to a place where there are many large shops and a place where the white people leave their cars,”
he told me as we moved slowly up the road. “I will stay with you for a little while to show you what to do, then I
will leave you for some time to do my own business.”
I would have been frightened of being alone if I had thought about it.
*
We drove up the wide street curiously guarded by lights on a pole. When the top light was burning all the cars
stopped. When the bottom light came on, we all moved again! I wondered how the lights knew to switch
themselves on and off.
“They are controlled by machines,” Mr. Matimba said, less precise than he had been in answering my questions until now. “You will learn about them in Standard One, when you read about Ben and Betty in Town and
Country.”
It became evident to me that I had no alternative but to sell my maize and go back to school.
Mr. Matimba stopped the truck at the corner of the street beyond the lights. We dismounted and walked to the
side of a large shop mainly made out of glass.
“Keep well back against the wall so that you don’t get into anyone’s way,” Mr. Matimba instructed me. “Now,”
he continued, “try to make your mealies look appetizing. Take off the brown paper.”
I did as I was told and was inspired to take out half dozen cobs, which I arranged around my basket, propping
them against the rim.
“Excuse me, Madam,” Mr. Matimba said in English, in the softest, slipperiest voice I had ever heard him use,
speaking to an old white woman who walked arm in arm with her husband. “Excuse me, Madam, we are selling
green mealies, very soft, very fresh, very sweet.”
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Smiling brightly I held two cobs out while my stomach rolled itself into tight, nervous knots. I did not like the
way they looked, with their skin hanging in papery folds from their bones, malignant-looking brown spots on their
hands, a musty, dusty, sweetish odour clinging around the woman like a haze. Making sure not to wrinkle my
nose, because these were the people who had the money that I needed to go back to school, I smiled more broadly,
showing all my teeth, and said,
“Nice maize, good maize.”
“Nice, good,” I repeated, because I had no more English adjectives with which to describe my produce. The
old woman looked at me shaking her head.
“Ts-ts-ts-ts!” she clicked.
“Come, Doris,” the man said, anxiously grasping her elbow. “We don’t need any mealies.”
“Shocking, simply shocking,” protested Doris. “I’d be shocking myself if I walked by and didn’t say anything,
George! Oi, young man, yes you!” she said, raising her voice to address Mr. Matimba. “Is she your little girl?”
Without waiting for an answer she gave him a piece of her mind.
“Child labour. Slavery! That’s what it is. And I’m sure you don’t need to make the poor mite work. You are
natty enough, but look at the mite, all rags and tears.” Doris’ husband turned down the corners of his mouth at Mr.
Matimba, apologetically, embarrassed, annoyed.
“Come now, Doris, it’s none of our business.”
This appeared to be the opinion of the other whites in the street. They crossed over before they reached us.
Some did walk by, but I think they did not speak English; in fact no one spoke at all except for one beefy youth.
“What’s the matter, lady? The munt being cheeky?”
A crowd of black people gathered.
“What’s the matter with the old ones?” asked a young man in sunglasses and a tweed cap irrepressibly set over
one eye. He spiked the beefy youth with a vigilant eye. I was obliged to tell him that I did not know because I did
not speak English. But, I assured him, I was going to learn English when I went back to school.
Doris would not keep quiet.
“The child ought to be in school, learning her tables and keeping out of mischief,” she railed. “Now, don’t tell
me there aren’t any schools, young man, because I know the Governor is doing a lot for the natives in the way of
education.”
“They’re kaffirs,” interjected the youth. “They don’t want to learn anything. Too much like hard work.”
“Speak up for yourself, now,” Doris commanded Mr. Matimba.
Mr. Matimba did speak for himself. He spoke most sorrowfully and most beseechingly. Doris darkened like a
chameleon. Money changed hands, paper money from Doris’ hands to Mr. Matimba’s. The beefy youth was disgusted.
“That’s more than two crates of shumba. Wasted on a kaffir!”
Doris allowed her husband to lead her away. I offered my basket, repeating my slogan, for her to choose the
biggest cobs. She patted my head and called me a plucky piccannin.
Some of the crowd cheered, saying she was more human than most of her kind. Others muttered that white
people could afford to be, in fact ought to be, generous.
“What is good is not given,” warned the man in the cap. “What will she do when the money runs out. Look for
another old white?”
He spat on the pavement. I did not know why he was so angry, but Mr. Matimba was smiling conspiratorially,
so I knew that everything was all right.
“There is no reason to stay,” he said. “Pack the maize and we will go.”
I did as I was told, although I was worried that we had not sold any maize. In the truck Mr. Matimba explained
what had happened, how Doris had accused him of making me work instead of sending me to school and how he
had told her that I was an orphan, taken in by my father’s brother but, being the thirteenth child under their roof,
had not been sent to school for lack of fees. He had said that I was very clever, very hardworking and was selling
mealies to raise my school fees with his assistance. He told me that Doris had commended him for trying to help
me, had donated ten pounds towards my school fees. He showed me the money, the crisp clean note. Ten pounds.
We never even talked about that much money at home. Now here I was holding it in my hands! The money, the
money, no thought for the method.
“It is a lot of money,” Mr. Matimba agreed. “What will you do with it?”
“I will take it home and keep it, and then I will use it to pay my school fees, next year and the year after and
the year after.”
Mr. Matimba was dubious.
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“Money is a difficult thing to keep, especially when it is scarce. We must arrange something. I think you will
give the money to the headmaster. He will give you a receipt, which I will keep for you, and then from the first
term of next year onwards he will deduct your school fees from the money until it is finished.”
*
That is what happened. My parents did not believe me when I told them how much money I had in the
headmaster’s keeping. Nor did my brother. He thought I was making it up.
“Lies won’t get you to school,” he mocked.
My father was more active in his disapproval, although, of course, I did not know why he disapproved. He
went to see the headmaster, who confirmed my story.
“Then you have taken my money,” my father told the headmaster. “That money belongs to me. Tambudzai is
my daughter, is she not? So isn’t it my money?” This was a difficult problem for the headmaster, who was an
honest man. Eventually he showed my father the receipt.
“I have not stolen your money,” he said. “See, your daughter’s name is on the receipt. It is her money, not
mine. The school is only keeping it for her.” The argument grew so heated that Mr Matimba was called in, to give
evidence and also to be prosecuted.
“He is the real thief,” said my father. “He is the one who influenced my daughter to pay the money to you.”
“You forget,” Mr. Matimba reminded him, “that I was the one who was given the money by the white woman
and that it was given to me so that your daughter’s fees could be paid. If you do not see this, it is a matter for the
Sabhuku to settle.” My father was intimidated but not appeased.
“This is only ten pounds that we are quarelling over,” Mr. Matimba continued. “What good can it do you
besides wetting your throat with a few pots of masese? But one day, when Tambudzai has done well in her
studies, she will earn more than ten pounds a month.”
“Have you ever heard of a woman who remains in her father’s house?” growled my father. “She will meet a
young man and I will have lost everything.”
But the receipt remained in the headmaster’s office. That year there were plenty of green mealies to boil and
roast and eat as we pleased.
I went back to school the following year, although I had to go back into Sub A. I came first that year and
people said it was because I had been repeating, which might have been true. I was top of my class again the next
year in Sub B. That time people said it was because I was older. My brother took particular pains to point this out
to me, because in that year, when he was in Standard Three, he only managed to come fourth. For all his nonchalance, I knew he was upset, so I reminded him that fourth was a very good position to take.
*\fn{This is the second subdivision in the text before me:H}
Babamukuru and his family returned from England when I was in Sub B, the year that my brother came fourth
in Standard Three.
My father had always been ingratiating in Babamukuru’s presence. Even so, the performance he staged on the
occasion of my uncle’s return was magnificent by anybody’s standards. Money was found, I expect through begging since this was something that my father had developed an aptitude for, having had to do it often. He was very
good at it by that time.
“Vakomana, vakomana,” he must have said, holding his head in his hands and shaking it, possibly even striking his forehead with the flat of his palm. “Did you ever see the like of the things that are happening here at your
home? I would never have thought it possible myself. That Mukoma could actually pack his things and leave the
mission to go to overseas, stay there for five years and come back with a degree, with a degree, to find nothing,
not even a goat, on his return! Tsha-a! I didn’t think it could happen! It shames me truly, it shames me.
“Look, see how your home is. We impress people around here. Who built the first baked-brick house in this
area? Who has such a bright corrugated-iron roof that it can be seen twinkling as far as the main road? Mukoma!
Let me tell you, Mukoma did this for us. We impress people because of Mukoma. And we can’t even kill a goat
for him. See, hama dzangu, how poverty degrades us. It stops us welcoming our own flesh and blood. Ts-hm-m!”
he must have sighed nasally, “we cannot manage celebrations and Mukoma will arrive at an empty airport—I
don’t even have bus fare to Salisbury.” There would have been a pause then.
“Hama dzangu, can you not help me? I have forgotten about the goat, but five bob, just give bob for the bus?
Mukoma will give you your money when he comes.”
My father is the sort of person to whom people decide not to lend money only after they have already done so.
I can imagine the ferreting about in old mattresses, the furtive unblocking by moonlight of small holes in mudbrick walls, the unearthing at dusk of shallowly buried coffee tins that this speech caused. However it came about,
ultimately the money was acquired. Babamukuru was to be welcomed at the airport.
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My brother was to accompany my father on the trip and exaggerated his anticipation of the event for my
benefit by asking rhetorically in my presence very silly questions.
Was the roar of an aeroplane so loud it would deafen?
Was it in fact a leonine roar or did it sound more like a giant bee-fly?
How did an aeroplane flap its wings when it was close to the ground?
Naturally, I would not answer.
*
They were to take the night train from Umtali to Salisbury, travelling, uncomfortably, in fifth class. Although
the most practical, for there was nowhere to stay in Salisbury, this itinerary added an entire extra day to the trip.
The problem was to get to the railway station in time for the train’s departure, which happened between eight
o’clock and nine o’clock in the evening. This should have been straightforward enough, but the buses to town
passed through the village irregularly and according to an unreliable timetable. As a result trips had to be planned
by the day rather than by the hour.
For these reasons my father and Nhamo decided to travel to Umtali by the early morning bus, which was
scheduled to, but did not often, stop at our bus terminus at half past six every morning. When it did arrive at all, it
would arrive randomly an hour later or earlier than scheduled, and even then it was likely to be filled to capacity:
you could tell because the inside looked black even at a distance of, say, twenty yards.
Therefore, the logistics of the journey had to be carefully planned. There was a long and loose-ended debate
about whether to spend the night at home, which necessitated an early start in the morning, or to sleep at my
aunt’s homestead since she lived nearer to the terminus than we did. Baba and Nhamo were, of course, in favour
of the latter arrangement, but my mother irrationally pointed out that though my aunt would feed them well while
they were at her homestead, she could not be expected to provide for the journey as generously as my mother
would. They should not blame her, my mother said, if they slept at my aunt’s homestead only to die of hunger on
the train.
The point was taken. Father and Nhamo decided to bivouac at my aunt’s the night before their departure, and
have me take them the provisions that my mother would have prepared in the morning. They agreed that I would
take the provisions to the bus-stop rather than to my aunt’s home in case I was slow on the way and reached my
aunt’s home after they had departed.
My mother had miscalculated. She had hoped that by seeming to dissuade them from spending an extra night
away from home, she would ensure that they did so and thus be free of them for a while longer. This she had
achieved, but she also landed herself with the impracticable and strenuous task of finding the provisions. They
wanted cornbread—because white bread from the shops did not remain long in the stomach while yesterday’s
sadza stayed there too long—and sweet potatoes and chicken. My mother was offended.
“But these men don’t think,” she complained. “They know very well that no corn was planted, so where does
the cornmeal come from? And sweet potatoes, which I finished putting down only yesterday because I planted
single-handed! As for their chicken, if they really want it, what will they cook for Babamukuru when he comes?”
The crisis was resolved in the usual manner. I fetched cornmeal from my aunt’s, having first tried the neighbours and found none, though when I explained to them why the cornmeal was needed they gave me peanuts instead. The sweet potatoes did not ripen in time, but the day before the trip news reached us by telephone message
via the Council Houses that Babamukuru had sent money for a goat. Thus Baba and Nhamo were, in effect, able
to have their chicken and eat it.
It was a very complicated journey that my father and Nhamo were undertaking. Complicated, therefore exciting. I wanted to be part of it. I wanted to juggle with transport timetables as well. I wanted to eat fresh cornbread,
ashy roast peanuts and salty boiled chicken on the train at midnight too. Above all, I wanted to be as deafened as
anyone by the roar and the buzz (was it a roar or a buzz?) of the aeroplanes.
My yearning to go must have shown, probably on my face as I listened to them make their plans and undo
them and make them again, because my father called me aside to implore me to curb my unnatural inclinations: it
was natural for me to stay at home and prepare for the homecoming.
My father’s idea of what was natural had begun to irritate me a long time ago, at the time that I had had to
leave school. I used to try to avoid having it explained to me by maintaining a sullen silence, which according to
my father was also unnatural:
“Now that the mouth is shut, the heart is proud.” He would threaten to beat me but, preferring to be lazy, never
bothered to catch me when I ran.
I was fortunate that my father was so obviously impossible, otherwise I would have been confused. Under the
circumstances the situation was clear: there was no way of pleasing my father, nor was there any reason to. Relieved, I set about pleasing myself, which antagonised him even further. He did not like to see me over-absorbed
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in intellectual pursuits. He became very agitated after he had found me several times reading the sheet of newspaper in which the bread from magrosa had been wrapped as I waited for the sadza to thicken. He thought I was
emulating my brother, that the things I read would fill my mind with impractical ideas, making me quite useless
for the real tasks of feminine living.
It was a difficult time for him because Mr. Matimba had shown him that in terms of cash my education was an
investment, but then in terms of cattle so was my conformity.
In frustration he resorted to absolutes. Ignoring Babamukuru’s imminent homecoming, he threatened to take
me out of school again. It was a thoughtless threat: how could he have done that?
Not having the power, he left me alone. We co-existed in peaceful detachment.
3
Babamukuru came home in a cavalcade of motor vehicles, sighted four miles away on the main road by three
jubilant pairs of eyes. Netsai and I and little Shupikai, whose mother was one of the relatives, gathered to celebrate the occasion of Babamukuru’s return, watched as the cavalcade progressed, distressingly slowly, now disappearing behind clumps of trees, now reappearing hours later, or so it seemed, no more than a few hundred yards
nearer.
The vigil lasted twenty minutes. We watched from a rock on the hill behind the homestead until the cars disappeared for the last time into the home-stretch. Then we went wild. We slid off our rock, skinning elbows and
knees on the way, scrambled oblivious through bushes that scratched our legs, dashed out on to the road and ran
on.
“Ba-ba-mu-ku-ru! Ba-bamu-ku-ru!” we chanted, running and jumping and waving our skinny arms about all at
the same time, skirts swirling, bottoms jutting as we capered. Shupikai, several yards behind, started to cry, still
tottering along and chanting through her sobs, because we had left her behind and because she was excited. Her
crisis was so inconvenient. I considered ignoring her, which could not be done. Dashing back, I snatched her up to
continue the mad welcome with her perched on my hip.
My aunt Gladys, the one who is my father’s womb-sister, older than him but younger than Babamukuru, came
first, her husband behind the wheel of a gallant if rickety old Austin. They hooted long and loud. We waved and
shouted and danced. Then came Babamukuru, his car large and impressive, all sparkling metal and polished dark
green.
It was too much for me. I could have clambered on to the bonnet but, with Shupi in my arms, had to be content
with a song:
Mauya, mauya.
Mauya, mauya.
Mauya, Babamukuru!

Netsai picked up the melody. Our vocal cords vibrating through wide arcs, we made an unbelievable racket.
Singing and dancing we ushered Babamukuru on to the homestead, hardly noticing Babamunini Thomas, who
brought up the rear, not noticing Mainini Patience, who was with him, at all.
Slowly the cavalcade progressed towards the yard, which by now was full of rejoicing relatives. My father
jumped out of Babamukuru’s car and, brandishing a staff like a victory spear, bounded over the bumpy road, leaping into the air and landing on one knee, to get up and leap again and pose like a warrior inflicting a death wound.
“Hezvo!” he cried “Do you see him? Our returning prince. Do you see him? Observe him well. He has returned. Our father and benefactor has returned appeased, having devoured English letters with a ferocious appetite! Did you think degrees were indigestible? If so, look at my brother. He has digested them! If you want to see
an educated man, look at my brother, big brother to us all!”
The spear aimed high and low, thrust to the right, to the left. All was conquered.
The cars rolled to a stop beneath the mango trees. Tete\fn{Aunt} Gladys disembarked with difficulty, with false
starts and strenuous breathing; because she was so large, it was not altogether clear how she had managed to insert herself into her car in the first place.
But her mass was not frivolous. It had a ponderous presence which rendered any situation, even her attempts to
remove herself from her car, weighty and serious. We did not giggle, did not think of it. On her feet at last, Tete
straightened herself, planted herself firmly, feet astride, in the dust. Clenched fists settling on hips, elbows jutting
aggressively, she defied any contradiction of my father’s eulogy.
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“Do you hear?” she demanded, “what Jeremiah is saying? If you have not heard, listen well. It is the truth he is
speaking! Truly our prince has returned today! Full of knowledge. Knowledge that will benefit us all! Purururu!”
she ululated, shuffling with small gracious jumps to embrace my mother.
“Purururu!” They ululated. “He has returned. Our prince has returned!”
*
Babamukuru stepped out of his car, paused behind its open door, removed his hat to smile graciously, joyfully,
at us all. Indeed, my Babamukuru had returned.
I saw him only for a moment. The next minute he was drowned in a sea of bodies belonging to uncles, aunts
and nephews; grandmothers, grandfathers and nieces; brothers and sisters of the womb and not of the womb. The
clan had gathered to welcome its returning hero. His hand was shaken, his head was rubbed, his legs were embraced. I was there too, wanting to touch Babamukuru, to talk, to tell him I was glad that he had returned.
Babamukuru made his fair-sized form as expansive as possible, holding his arms out and bending low so that
we all could be embraced, could embrace him. He was happy. He was smiling.
“Yes, yes,” he kept saying. “It is good, it is good.”
We moved, dancing and ululating and kicking up a fine dust-storm from our stamping feet, to the house.
Babamukuru stepped inside, followed by a retinue of grandfathers, uncles and brothers. Various paternal aunts,
who could join them by virtue of their patriarchal status and were not too shy to do so, mingled with the men.
Behind them danced female relatives of the lower strata.
Maiguru entered last and alone, except for her two children, smiling quietly and inconspicuously. Dressed in
flat brown shoes and a pleated polyester dress very much like the one Babamukuru bought for my mother the
Christmas before he left, she did not look as though she had been to England. My cousin Nyasha, pretty bright
Nyasha, on the other hand, obviously had.
There was no other explanation for the tiny little dress she wore, hardly enough of it to cover her thighs. She
was self-conscious though, constantly clasping her hands behind her buttocks to prevent her dress from riding up,
and observing everybody through veiled vigilant eyes to see what we were thinking. Catching me examining her,
she smiled slightly and shrugged.
“I shouldn’t have worn it,” her eyes seemed to say.
Unfortunately, she had worn it. I could not condone her lack of decorum. I would not give my approval. I
turned away.
I remember disapproving of my cousin Chido as well as Nyasha that day, although I do not know why I disapproved of Chido, who was innocuously if smartly dressed in shorts and shoes and socks. I think it was not anything to do with him as a person, but with the fact that he was Nyasha’s brother.
As for my own brother, I was thoroughly disgusted with him. Nhamo took after my father in the way that he
could effuse over anything that was necessary, over many things at the same time if that was necessary too.
Therefore I was not surprised when he suddenly stopped leaping in the central regions of Babamukuru’s domain
in order to stake his claim on our clean, kempt cousins. He had an awful lot to say to them, but I was sure that the
English he was using was broken. This was probably why he did not succeed very well in his attempts to draw
them into conversation.
The girl, while not actually ignoring him, did not respond to him, casting at intervals probing glances over the
gathering and including my brother in her surveillance. Chido tried to smile, but the smile was too narrow to dispel the apprehension in his eyes. He was incapable of any communication more meaningful than an occasional
nod of his head. Every time that Chido smiled at him, Nhamo smirked at me, managing, as he intended, to irritate
me intensely.
*
Yes, I was very irritable on that occasion, the occasion of my uncle’s return, which should have been for me, as
it was for everyone else, a sublime occasion. It was spoiled for me because I could not help thinking that had I
been allowed, had I been able to welcome Babamukuru at the airport, I would have been there too, with Nhamo
and my cousins, rejoicing, re-establishing the relationship that had been cut off when my cousins went away.
Not going to the airport, not being able to resume my relationships with my cousins, these events coalesced
formlessly in my mind to an incipient understanding of the burdens my mother had talked of.
Whereas before I had believed with childish confidence that burdens were only burdens in so far as you chose
to bear them, now I began to see that the disappointing events surrounding Babamukuru’s return were serious
consequences of the same general laws that had almost brought my education to an abrupt, predictable end.
It was frightening. I did not want my life to be predicted by such improper relations. I decided I would just
have to make up my mind not to let it happen. Curling my lip at Nhamo and my cousins, I departed, flouncing
surlily, pointedly, out of the house to the kitchen; there, thrusting a log into the hearth so viciously that the three118

legged pot that on normal days contained sadza, but today was full of meat splashed half its juices into the
embers.
A piece of meat fell out too. I picked it out of the ashes and ate it, and then felt sick because I was still thinking
about Nhamo and the cousins, and being cross with Nhamo for excluding me from their circle in spite of the fact
that I did not approve of any of them.
I considered the situation. Had I approved of my cousins before they went to England? Most definitely I had; I
had loved them. When they visited the homestead we had played long, exciting games. Why did I no longer like
them? I could not be sure. Did I like anybody? What about Babamukuru? Had the change to do with me or had it
to do with them?
These were complex, dangerous thoughts that I was stirring up, not the kind that you can ponder safely but the
kind that become autonomous and malignant if you let them. If I continued in this way, I would soon be itching to
beat Nhamo up because his smirking had brought the matter to a head.
But I could not have the satisfaction of indulging my frustration in this way. Nhamo and I had stopped beating
each other up a long time ago, at the time that I went back to school, more because we had developed so differently that we no longer had enough common ground in which to fight than out of mutual respect or affection.
Besides, I was reluctantly aware that beating up Nhamo would not help: my discontent had to do with more
than my brother’s annoying manners. Sensing how unwise it was to think too deeply about these things in case I
manoeuvred myself into a blind alley at the end of which I would have to confront unconfrontable issues, I busied
myself with housework.
*
The housework was agreeable when it did not have to be done. Today, because of Babamukuru’s homecoming, there were so many young aunts and nieces and cousins present that I could cook or not cook as I chose.
Consequently I took great pains with the stew, letting the meat fry gently in its own fat until it was deliciously
brown, adding enough chopped tomato and onion to make a rich gravy. It smelt good. I was pleased with my efforts, but they had lasted less than half an hour. To kill more time I made sausages out of the tripe and the small
intestine of Babamukuru’s goat. When I had finished I cooked the vegetables.
The women were pleased with me when they came to prepare supper.
“You are quite a little worker,” they said. “All that is left is to prepare the sadza.”
Their praise made me feel better. It made me feel good. My confidence returned: Nyasha would not, I was
sure, be able to prepare such a fine stew, certainly not at an open hearth. This idea made me feel so superior, so
wholesome and earthy, like home-baked cornbread instead of the insubstantial loaves you buy in the shops, that I
helped to cook the sadza as well. We did this outside in large drums, using sticks as thick as my arm for stirring.
Chatting to aunts and cousins as we waited for the sadza to thicken, pouring in more mealie-meal when it had, I
stopped feeling excluded and, since I no longer had need of them, my feelings of superiority disappeared as well.
Exclusion held dreadful horrors for me at that time because it suggested superfluity.
Exclusion whispered that my existence was not necessary, making me no more than an unfortunate by-product
of some inexorable natural process. Or else it mocked that the process had gone wrong and made me instead of
another Nhamo, another Chido, another Babamukuru-to-be.
I often felt superfluous in those days, but there in the camaraderie of the cooking, it was comfortable to occupy
the corner that that same natural process had carved out for me.
It was comfortable to recognise myself as solid, utilitarian me.
*
We cooked two five-gallon drums of good, smooth sadza using finely pounded, well-winnowed and sieved
mutwiwa, but there was no rice, and this was serious. On occasions such as this there should have been rice. But
since Babamukuru had not been there to provide it, there was none. Maiguru had had the foresight to bring a few
packets with her, but a few packets were not enough to feed the multitudes, so my mother was cooking Maiguru’s
rice on Maiguru’s Dover Stove behind the house to make sure that it was reserved for the right people. When it
was done she came down to help us dish out mounds of steaming sadza into one set of dishes, great hunks of meat
wallowing in gravy in another, vegetables in a third. These we carried to the house, where my mother had already
set out the rice.
I had a special task.
I had to carry the water-dish in which people would wash their hands.
I did not like doing this because you had to be very sure of the relative status of everybody present or else it
was easy to make mistakes, especially when there were so many people. Today it was doubly tricky because
although Babamukuru was the guest of honour, there were male relatives present of higher status than he. Making
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a considered and perhaps biased decision, I knelt first in front of Babamukuru, which was a mistake because he
wanted me to let his uncle Isaiah, our eldest surviving grandfather, wash first.
I knelt and rose and knelt and rose in front of my male relatives in descending order of seniority, and lastly in
front of my grandmothers and aunts, offering them the water-dish and towel. The situation deteriorated after my
grandfathers and Babamukuru had washed because after that the hierarchy was not clear. This uncle was that
uncle’s tezvara by virtue of his marriage to that one’s sister, but also his brother because their mothers were
sisters, albeit not of the womb. When this happened each of the parties insisted that the other was the superior and
therefore ought to wash first.
It was very complicated and confusing. I made more mistakes, which made people laugh and ask why I did not
know the ways in which we were all related. At one point, having knelt for several minutes in front of one disclaiming uncle, I grew tired and let some water slop out of the dish on to his feet (apologising profusely) to
encourage him to wash without further discussion. Nyasha indicated her solidarity with the ghost of a smile and a
twitch of her eye, which I thought was insulting and so ignored her.
Eventually the last younger aunt washed her hands and I rose to depart, whereupon my father asked me why I
had neglected to offer Chido the water, so I went down on my knees in front of him. Naturally Nhamo took advantage of the situation to wash his hands too. Then I had to let Nyasha wash as well.
Feeling fractious and put upon because I thought all three of them should have been eating with us in the
kitchen, I offered Nyasha the water. Babamukuru said grace. The meal began with much clapping of hands,
praising of the gods for their providence and of us for our hard work.
*
In the kitchen we dished out what was left in the pots for ourselves and the children. My aunt Mavis, Shupikai’s mother, in her joy over Babamukuru’s return, had been unrestrained in dishing out the meat for the house so
that there was not enough left in the pot to make a meal for those of us who were not dining there. As a result the
youngest of us had only gravy and vegetables to go with our sadza. But the gravy was good and there was plenty
of it. We, who rarely tasted meat, found no reason to complain.
By the time the eating was over and we went to the house to collect the plates, the elders were in an absolute
delirium of happiness. It was truly remarkable to see them so transported without so much as a pot of masese between them to encourage them to forget themselves. My father took great pleasure in his masese, as did the majority of my male relatives, and my grandmothers and older aunts as well, but Babamukuru was strictly abstinent, so
uncompromisingly temperate that he could detect alcohol on your breath at five yards in a strong wind. Beer was
therefore taboo at this gathering, and the company was having to make to do with mahewu, left to stand as long as
possible without actually letting the mash ferment.
Naturally there were mutterings of discontent, particularly from young uncles who were not closely related to
Babamukuru and so did not adequately appreciate his authority.
In spite of the absence of anything more lively than mahewu no gaiety had been lost from the gathering. Tete
Gladys, arms swinging, dress swishing, was on her feet, swirling dizzily left and right to the tempo of Amazing
Grace, executing an exuberant low bow at the end of each bar:
“Da-a-i (bow) ndi-i-ne (bow) ma-pa-aa-piro (bow), Nda-a-i (bow) bhu-u-ru (bow) -ru-ka (bow).!”
Meanwhile aunts and uncles and cousins uproariously improvised what they would do on account of Babamukuru’s return had they only the wherewithal.
In the yard, unmarried uncles, cousins and aunts began on the drums and hosho in a circle, dancing and singing
while individuals freestyled in the centre. It was almost like a wedding with music and movement pulsing through
the night to make your skin crawl and tingle, your armpits prickle, your body impatient to be up and concerned
with the beat.
My early childhood had been a prime time for dancing. Then I had used to amuse everybody by dropping my
scholarly seriousness to twist and turn, and clap almost in time to the music. As I had grown older and the music
had begun to speak to me more clearly, my movements had grown stronger, more rhythmical and luxuriant; but
people had not found it amusing anymore, so that in the end I realised that there were bad implications in the way
I enjoyed the rhythm.
My dancing compressed itself into rigid, tentative gestures. I did not stop completely, but gatherings were
much less fun after that and made me feel terribly self-conscious.
*
“We are dancing,” I invited Nyasha, who took a long time to understand.
“They don’t understand Shona very well anymore,” her mother explained. “They have been speaking nothing
but English for so long that most of their Shona has gone.”
What Maiguru said was bewildering, bewildering and offending.
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I had not expected my cousins to have changed, certainly not so radically, simply because they had been away
for a while. Besides, Shona was our language. What did people mean when they forgot it? Standing there, trying
to digest these thoughts, I remembered speaking to my cousins freely and fluently before they went away, eating
wild fruits with them, making clay pots and swimming in Nyamarira.
Now they had turned into strangers. I stopped being offended and was sad instead.
“Ask them, Maiguru,” I urged. “Even if they don’t understand, they wouldn’t refuse, would they? Things like
that,” I continued vaguely but earnestly, “would bring their speech back more quickly.”
The singers were becoming inspired, the drums more and more animated. I could see Nyasha listening, tapping
her fingers on her crossed knees in time to the drums. She talked to her mother eagerly in an English whose accent was so strange I could not understand a word of it, co-opting Chido into the discussion and talking in very
definite tones.
I was sure that my cousins wanted to join the merry-making but Maiguru was not encouraging. I could tell
from her voice, which was flat and passive, and from the odd word that I picked up like “dirty” and “sleep”. It
was odd that Maiguru preferred her children not to dance. If they could not enjoy themselves with us, there was
no reason for them to have come home.
I think Nyasha was saying similar things to Maiguru because in the end her irritation became so open that my
aunts stopped their lively conversations to find out what was going on.
“Now, what is the problem, Maiguru?” asked Tete Gladys. “You are not forbidding your children to join the
others, are you?”
“Why should I do that, Tete?” Maiguru replied evenly. “I am only saying they should rest. You know, a flight is
very tiring. But if you say they should dance, they shall. Tete has told you to go to the dance,” she informed her
children in her uninflected voice.
Chido declined politely (“It’s all right, Mum, I’m a bit tired anyway.”) Nyasha clicked her tongue scornfully
and switched herself off. It was very abrupt the way she did it. One minute she was taking in everything that was
happening, the next she would not have heard you even if you had spoken to her.
I went outside, trying very hard not to let the episode spoil the rest of the evening. It was difficult though. I had
been looking forward to having my cousins back so that things would be fun and friendly and warm as they had
been in the old days, but it was not happening that way.
So deep was my disappointment that I was not comforted when Nhamo, seduced by our unrestrained voices
and the throb of the drum, came out to join us. I thought he was fickle, that he wanted to eat his chicken and have
eggs as well.
*
Babamukuru stayed with us for only one night at that time, the time of his return, because he was to assume his
old duties as headmaster and new duties as Academic Director of the Church’s Manicaland Region immediately.
There was not much time to discuss all the things that had needed to be discussed but had had to wait while he
was away, so Babamukuru and his brothers and sister talked together far into the night and the early hours of
morning.
Babamukuru was concerned about the way in which the family was developing, pointing out that as an individual he had done what he could for the family’s status by obtaining a Master’s Degree; that he hoped his children
would do as much again, if not more; that he was pleased that he was in a position to provide his children with a
fine start in that direction. His branch of the family was able to hold its head high in whatever company it found
itself, but, he accurately indicated, the same could not be said for all the other branches.
He had come to the conclusion on the basis of the news he had received from Jeremiah and others while he
was in England, that the future did not look comfortable for the family as a whole. Now that he had returned, he
said, it was time for the members to put their heads together to think of means of ensuring the prosperity of each
branch of the family.
When Babamukuru speechified, which as head of the family he had to do often, he had a way of doing it that
was calm and mild and so sensible that while you listened you couldn’t help being overwhelmed by the good
sense of his words and resolving to do exactly as he suggested, whatever that happened to be.
Babamukuru was inspiring. He inspired confidence and obedience. He carried with him an aura from which
emanated wisdom and foresight. There was sighing in acknowledgment of the family’s difficulties, murmurs of
agreement with Babamukuru’s analysis.
“Er—what I see,” said Babamukuru, clearing his throat and removing pieces of meat that had stuck between
his teeth with the slim blade of his multiple-blade penknife, “is that what needs to be done is this.” He leant back
in his chair at the head of the dining-table. “We need to ensure that at least one member from each family is
educated, at least to Form Four standard, because after that he will be in a position to take a course. Although this
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is not to say, of course, that, if it is possible, it would not be a good thing for this member to continue up to Form
Six and even to university level after that.”
“It would be good,” agreed Tete Gladys. “A graduate in each family! We would be proud.”
“Not just one!” expanded my father. “Why shouldn’t they all graduate? Why not?”
“Jeremiah,” reprimanded Babamukuru, “that is not a useful contribution. We must look for useful solutions.
We cannot afford to dream.”
“Quite right, Mukoma, quite right,” agreed my father affably. “Who can afford to dream these days? Aiwa! You
can’t dream! You can’t dream!”
“Looking at the family as it stands today,” continued Babamukuru, “I see that the main problem is with Jeremiah. Tete here is all right—her husband is able to take care of her and her children. Thomas is also in no trou-ble
—he may not have a degree, but his teacher training is a solid qualification. The family does not go hungry. They
live in a comfortable home. They wear decent clothes. When the children are of school-going age they will be
able to go to school. These children who can go to school today are the ones whose families will prosper tomorrow. So Tete’s branch and Thomas’ branch are provided for.
“The real worry is your branch, Jeremiah.”
Tete pursed her lips and nodded in regretful agreement. Babamunini Thomas, modestly lowering his head, said
nothing out of deference to his unfortunate elder brother.
“I remember,” Babamukuru went on, “that the year after my family and I arrived in England, you wrote to us,
Jeremiah—no, it must have been the second year after we arrived. Yes, the second after we arrived, because we
went there in 1960 and you wrote this particular letter, the one I am talking about, in 1962. It was dated 16
November 1962.
“I remember it very well, because when I was tired and discouraged and feeling so low I used to read that
letter. I read that letter very many times. That letter made me see that even more than myself my whole family
needed my qualification. That is how I was able to carry on even when things were very bad. That letter made me
say to myself,
“‘Come what may, I will succeed.’
“Yes, Jeremiah, I remember we received news from you saying that there was no money for school fees. We
sent you what we could. We knew it was not much, but we were very pleased to hear that you were able to send
both children back to school as a result of receiving that money we had sent.”
“Things were tough, Mukoma, things were tough,” acknowledged my father, grimacing strenuously to show
just how tough. “Would we have survived if it hadn’t been for you? Aiwa, we would not. Never!”
“It is true, Mukoma,” endorsed Tete. “Our Jeremiah could have died. He and his whole family. Matters were
that bad. Truly, muera bonga, you did a great deed.”
“A great deed, a very great deed,” murmured Babamunini Thomas.
“My wife and I were very surprised,” said Babamukuru, “that the crops had failed, because other people were
telling us that there had been good harvests. Anyway, that is another matter. When we heard that both Nhamo and
heyo—er, this girl—er, Tambudzai—had returned to school, we were very pleased that you had used the money
sensibly, Jeremiah.”
Babamukuru put his penknife away and sat tall in his chair. His presence became grave and weighty. As though
giving way beneath its weight, my father, Babamunini Thomas and Tete inclined themselves attentively towards
their brother.
“What I have been thinking,” Babamukuru began again after a lengthy pause, which made it evident that
indeed he had been thinking deeply and effectively about the matter in hand.
“What I have been thinking is this: providing money for school fees is good but it is not all that must be done
to ensure a child’s success in school. A child must also be provided with the correct atmosphere which will encourage his mind to develop even when he is not in the classroom.”
“True, Mukoma, you speak the truth,” sighed my father, having gauged and approved the direction of Babamukuru’s speech. “Look at our Nhamo. I have never seen a child who loves his books the way he does, that Nhamo
of ours.
“But how can he study when there is no electricity? How can he read when there are no books? Even going to
school, how can he do that every day when there is so much work to be done on the homestead? I feel sorry for
the boy but he—does he say anything?
“No. He just keeps quiet and works hard here and at school. I was blessed when I was given that son. Truly, I
was blessed.” He shook his head in sorrow and sympathy for his son’s suffering.
“You are right, Jeremiah. I have observed that Nhamo is a promising scholar,” agreed Babamukuru. “What we
must do is to let Nhamo stay with us at the mission, let him go to school there. He must come at once, because the
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sooner he is given the best, the sooner will the best be returned. He is finishing Standard Three so there will be no
problem with the transfer. I will come to fetch him a few days before the new school year begins. Meanwhile I
will have him registered for Standard Four at the mission.”
My aunt was on her feet before Babamukuru had finished speaking.
“Purururu!” she shrilled as his last word dropped benevolently into the room. “Thank you, muera bonga.
Muera bonga, we thank you. Would we, could we survive without you! Truly, we could not!
“Jeremiah,” she commanded, turning to my father, “tell me plainly, you. Would you survive without your
brother? For one day, just one day, could you do it? Kneel down! Kneel down properly. Thank God for giving you
a saint for a brother. Thank your ancestors, Jeremiah, thank them well for giving you a brother who looks af-ter
you.” She sank to the floor in front of Babamukuru, clapping her hands.
“Bo-bo-bo-bo-bo. A great deed has been done, muera bonga. Bo-bo-bo. Truly, you have done a great deed.”
My father and Uncle Thomas magnified Tete’s praise with their own eulogies, my father going down on one
knee to do homage. Babamukuru belched magnanimously.
“Do not thank me, do not thank me!” he disclaimed modestly. “There is nothing surprising here. When there is
a duty to do, it has to be done, that is all.”
*\fn{The third division in the text:H}
My father informed Nhamo of these developments the next day, after Babamukuru had gone. They remained
cloistered together in my parents’ room in the house for an hour, and this was only possible because most of the
guests, living nearby and so being able to pop in at any time, had departed. Tete Gladys and Babamunini Thomas
stayed with us for a week because they lived far away, in Mtoko and Selukwe, and so did not visit often.
Nhamo was exultant, so puffed up with his own importance that it was uncomfortable and necessary for him to
let off steam without delay. Unable to wait until I came home to begin bragging, he came to the vegetable garden,
where he sat on a log and congratulated himself while I diverted one of Nyamarira’s smaller tributaries into the
beds of onions and rape. It was a bounteous story, the way he told it, holding much more promise than Babamukuru had in fact indicated.
“You know,” drawled my brother, twiddling a stalk of grass in the gap between his front teeth, “Babamukuru
wants a clever person, somebody who deserves the chance. That’s why he wants me. He knows I’ve been doing
very well at school. Who else is there for him to take?”
*
Nhamo, Nhamo, sneaky Nhamo! He did not speak more plainly than this because to have done so would have
been blatantly nasty. Nhamo was seldom obviously offensive in case you confronted him with it and took him to
task. His sins were mainly sins of omission. But on the occasions that he did do something actively nasty, he was
satanically good at insinuating himself so sneakily into your most sensitive spots that if you did not know him
well you could end up thinking you were being unfair to him when he annoyed you.
“Babamukuru says I am so bright I must be taken away to a good school and be given a good chance in life. So
I shall go and live with Babamukuru at the mission. I shall no longer be Jeremiah’s son,” he boasted, speaking my
father’s name in such derogatory tones that for once I was up in arms on my father’s behalf.
“I shall wear shoes and socks, and shorts with no holes in them, all brand new, bought for me by Babamukuru.
He has the money. I will even have underwear—a vest\fn{ Undershirt; a British term:H} and pants. I shall have a jersey
in winter, and probably a blazer too. I shall stop using my hands to eat. I will use a knife and fork.”
I think a little jealousy was permissible, even healthy under the circumstances. Unfortunately, since I had
stopped reacting to Nhamo a long time ago, so that all the annoying things he did had been building up for a long
time, and since this time the irritation was too persistent to ignore, I was more than a little, less than healthily jealous. This was untactical of me because Nhamo carried on in the way that he did, describing himself in unqualified
superlatives and suggesting that his good fortune was unquestionably deserved, a natural consequence of the fact
that he was Nhamo, only in order to bait me. And eventually, my composure of the past few years, dating from the
time we had fought on the football pitch at Sunday School, disintegrated into so many fine particles. I rose
magnificently to the bait.
“Ha! You are so stupid,” I jeered. “If you are going to the mission to use a knife and fork, you will be disappointed. Didn’t you see Babamukuru eat with his hands? All of them—Maiguru and those proud children. They
all ate with their hands.”
“Did you want them to embarrass us?” he retorted. “If they had wanted knives and forks, where would we
have taken them from? But in their own home they use them. Each one has his own plate with his own portion of
food and his knife and fork. I saw it. That’s what happened when we went to eat in Salisbury at Maiguru’s brother’s house, the one who is a medical doctor. I asked Chido if they eat like that at home and he said yes.” I could
not argue with such concrete evidence so I attacked from another position.
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“You will still be our father’s son. You will still be my brother. And Netsai’s. Even if you don’t like it. So you
had better stop being proud for nothing and be grateful to Babamukuru for helping you.”
“And you had better stop being jealous. Why are you jealous anyway?” he retaliated, free to use all his ammunition now because I had begun the engagement. “Did you ever hear of a girl being taken away to school? You are
lucky you even managed to go back to Rutivi. With me it’s different. I was meant to be educated.”
“I’m glad you are going,” I said. “Your voice makes noise. It hurts my ears.”
“And you have eyes like a chameleon. I can see you are getting angry. You are going dark like one. Be careful,
otherwise you will stay that way and people will run away from you in case you bite them. Be careful, be careful!
In case you bite!”
I picked up a rock and flung it at him. Nhamo sat unperturbed, following the missile’s trajectory with exaggerated movements of his head. It landed harmlessly in the grass. He laughed. I dived for him, but he was up and
running lightly towards the cattle kraal, laughing and chanting:
“Du-du-muduri, kache! Rwavi muduri kache! Tambu muduri, kache! Pound well while I am eating potatoes at
the mission!”
I considered running after him to give him the thrashing he deserved, but judging his head-start, saw that I
would not catch him. Besides, we were so evenly matched these days that he might have won a fight or I might
have, but I had not fought for a long time and I was out of practice. Today it was better not to fight than not to
win. I let him go, still very cross with him for saying such silly things.
*
I was quite sure at the time that Nhamo knew as well as I did that the things he had said were not reasonable,
but in the years that have passed since then I have met so many men who consider themselves responsible adults
and therefore ought to know better, who still subscribe to the fundamental principles of my brother’s budding
elitism, that to be fair to him I must conclude that he was sincere in his bigotry.
But in those days I took a rosy view of male nature. After an episode like that a grotesque and sad picture of
my father and Nhamo in relation to Babamukuru and my cousin would come to my mind. I wanted my father and
Nhamo to stand up straight like Babamukuru, but they always looked as though they were cringing.
That picture was frightening. I used to suppose that they saw it too and that it troubled them so much that they
had to bully whoever they could to stay in the picture at all. For from my grandmother’s history lessons, I knew
that my father and brother suffered painfully under the evil wizards’ spell.
Babamukuru, I knew, was different. He hadn’t cringed under the weight of his poverty. Boldly, Babamukuru
had defied it. Through hard work and determination he had broken the evil wizards’ spell. Babamukuru was now a
person to be reckoned with in his own right. He didn’t need to bully anybody any more. Especially not Maiguru,
who was so fragile and small she looked as though a breath of wind would carry her away. Nor could I see him
bullying Nyasha. My cousin was pretty and bold and sharp.
You never thought about Babamukuru as being handsome or ugly, but he was completely dignified. He didn’t
need to be bold any more because he had made himself plenty of power.
Plenty of power. Plenty of money. A lot of education. Plenty of everything.
*
When you have a lot of anything it makes you feel good to give a bit of it away. I knew that because when I
had a tickey from Babamukuru I could buy six fat koeks at break. I felt like a saint when I gave my friend Nyari
two.
That was why Babamukuru was always so kind and generous.
That was why he bought his wife and his daughter pretty clothes and always made sure that there was money
for Nyasha’s education.
That was why he did all he could for everybody and in this case had singled out Nhamo for special promotion,
as he had been singled out by the good wizards at the mission.
I understood that Nhamo was older than I and much more advanced academically.
I understood that that made him the logical choice for Babamukuru’s project. If he had not insisted that there
were other criteria that disqualified me at the outset, I might have been happy for him.
But he did insist, and I was very angry indeed
*
It cost me a lot of energy to bury that incident with Nhamo so deeply that it would not interfere with the
business of living.
As it turned out, I was not altogether successful, because I could no longer bring myself to speak to my
brother. Not that I consciously decided to ignore him. It just happened. Try as I would, I simply could not open
124

my mouth to talk to him. My mother, who was in the first part of the pregnancy that resulted in Rambanai, was
very distressed by all this.
“Now what evil spirits have arisen between you two?” she scolded. “If you have been bewitched, then tell us
so that something can be done. But if it is your own madness, stop it straight away!”
She was anxious, my poor mother, because four babies, three of them sons, had died in infancy between my
birth and this pregnancy. There was talk that somebody had tied her and she was afraid that it might get so bad she
would begin to miscarry, or not conceive at all.
The rumours were vicious. One or two particularly bad people who knew a little about my mother’s family
predicted that my mother’s younger sister, Lucia, was the culprit because Lucia was passing her prime but was
still unmarried and it would be useful for her to be called in to be a second child-bearer for my father.
Seeing how badly my mother was taking our quarrel, I nearly called a truce with Nhamo, but when he told me
that I would be better off with less thinking and more respect, I was glad I had stood my ground. Towards the end
my anger disappeared and I would have talked to him if it had not meant losing face.
So when Babamukuru came to fetch Nhamo, I was very relieved, first because he had gone, secondly because I
would be free to talk to whomever I wished.
*
Another advantage of my brother’s absence was that he was not there to interfere with my attempts to be
friends with Nyasha. Babamukuru came to visit us often, at least every other weekend, and sometimes two weekends in a row and during the week as well. Maiguru usually accompanied him. Sometimes Nyasha came too. On
very rare occasions everyone came, including Nhamo and Chido.
I did my best to talk to Nyasha when she came. I racked my brains for odd English words that I could slip into
my sentences to help her understand what I was saying, but it was no use. She did not talk beyond a quick stuttered greeting. Nor did she smile any more at all. Most of the time, much to Babamukuru’s irritation, she stayed
close to Maiguru, refusing my invitations to play pada or pound maize or take a trip to Nyamarira. When she did
venture away from her mother, our games were strained and silent.
In the end I felt stupid and humiliated for making such a fuss over my cousin, but it was difficult to leave her
alone. I missed the bold, ebullient companion I had had who had gone to England but not returned from there.
Yet each time she came I could see that she had grown a little duller and dimmer, the expression in her eyes a
little more complex, as though she were directing more and more of her energy inwards to commune with herself
about issues that she alone had seen.
One day she behaved very badly indeed. They arrived at eleven o’clock in the morning, in a season when there
was very little in the garden in the way of vegetables. However, there was a cow in milk, so my mother was relieved when Nyasha, having been asked whether she would have milk or vegetables, said she would have milk.
Unfortunately, when lunchtime came, Nyasha tucked into the vegetables with the rest of us. When my mother
offered her the sour milk she had asked for, she became very morose. She refused to eat anything, although by this
time everybody was very concerned and sympathetic and saying she could have whatever she wanted.
My parents thought she was a miserable child. They made no secret of saying so when Babamukuru and Maiguru had returned to the mission.
Every time my relatives came from the mission I stayed near Nyasha, and watched her. In this way I saw her
observing us all. She said little, but sometimes her lips would move to rehearse the words when someone used
complicated language.
She was silent and watchful, observing us all with that complex expression of hers—what we said, what we
did, how we said it, how we did it—with an intensity that made me uncomfortable.
*\fn{The fourth subdivision in the text:H}
Then when Nhamo came home at the end of his first year with Babamukuru, you could see he too was no
longer the same person.
The change in his appearance was dramatic. He had added several inches to his height and many to his width,
so that he was not little and scrawny any more but fit and muscular.
Vitamins had nourished his skin to a shiny smoothness, several tones lighter in complexion than it used to be.
His hair was no longer arranged in rows of dusty, wild cucumber tufts but was black, shiny with oil and smoothly
combed.
All this was good, but there was one terrible change.
He had forgotten how to speak Shona.
A few words escaped haltingly, ungrammatically and strangely accented when he spoke to my mother, but he
did not speak to her very often any more. He talked most fluently with my father. They had long conversations in
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English, which Nhamo broke into small, irregular syllables and which my father chopped into smaller and even
rougher phonemes.
Father was pleased with Nhamo’s command of the English language. He said it was the first step in the family’s emancipation since we could all improve our language by practising on Nhamo.
But he was the only one who was impressed by this inexplicable state my brother had developed. The rest of us
spoke to Nhamo in Shona, to which, when he did answer, he answered in English, making a point of speaking
slowly, deliberately, enunciating each syllable clearly so that we could understand. This restricted our communication to mundane insignificant matters.
But the situation was not entirely hopeless. When a significant issue did arise so that it was necessary to discuss matters in depth, Nhamo’s Shona—grammar, vocabulary, accent and all—would miraculously return for the
duration of the discussion, only to disappear again mysteriously once the issue was settled. The more time Nhamo
spent at Babamukuru’s, the more aphasic\fn{Linguistically impaired} he became and the more my father was
convinced that he was being educated.
My mother was alarmed. She knew that the mission was a Christian place. Nevertheless she maintained that
the people there were ordinary people. She thought someone on the mission was bewitching her son and was all
for making an appointment with the medium. My father reassured her:
“How will the boy remember his English without speaking it? Doesn’t he speak with us when he wants? He is
dedicated to his studies. Like Mukoma. Dedicated. That’s all.”
Mother did not say anything against Nhamo’s language after that, but she was still unhappy. She did want him
to be educated, she confided to me, but even more, she wanted to talk to him.
*\fn{The fifth and last subdivision in the text reproduced here:H}
This Nhamo I have described is the Nhamo we were expecting home that November afternoon in 1968. These
things I have recounted are the reasons why I was not disappointed when he did not arrive.
Mother, as usual, was upset.
“That son of mine!” she sighed. “If he could avoid it, he would never come home.” Spitefully, I agreed.
We had finished eating and were agreeing that it was too late for Babamukuru to bring Nhamo home when a
car rumbled into the yard, its headlights lighting up our smoky kitchen through the door left open for fresh air and
coolness. Netsai, who is very loving, was ecstatic.
“Mukoma Nhamo has come, Mukoma\fn{Older brother} Nhamo has come,” she sang, skipping out into the yard.
My father, smiling, puffing up a little, followed. We were all in the yard by the time Babamukuru climbed out of
his car. He looked haggard and tired and old. Maiguru, just as distraught, alighted on the other side.
For a moment no word was spoken, Babamukuru not even noticing Netsai, who embraced him asking,
“Mukoma Nhamo, Babamukuru. Where is Mukoma Nhamo?”
Without warning my mother keened shrilly through the dark silence.
“Go back!” she wailed. “Go back! Why do you come all this way to tell me what I already know!”
She collapsed on to the car bonnet, slipped to the ground, picked herself up and collapsed again. Maiguru came
to my mother to hold her, but my mother pushed her violently away.
“You want to hold me, you,” she hissed. “Now, when it is too late, that is when you are concerned. You pretend. You are a pretender, you. First you took his tongue so that he could not speak to me and now you have taken
everything, taken everything for good. Why are you keeping quiet! Why are you not speaking! Because it is true.
You bewitched him and now he is dead. Pthu!” She spat at Maiguru’s feet.
“And you too, Babamukuru! Pthu! I spit at you! You and your education have killed my son.”
This time when she fell to the ground she did not pick herself up, but rolled there, tearing her hair and her
clothes and grinding sand between her teeth. Netsai began to cry.
“Hold her, Jeremiah,” said Babamukuru in a heavy, empty voice. “It is true. We do not bring good news.”
Maiuru, keening softly, helped my father to coax my mother, now quiet and limp and bewildered, to the
kitchen.
*
Keening. I remember keening that seemed to go on all through the night: shrill, sharp, shiny, needles of sound
piercing cleanly and deeply to let the anguish in, not out.
In the kitchen Babamukuru spoke.
“There is nothing to be done but to tell you what has happened. The boy complained of a pain in his neck, a
slight pain, a few days ago.”
“He first told me he was not well on Tuesday,” said Maiguru.
“Yes, it was on Tuesday,” continued Babamukuru. “On Wednesday he was not feeling better, so we took him to
our clinic there at the mission. The doctor thought the boy might have been suffering from mumps. Now, we did
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not know whether the departed had suffered from mumps or not, so we could not give the doctor useful information on that point. Anyway, the doctor was not sure, but he said if it was mumps, it could get worse, so he
decided to keep the boy under observation. That was on Wednesday night.
“On Thursday morning we went to see him. He did not look bad. In fact he looked much brighter. He even said
he wanted to come out of the hospital, but the doctor was not satisfied with his progress. He wanted to keep him
for at least another day.
“I left a telephone messsage at the Council Offices for you, Jeremiah, saying Nhamo had been admitted to the
clinic and that I would pick you up to take you there this evening. Weren’t you at the shops today? Didn’t you
receive that message?”
My father’s shoulders were shaking. He could not speak.
“Anyway,” Babamukuru resumed, “he did not look bad at that time. I went to a meeting in town. While I was
there, my wife received a telephone call from the clinic saying that the boy had grown worse and they were moving him to the hospital in town, the General Hospital.
“My wife hurried to the clinic. She wanted to accompany him in the ambulance, but when she got there he was
already fading. He passed away before they could put him into the ambulance. This was the news I received when
I arrived home at some time past eight. I came straight away.”
Babamukuru grasped my father’s hands in both of his.
“My heart cries with yours, but we cannot understand the plans of the heavens,” he said, moving on to hold my
mother’s hands, “but there is One who knows. He will keep you and comfort you even when evil strikes against
you.”
“Ho-o-re!” groaned my father. “You speak the truth, Mukoma, but today we are overwhelmed by jealous spirits. The boy was bright, doing well. Why should he go unless something was sent to take him? Ha! I did not think
such things would happen!” He put his face in his hands.
“What else can I say, Mukoma? It is difficult to know what to say at these times. But I know you looked after
the boy as if he were yours. Those in the heavens know why he was taken. We can only accept that it has happened.”
He stood up.
“I will go down the road to Samhungu’s homestead. They will carry the news to the others.”
Tears wet his face. He did not wipe them away.
*
Seeing my father cry, seeing my mother moan and rock in Maiguru’s arms, hearing Netsai cry in fear as well as
in grief, and Rambanai, waking, whimper and whine, a little of my armour cracked.
I was sad for them rather than anguished over any loss of mine, because my brother had become a stranger to
me.
I was not sorry that he had died, but I was sorry for him because, according to his standards, his life had been
thoroughly worth living.
“There is nothing to be done,” my aunt was saying to my mother, “except to bear the pain until it passes. You
must endure the pain of his passing as you endured the pain of his coming.”
“I cannot endure it,” my mother moaned. “Maiguru, hold me. I too am going to die.”
*
The body was fetched the next day from the mission and buried in the family burial ground beside my
grandmother and other ancestors. After a decent length of time had passed, Babamukuru again raised the question
of the emancipation of my father’s branch of the family.
“It is unfortunate,” he said, “that there is no male child to take this duty, to take this job of raising the family
from hunger and need, Jeremiah.”
“It is as you say,” my father agreed. “Tambudzai’s sharpness with her books is no use because in the end it will
benefit strangers.”
“You are correct, Jeremiah,” observed my uncle, “but I will not feel that I have done my duty if I neglect the
family for that reason. “Er—this girl—heyo, Tambudzai—must be given the opportunity to do what she can for
the family before she goes into her husband’s home.”
“Exactly!” agreed my father. “She must be given the opportunity.” My mother was grief stricken when my
father told her what he and Babamukuru had decided.
*
“You, Jeremiah,” she said, and she called him Jeremiah infrequently.
“You, Jeremiah, are you mad? Have you eaten some wild shrub that has gone to your head? I think so, otherwise how could you stand there and tell me to send my child to a place of death, the place where my first living
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child died! Today you are raving! She will not go. Unless you want me to die too. The anxiety will kill me. I will
not let her go.”
“But what will she do?” persuaded my father. “She has finished her Standard Three. Tell me, is there a Standard Four at Rutivi? Kuedza is too far to walk. Where will she do her Standard Four?”
“Don’t try to make a fool out of me,” my mother retorted. “Do you think I haven’t heard that they are starting
the Standard Four at that school? Enrol her at Rutivi, Jeremiah, because I am telling you, I will not let her go.”
*
My father did not pursue the matter, but I went to the mission all the same.
My mother’s anxiety was real. In the week before I left she ate hardly anything, not for lack of trying, and
when she was able to swallow something it lay heavy in her stomach.
By the time I left she was so haggard and gaunt she could hardly walk to the fields, let alone work in them.
“Is Mother ill?” whispered Netsai, frightened. “Is she going to die too?”
Netsai was frightened.
I, I was triumphant.
Babamukuru had approved of my direction.
I was vindicated! …
260.34b Excerpt from Zenzele: A Letter For My Daughter\fn{by J. Nozipo Maraire (1964- )} Mhangura,
Mashonaland West Province, Zimbabwe (F) 10
1\fn{Except for the chapters themselves, all the internal divisions in this excerpt are mine:H }
Today is the first day of winter, I believe. There is a thin frost on the ground that makes the white wall almost
silver and casts a pallor on the garden. Not a single bloom remains; they all shuddered and collapsed as the air
grew cool. Even the shrubs and trees are curling back their leaves in retreat, huddling together and bending low,
close to the earth, to seek refuge. There is a ghostly glow and a glacial stillness all around, outside and within.
There is something mournful about a winter dawn. It is a time of death, of loss, of flight.
It is still early—not even Samuel is awake—and I am sitting in the kitchen, sipping my morning tea, looking
out at the back yard. As my strength falters, I love to spend the early hours of the morning in the orange glow of
the dawn that fills the kitchen. I look out at the garden, whose face changes in subtle and beautiful ways every
day. I have a most privileged seat at the season’s opening of nature’s theatrics.
But perhaps the real reason that I creep quietly down in the mornings is that here I am reminded of you.
This was your stage and my refuge. It is here that we encountered each other. I have a vivid image of you on
the day you announced your plans: glowing brown skin that defies the indignities you subject it to (chlorine pools,
Chimanimani winds, and Chakowa sun) and that lively tangle of black curls cropped short, as you insisted. You,
with restless confidence, expounding on the necessity of going abroad for university.
For months, you toted that bright red prospectus like a new Bible. There was undeniable proof of the merits of
an American college education. During my spring cleaning, I was tempted (with fervent urging by your siblings)
to discard it accidentally. We watched keenly as it grew more and more tattered from constant use.
We patiently waited. It was simply a matter of time before it disintegrated and our sermons would cease. Until
then, any heretic was immediately set aright by the printed word, the gospel truth of higher education, as proclaimed by that book. I became the unfortunate target of your crusade.
“Mama, they have so many subjects. Look, the psychoanalytic theories of political anthropology! I don’t even
know what that means. And twenty libraries, for one university. They even have museums, Mama, full of art, and
it’s on the campus.” You gushed, already picking up the jargon.
“Look here, Mama, the professors are from all over the world. Here’s one—Professor Dao Wong Ng from
Vietnam, and get this—Professor Miguel Rodrigues Carrera Maria de dos Santos from Argentina. I’ll bet he
thanks his parents for that! Just imagine, Mama. Oh, look, I could even learn Polish. Ha-ha. There is no limit, Mama, don’t you see?”
You looking up at me, eyes wide and round like the globe you long to conquer. I heard no more. Your mind is
set, I see. You are going to fly away and leave my nest.
*
“I am not going to war, Mama; don’t look like that.” Softly now, taking my arm.
“It is only a four-year program. I will call every week and every holiday I shall hop on the first plane headed
for Harare. Promise.”
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Ah. But I know better. There will be summer writing workshops, dancing classes, and bicycle tours; there will
be Paris and London waiting to be discovered by you. I begrudge you not one single joy of youth, especially you
who have such energy to embrace life.
I finally gave in.
But all I could think was, America? Harvard? Thousands of miles from Harare.
I took up my ironing board, leaving you dancing to your chant of opportunities. America—so far away.
Was I too distant? Perhaps. I was often bewildered by the task of motherhood, that precarious balance between
total surrender and totalitarianism. How could I prepare you for a world that I did not even understand? I was
struck by the absurdity of my predicament as a woman. I had been excluded from the social contract that drafted
and perpetuated those very rules that it fell to my lot to inculcate in you.
Had it been up to me, I would have constructed a very different world for you. There would have been more
laughter, more color, less struggle. But despite my reality, you have made your own world. Of all of my children,
you are the only one who has created yourself.
*
Mine was a simple life. As the eldest of five children, I had many chores to do, and one duty: to make mother’s
load easier. Together, we calculated school fees, allotted the household spending money, bought uniforms and
stationery. We pooled our earnings, subtracted the food and rent, and hid the remainder in an earthen jar behind
the maize sacks in the pantry. We saved for birthdays and Sunday dresses.
Ours was a close but practical relationship. We were allies in a battle against hunger and squalor. I did not
weep over the starving in Ethiopia, the refugees in Mozambique, the students of Soweto, nor did it ever occur to
me to lend my fury to a march against rape and sexual violence. I signed no appeals to politicians; I did not sit on
cold pavements, with fingers frozen and my toes numb, to denounce neocolonialist foreign domination. I have
watched in wonder as you did all of these.
In my days, I yearned for little else than my own room with pretty blue curtains and a bedspread to match,
where I could sleep alone instead of listening to Farai’s snoring and suffering the bruises of Linda’s flailing limbs.
I wanted only peace. I yearned to escape from the world and its hardships. You mustn’t wonder, then, that I am
startled when you burst into the kitchen, demanding,
“Mother, what do you think of global warming?”
My mind flashes a picture of a beach in Jamaica, then goes blank. I often feel compelled to pre pare for a conversation with you. But I could never keep up. You weave so many subjects into one, then, having thoroughly
dissected one issue, you launch with equal passion into another.
I am not only defeated; I am exhausted.
Nothing gives me greater pleasure, therefore, than to sit with my knitting and watch you debating with your
father. I am reassured to see that even the internationally renowned lawyer is vulnerable. I inwardly delight to see
him falter to keep pace with your sharp wits. I can see you, on those evenings, your features distorted from the
consolidation of mental faculties, merciless, ready to pounce on any minor flaw in his argument.
We have the same eyes, you and I. But yours are still vulnerable. They are candid and honest; like a scrupulous
documentary, they take note of all of the details of life. And all of the world is reflected there—the beautiful and
wretched alike.
My eyes are resigned to observe, detached, from some distance. They want no part; they do not take in. They
keep out. In your company, I often feel blind, groping for firm objects, hesitant lest I collide with some obstacle I
cannot characterize, let alone surmount.
Ah. But your fingers are truly mine, long, dark, and graceful. And those clumsy lips, those are mine, too. They
fall and tense and bend into every shape. They are never still, never without expression.
The world is full of so many more illustrious and better-qualified women—bankers, lawyers, doctors, and
presidents—who would have served as far superior role models. But I alone had the responsibility of being your
mother, and so, by default, your guide and mentor. I have learned something in my awkward journey through
womanhood.
The lessons are few, but enduring. So I hope that you will pardon this curious distillation of traditional African
teaching, social commentary, and maternal concern. These are the stories that have made me what I am today. It is
just that you are my very own, and it is an old woman’s privilege to impart her wisdom.
It is all that I have to give to you, Zenzele.
2
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I know that you dislike the heat of the village at Christmas. I can sense your resentment when on bended knee
you must pass the basin of water to every member of our large clan, in strict cultural hierarchy, to wash their
hands before each meal and special rite.
But it is part and parcel of the other traditions that you adore, like the singing of hymns late at night, just
before bed. With Mbuya’s thin, high voice almost transparent in its clarity, cutting through the stillness of the
Chakowa night. Then the resonance as the menfolk boom their basses in. One hymn evokes the memory of others.
There is always someone’s favorite. All that is needed to set her off is a nostalgic “Remember the one we used to
sing at school?” Or “Can’t you just see Babamukuru singing this one?” Or “Who taught us that one? Remember,
Mbuya?”
And then we all join in afresh. Only Mbuya has the authority to disband our chorus with her firm whisper:
“Shall we pray?”
Giggling softly, heads bent low, lest Mbuya catch sight of your playful grins (her hearing failing now), you and
your cousins, all jostling for a piece of soft, warm carpet, all descend to bended knee.
I love those prayers best of all. It is a time when each of us, from the eldest to little Joy, gives expression to
what lies deep, what is not for others to ask but that which longs to be shared. Through our supplications, the
world comes into Mbuya’s front parlor on those evenings. I have always felt that God’s spirit dwells in Chakowa,
far from civilization and deep in the African countryside, and that if by chance we dared to open our eyes, if we
peeked through the lace curtains during those evening prayers, that his warm, loving eyes would peer right back.
And then bed. It is difficult for you to share a bed with others, I know. But Mbuya’s tumbling home was built
for a family of six, not twenty! Three generations with their friends and guests quite overwhelm the old farmhouse.
Happily, the boys adore sleeping out on the verandah. They feel it is an adventure, a sure sign of manhood, to
brave the elements with only the shower of stars above to shelter them.
And Mbuya with her candle, wandering from one room to the next, like a sea captain on deck, chuckling and
mumbling as she goes, leaving wet kisses indiscriminately—without regard to rank, profession, or age—on every
cheek, your father’s and Joy’s alike, and with a sweeping glance making sure that all is in order. Satisfied that her
crew is safe and accounted for, she rings for one last cup of tea, makes sure her chamber pot is stored at a
convenient distance under her bed, and sleeps.
*
All of those memories, all of the richness of our little traditions are yours. You may accept or reject them, but
they form your foundation. They are your very roots. In years to come, you will be nurtured by them.
Even the “ancients,” as you call them, with their interminable, glorious epic tales of battles waged and won
and village life before the white man came—they are our living history.
The village is our library. You were raving about the twenty in Cambridge; think of the thousands in Chakowa! And those mbuyas and sekurus are our encyclopedias. How could I allow you to grow up reading Greek classics, Homer’s Iliad, the voyages of Agamemnon, and watch you devour The Merchant of Venice and Romeo and
Juliet yet be ignorant of the lyrical, the romantic, and the tragic that have shaped us as Africans? It is for that
reason alone that while your other friends are off to London on summer holidays, we load the cars and trek off to
“the end of the earth”.
And as soon as we arrive, the ancients descend upon the house.
“All they want is Baba’s imported whiskey, Mama; they do not come to see us.”
I remember how you used to flee at their approach. How you winced in the embrace of those tattered, often
toothless villagers reeking of sweat and local beer. With a joyful cry, they would take those graceful piano and
tennis hands into their calloused sowing and harvesting hands, squeezing them tightly as they took you in with
their eyes. Sekuru Isaac has always been particularly fond of you. Whenever he saw you, he never failed to exclaim:
“Ah! She grows ever more beautiful, Amai Zenzele. You shall have to give her to one of my sons soon. He-he.
She shall be a daughter-in-law I can be proud of.”
Once when you were thirteen, you actually ran off in tears of disgust and fury.
“Mama, how could you let him say that? You laughed; I heard you, Mama! How could that horrible old man
say such things? I would rather die than marry one of his stupid, smelly sons!”
It was difficult for me to explain then. Sekuru Isaac is a simple and honorable man, an old friend of your
grandfather’s. The old man had meant no harm. On the contrary: He meant to give you the greatest compliment he
could.
*
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The summer following that incident, it took me two full hours to convince you to return. Do you remember
that evening upstairs in Joy’s room, packing her clothes and playthings for the trip to Chakowa? It was boiling in
Harare, which meant that Chakowa would be scorching! You were particularly reluctant, as you had had an
invitation to spend part of the holiday with the Makororos, visiting Victoria Falls.
“Mama, the Makororos are originally from Chakowa, too, yet Petranella never spends even a weekend there.
Yesterday in class, she said that she would rather die than spend her vacation toasting in the bush with no electricity or running water. Why do we have to?” You pleaded, folding Joy’s little frocks into her bright yellow bag.
I knew the family and many like them who have forsaken our roots, still regarding the countryside as the
“tribal trust lands” of colonial invention. They were something to put behind you. The rural areas were places one
moved from; it was a sign of progress. Naturally, to go back was a regression. Our kumushas have lost their
meaning. Instead of being our cultural reposits and homelands, they are where the forgotten live and the dead are
buried. Even those who grew up there among the hopjes, the baobab trees, and the Umvumvumvu River—those
big businessmen and cabinet ministers with sleek, dark Mercedeses who once herded goats and cows thick in the
thorny bush of the eastern highlands, have forsaken it for the concrete splendor of the gleaming high-rises of the
big cities. They are now too comfortable in the air-conditioned office blocks in Harare, Bulawayo, and Mutare to
return here.
It is no surprise then that the rural areas, like obsolete factories, appear dilapidated and neglected: they are in a
state of social and economic decay.
For every school, there are ten beer halls. Each has a blaze of lights, a lively atmosphere, bursts of laughter,
cool drinks to relieve the heat, the clinking of glasses, and the melodic beckoning of the scratchy gramophone
blaring American rhythm and blues. Like those bright, fluorescent, but lethal mosquito traps, they attract and suck
the life of our people. It is precisely us, the urban corps, who must renovate our kumushas.
But these sentiments, I knew, would hardly mitigate your disappointment and dread of returning to Sekuru
Isaac’s gnarled arms. And it certainly did not explain why you had to come along. I must have seemed cruel that
day, for I was particularly adamant.
“We are all going together. Petranella is going to be with her family and you will be with yours. End of discussion, Zenzele.”
*
I watched your lips express the disappointment your words could not. I bit mine, too, but I had good reason for
withholding my permission. Two days earlier, at the Borrowdale Shopping Center, I had bumped into Petranel la’s
mother, Florence Makororo. She cornered me in the bakery section of the grocery store. After chatting for a few
minutes, she burst out:
“Amai Zenzele, I don’t know what to do. Somewhere, somehow, we have done the wrong thing.”
“What is the matter, Amai Stephen?” (I can still see you wincing whenever I would use the traditional titles in
greeting.)
She looked genuinely in need of company, so after depositing the groceries at home, I dropped by her house
for tea. I had last seen her at her father-in-law’s funeral two weeks back. I had rather thought she was handling
things well. As I parked my car behind hers in the driveway, I wondered what ever could be the matter.
From the outside, everything appeared so calm. The house was a beautiful English cottage style. The gardener,
who had opened the gate, returned to his pruning of the shrubs. He had quite a job, for the garden was magnificent
and vast, having been sculpted and landscaped by Sir Eliot Stoddard especially for the Marquess of Dryden, who
had lived there for forty years before she fled the country in a panic at independence, fearing a sudden anarchic
Marxist overthrow. I had always adored the grounds there. I would ask Florence if my own gardener, Samuel,
could come over and spend some time training with hers.
She came to the door as soon as I knocked.
“Yes, Amai Zenzele. Thank you so much for coming over. It has been too long since we sat down and chatted,” she said half-apologetically, ushering me into the lounge. As we sat down, she shouted over her shoulder to a
dark corridor that led off to the right.
“Petranella! Come and greet Auntie.”
It was several minutes before a reluctant Petranella emerged and extended her hand. She was always an attrac tive girl, tall and slim, but somehow ill at ease in her gaunt frame, so that she moved with awkward jerking
motions. There was something about her that reminded one of a horse. Perhaps it was the way her face, punctuated by a wide, fleshy mouth, jutted out, or maybe the nervous restlessness of her feet, or possibly it was her
distinctive mane of shiny plaited dreadlocks that gave the impression that at any moment she would fling her head
back and, with a snort, gallop off.
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“Why not get us some tea, Pettie.” I was surprised to hear her mother say this like a plea. Her daughter glared
defiantly.
“I think Sisi Selina is in the kitchen. I shall have her make it for you.” Then she turned from the clouded face
of her mother to inquire timidly of me,
“How is Zenzele, Auntie?”
“She is very well, thanks, my dear. I left her at home playing tennis with her brother and a friend. When are
you going to come and visit us?”
“I … I don’t know, Auntie.”
She seemed quite flustered, and she darted off to the kitchen to instruct the maid, Selina, to give us tea. It is the
norm in our culture that the eldest daughter of the household act as a hostess, especially when close family friends
visit. She was not actually expected to prepare anything, just coordinate and serve tea with grace.
But Petranella had made her point quite clearly. Tea making was the maid’s job—she had more important
things to do. In our culture, this was singularly rude of her, and I knew that her mother was embarrassed.
“My, these girls grow up fast! It seems just yesterday that they were at creche—do you remember those orange
aprons they had to wear?” I said, meaning to be cheerful.
But my comments did not evoke a happy reflection, only a flinch of pain. Florence Makororo drew her chair
near to mine and bent her head slowly to meet my gaze. Her troubled eyes searched my face for comfort and I
felt, all too sharply, her mother’s pain.
*
“I don’t know what to do, Amai Zenzele. Somewhere, we did something wrong. When I was growing up, we
often ate nothing but mealie porridge and peanuts before bed. We walked four miles to school, only to learn our
lessons outside, seated on the red earth, in the shade of a mango tree. As soon as I got home, I had to remove my
uniform so it could be washed and pressed for the next day; we could not afford to have two.
“I changed into a faded three-time hand-me-down dress and walked to the fields to join my mother in planting
and sowing. Late in the evening, we returned, only to wash the red dust off our sweaty bodies before we set about
gathering wood, collecting pots, preparing sadza, frying vegetables and what little meat we were lucky to have for
the evening meal. When visitors came, we greeted them properly; we gladly offered and shared what modest
refreshments we had in the true communal and Christian spirit that was the very foundation of our lives in the
village.
“It was only late—after the dishes were cleared, washed, and put away, the kitchen was swept and scrubbed,
and the water drums had been filled for the next day’s baths and cooking—that I found time to sit still with my
schoolbooks, using candlelight, mind you, as the only light, for we had none of this electricity, and tried to concentrate and prepare my lessons for the next day.
“My dear, I had no time for the sort of mischief that our children seek out these days. Ah, no, no. Christmas,
and only Christmas, we received one new dress (which would be our Sunday dress, our party dress, and our
going-to-town dress) and we had cake after dinner. Those days!”
She chuckled softly, shaking her head as if her memories were deceiving her. I laughed, too. We had come a
long way.
Her eyes grew sad again. As the maid set down a full tray of tea and little puffy scones, Florence got up from
her chair and stood by the French windows, looking out onto her perfect garden.
“When independence came, we celebrated with tears in our eyes! The country was ours! We would continue
the struggle to ensure that our children received every opportunity of Western privilege. The whites had hoarded
the pleasures and advantages of our nation for too long.
“My God, there were horse-riding and French lessons, video games, and trips to London and New York. There
was nothing that our children asked for that we denied them. We who had grown up knowing only deprivation,
austerity, and hard labor. We wanted only the best for them. We even sent them to the best private schools with
plenty of whites.”
The last phrase was uttered with particular disappointment, as if some guarantee had been recanted or some
promise broken.
She waved her arms about the sitting room, helplessly. The room was like a museum of African assimilation.
On the far wall were shelves of video games, movies, and a computer. Above them hung a shiny calendar from B
and B Hardware. On the top shelf were scattered trophies and prizes awarded to each of her children for ballet,
rugby, and tennis, from their prestigious private schools: St. George’s for the boys and the Dominican convent for
the girls. The piano at the rear of the room stood majestic beneath a shiny but dark painting of the wild zebra of
the highlands. The nearby coffee tables were cluttered with gaudy souvenirs of every description, including a row
of gigantic beer mugs from “Merry England.” The room, with its rich golden carpeting and matching velvet sofas,
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was the Zimbabwean’s version of Western sophistication. The better suburbs of Harare housed no end of replicas
of this model.
She resumed speaking.
“But it was all in vain.
“They have neither respect nor gratitude. When Baba vaStephen’s father lived here in the days before he died,
you remember how he was in and out of the hospital; it was terrible.
“Petranella refused to attend to him. Her own grandfather! Her own father’s father! She complained that he
was decrepit; she lifted not a finger at his funeral in Chakowa. It was a struggle to get her even to go!
“My mother scolded me for hours about her. She says we have spoiled her. She tells me that these modem
children are culturally bleached! That we have nót taught them respect or dignity.
“What can I say to this? How do you teach children integrity, I ask you? I virtually have to beg Petranella to
get her to help with little things around the house; she is out with friends all weekend long—we do not see her
until the early morning. Even her older brother, Stephen, a grown man, is in his bed long before her!
“It is a disgrace! Her father has threatened and punished to no avail. She is smoking and drinking without
shame, right here beneath this roof!
“I would not be surprised if there are even drugs involved. When she is home, she has her radio on full volume
and emerges only for meals and to greet people. These are not the customs that we were taught.”
And now her voice began to crack, and I dreaded her next words. It was the nightmare of all African mothers.
*
“And now she has told me that she is pregnant! How am I to tell her father? Worse yet, how do I find the
words to tell my own mother my shame? Who will share this heavy burden with me? Ah, me! What heinous evils
did I unwittingly commit in my life so that God should choose to heap such scorn upon my head?
“Was I so proud that I need to be the laughingstock of Harare to gain humility? Must I now bear the curse of
hearing our good name dragged through the mud, to hear our name in every gossip’s mouth?
“Ah, Amai Zenzele, it is too much for me. As if things were not bad enough, she says that she is not even sure
who the father of her child is. Is this our reward for providing the best for her? Is that what she has been up to
while we slave day and night to pay for her private-school fees? It is shameful!”
Amai Stephen took a tissue from her bag and wiped her eyes. I touched her arm gently. She was my age, but I
had always perceived her as older, perhaps because her husband was fifteen years our senior. The ancient deference to age circumscribed by our culture prohibited me from acting on my feelings and embracing her. I had little
to say and so I lied with some soothing words. I could not condemn her.
“You cannot blame yourself, Amai Stephen. You have given her so much. One can never be sure what bad
influences are at school. And the television blares all day, glorifying every vice. Our children sit transfixed before
the television, soaking in every detail, ready to imitate what they see at the next opportunity. They have no idea of
the responsibilities and consequences of their actions—which the telly and the movies happily omit from their
scripts. How can you fight these powerful forces? The important thing now is to talk to her about it and decide
what is best. Whatever happens, you are her mother and she is your child.”
She shook her head.
“She wants none of my advice. It is as if she is furious with me, when it should be the other way around. Hehe, my dear. She is telling me that she can, quote, ‘handle it.’ Can you imagine! She does not even have a
secondary school education. Now she speaks like a big woman—as if we were equals!”
She shot a sharp glare at the empty hallway.
“Did you see the way that she defied me about the tea? Shameless girl! She is spoiled—that is her problem.
She is too used to drivers, maids, and cooks. I should ship her off to the bush. Maybe then she would understand
just how lucky she is. She does not know what it is to work. Children these days think that money grows on
trees!”
She sank back into her enveloping velvet sofa, drinking the last of her tea. I let her be for several minutes. She
suddenly turned to me once again, this time with a spark of hope in her eyes.
“Hey! I have an idea!” she exclaimed, excited now, sitting straight up and placing her hand on my knee,
“Couldn’t you persuade Zenzele to spend part of her upcoming holidays with us in Victoria Falls? It would be
so good for Petranella. Zenzele seems so levelheaded, I am sure she would listen to her.”
*
I was startled by this request. But my maternal protective forces surged to my rescue.
Why should I let you do her mother’s dirty work? I had no intentions of leasing my own daughter out to
correct the errant ways of others’ children, like a pediatric cultural counselor. I would not have you discussing
abortion, adoption, and childbirth for them. Those are issues that they will have to face all by themselves.
133

After all, they had wanted children that were just like those in the West. Well, now they had them, let them deal
with them! Frankly, the less time you spent with Petranella Makororo, in my opinion, the better. I informed
Florence that it was the anniversary of Babamukuru’s death, a special occasion for our family. I declined on your
behalf.
When I left, it was late. I was burdened by a tremendous sadness. I understood Florence’s predicament well.
All of the pre-independent generation shared a common vision of a better life. Unfortunately, too many of us had
translated this into a material definition of success. We developed all the symptoms of the postcolonial syndrome,
endemic to Africa: acquisition, imitation, and a paucity of imagination.
We simply rushed to secure what the colonialists had.
We bought their homes, attended their schools, leased their offices, spoke their language, played their sports,
and courted their company.
We denied our own culture, relieved to leave our primitive origins far away, in some forgotten village. And so
we believed ourselves sophisticated at last, integrated into the mainstream of cosmopolitan culture. We created an
invisible white line of ultimate aspiration: to achieve what the Europeans had.
This was the epitome of civilization, the very definition of evolutionary advancement. We ceased to dream, to
have our own vision of happiness and success.
We were able to carry on this farce with aplomb, but our children were getting caught in some gray zone that
was neither black culture nor truly white, either. We have to acknowledge our dual citizenship. We are urban and
rural, old and new. We exist in contradictory time frames; in one we are creating computer programs for artificial
intelligence and in another we are carrying a bucket to the river to fetch drinking water. It is our reality; we cannot
run away from it. If we cannot fully resolve our dual citizenship as Africans, we must at least be honest with
ourselves for the children’s sake.
It is a commitment that your father and I made when you were born. I could not forsake our determination to
expose you to our culture.
If in the end you rejected it, that was fine, but we had fulfilled our responsibility as African parents; the rest
was up to you.
*
By now, you had finished packing Joy’s things. You closed the bag and set it down next to the others. I wanted
in some way to share this vision that we had.
“Zenzele, sit down before you go. I know it is late and you are disappointed. But the village is a special place
for us. It is full of childhood memories, old friends, and familiar haunts.
“Do you know Auntie Linda and I used to sneak away after our chores on hot December afternoons to bathe in
the Umvumvumvu River? We would splash around, playing and screaming. Then we would lie on the rocks at the
bank, hidden from view by the thick shrubs, covered by our jiras, and make up great stories of the wild animals of
the bush. Invariably, we fell asleep, then awoke, to hear one of the boys calling us. They used to yell at us,
“‘You’re going to get it this time. Mama is furious!’
“I can never drive over that bridge without a mischievous smile stealing across my face. In the city, sometimes
life is a mad rush: It is dashing from home to drop Joy and Tndai at school, fum ing in traffic on the way, running
from one appointment to the next, making sure the driver picks the children up on time after school, then rushing
home to change quickly for some important function in town. It is easy to get one’s priorities lost in the frantic
urban rhythm. Values are misplaced and time is stringently apportioned.”
I looked up to see if I was having any impact so far on my audience. Your long fingers were leafing absently
through one of Joy’s baby-picture books. Your lips pursed in a quivering pout. I continued.
“We do not want our children to grow up thinking that the city is all there is, as if we sprang up from cement
sidewalks and towering high-rises. The city is such a small part of African life; it leaves out so much. Chakowa
may look like a dry, dull village to you now, but in our day it was magical.
“Linda and I—well, actually it was more Linda’s idea than mine—created an underground kingdom beneath
the far pillar of the arch of the concrete bridge over the Umvumvumvu River. There was a nook formed by the
walls of the thick cement columns, the brambles of the thicket that shaded the river, and the rocky ledge that rose
sharply above the water’s edge. The floor was formed of fat roots of the baobab trees whose sparse branches
loomed high above. The roots were plump and fleshy like an old woman’s thighs as they dived over the ledge and
disappeared into the swirling foam of the river below. I remember the day that Linda discovered the place. She
whispered to me late one evening after she was sure Farai was asleep.
“‘Sisi Shiri.’
“‘What is it, Linda? Why aren’t you asleep yet?’ I whispered back, turning my back and sliding down in the
bed, away from Farai’s elbow.
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“‘I am too excited, Sisi. I have found a secret place, and if you promise never to take anyone there, I shall
show it to you in the morning.’
“Indeed, the next morning she performed her chores with such speed and cheerfulness, I was curious to see
what geological find could possibly have produced this metamorphosis and account for my sister’s unusual
behavior. To get to the spot, we had to scurry under the edge of the bridge, crouch down and crawl on all fours for
what seemed to be ages, and then climb over several precarious-looking rocks to inch along a thorny branch
before we finally reached what initially appeared to be a little cave.
“You must remember that in those days we often romped about without shoes, so it was a most painful journey,
although Linda’s calloused heels seemed not to feel a thing. It smelled of red clay and rotting leaves. I was not
impressed. But Linda soon set to work and co-opted me into helping her furnish her little den. Like two little birds
building their nest, we foraged about in the thick woodlands that enclosed the river. We collected all sorts of
things—like old tins, in which we placed the variegated plants that grew along the river's bank. We weaved
together a mat from bamboo sticks and even made a few ‘sofas’ from an old mattress that we gouged the fluff out
of and covered with a few discarded sheets. After eating the dry powder of the mauyu fruit, we would clean the
inside and fashion the dry, fuzzy shells into cups and bowls. Linda was brave enough to roll a few rocks in to
serve as little tables. I was too terrified—not of the long climb over the sharp ledge but, rather, because I feared
the slimy, wiggling green things that squirmed under each rock and crunched as they rolled. Linda only laughed at
me—she was absolutely fearless.
“We made two unsteady shelves from a pile of uneven wood planks and several bricks that we lugged from an
abandoned house behind the old mission cemetery. As it grew more habitable, I became enthusiastic and collected
brightly colored soft-drink bottles and shiny biscuit and tea tins of all shapes and sizes to decorate the shelves. At
noon, the sun streamed in through several cracks in the bush. It lit up the room in a rainbow of colors and
sparkling shadows as it bounced off the glass and tin. After an intense week, we celebrated by having a private tea
party.
“‘It is perfect, our own private place. This is our special kingdom. We make the rules. Nobody can come and
tell us what to do or make us run away.’ She beamed.
“And so we had a little refuge beneath the bridge. In the afternoon, it was cool and you could hear the murmurs of the Umvumvumvu River as it flowed past. In the distance, we could hear the splashes and high-pitched
laughter of the young women who came to bathe at the river to relieve the heat of the December afternoons. Every
time a large truck or car sped by on the highway above us, everything shook like an earthquake. Luckily, in those
days there were precious few vehicles.
“For almost a year, it served as a meeting place for Linda and me, far from the chores of our home and the
confines of the village. I read my tattered schoolbooks while Linda played make-believe. She was al ways pretending to be an emperor or a soldier. I think I was closest to my little sister during that year. Of course as I grew older
and my responsibilities mounted, my interest waned. I had to concern myself with the concrete and the real.
“Linda continued to use that hidden spot for years. Soon it became the secret place for her and our cousin
Tinawo to meet. In fact, even during the revolution they used to stash food for the freedom fighters there, and
once when the Rhodesian army had actually sent out a search party to arrest Linda, she hid there for a solid
month. We brought her food, and many comrades over the years learned the secret path to Linda’s place.
“It is a pity it’s gone now, for even after I escaped the village and lived in Harare, there were times when I
longed for the cool solitude it offered. It was burned down many summers ago when a car swerved off the bridge,
caught flame, and plunged into the river, igniting every branch on its path.
*
“I used to love to go to town. Baba bought a secondhand car from a fleeing missionary in 1938. We were the
first and only family in Chakowa to possess such a contraption. Consequently, it served as as an ambulance,
taxicab, cattle and horse trailer, fruit and vegetable delivery truck, school bus, and police van. That poor vehicle.
It is a wonder that it lasted for twenty years. By then, of course, the paint, once a magnificent green, was chipped
and flaked. What remained of the front seats was only a spring, the rest having been replaced by homemade
cushions crafted from abandoned mattresses and traditional fabric. The back window was smashed and the whole
car leaned precariously to the right at all times and most alarmingly at sharp turns.
“It died exactly one hour after my father did. I remember because we had just loaded it up with blankets and
supplies for the funeral, and when my uncle stepped in to start it, it gave an enormous metallic sigh, grew deathly
quiet, and never made another sound. While it lived, however, whenever anyone in the village was taken ill, the
sister from the clinic would come running down the hill to our house to beg Baba to take them to Mutare General
Hospital. In fact, the Manese twins were born in the backseat of that old car.
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“At harvest time, the neighbors brought gourds filled with fire-red tomatoes, baskets of sunny mangoes, sacks
and sacks of beans and potatoes for Baba to take into the market square. The car itself was a constant source of
wonder to the villagers. Whenever they saw us coming in a dusty red haze, they would leap out of its path, only to
jostle each other to file along the sideline and wave frantically at us, as if we were in some kind of parade. Farai,
my youngest sister, was the first to call it a ‘grasshopper,’ but before long the entire village referred to the car as
‘the grasshopper.’
“My father often allowed us to accompany him on his various errands. I would sit crouched in the front seat,
with my head high and my knees tightly buckled below me, so as not to touch the gearbox as we bumped along
the pothole-ridden road from Chakowa to Mutare. When Linda came, too, and there was no other baggage, we
would sit in the back and play games. Our favorite one was to count the number of baboons in the bush as we
sped by. The one with the least sightings had to give the other all of her sweets, which Baba invariably bought us
at Mr. Malawi’s Bazaar at the end of the day. Naturally, if you spotted a zebra or elephant, then you automatically
won. As you can imagine, this was not a very objective game and we often fought bitterly about the sightings.
“I loved to see the shops full of pretty things. I was always happy to mind the car, which meant that I could
nestle in the back seat and watch the whites in their spotless starched clothes clip-clop past. Early on, I noticed the
difference between us and them. Their clothes never had stain or a hole in them, and their hemlines were sharp
and
straight. As a child, I was particularly fascinated by their shoes. For one thing, they matched perfectly and the
strings of their shoelaces stayed put neatly in their holes instead of cutting through them and becoming all
shredded and unraveled, so that in order to tie one’s shoes one had to crisscross the laces unevenly in the
remaining holes. Secondly, their shoes were shiny, not dusty and worn. More wondrous still, they actually seemed
to fit their feet instead of pinching or flopping about like the Africans’ shoes did.
“At that time, I thought that they must have better cobblers, tailors, and shinier irons and that if we went to the
European shops we would all have such a smart look. But we were forbidden to enter those stores by large signs
that hung crookedly from the doorknobs. Even those of us who could not yet read knew what the signs meant.
Years later, long after I learned to read the WHITES ONLY signs, I understood that the differences were deep and
that poverty and imperialism were what put the holes and stains on our clothing and kept it off of theirs.
“Mr. Bright Malawi was one of my father’s closest friends. He owned a general store across from the bus
terminal. No matter the errand or the hour, we always stopped at his lively bazaar before returning home. Outside,
its stucco walls were animated by the brightly colored smiles of a young African couple sharing a bubbly soft
drink and rugged American cowboys smoking cigarettes. Inside, it was dim and smelled of a mixture of the dried
goat meat that hung in strips from the rafters and the many spices that were arranged row upon row behind the
counter. The shop was cluttered with every item imaginable. He stocked soap, batteries, blankets, flour, school
uniforms, underwear, pens, live chickens, and cooking pots.
“For our purposes, however, his most noteworthy merchandise was the outstanding selection of lollipops and
chewing gum. We would raid the jars of sweets that filled the glass counter beneath the bright red cash register
while the two old men sat at the back table sharing a cool beer and discussing business and church matters. Often
I went alone with my father, for the boys were still young and Linda more often than not detested going to town.
First and foremost, she objected to getting all dressed up for the occasion. Linda was worse than an enraged cat,
clawing and screeching when I tried to brush her dense curls into a neat bun to render her presentable.
“‘Leave me alone! I don’t want to go!’ she would sob.
“I only managed to talk her into it from time to time by inventing all sorts of games for the journey. I once
asked her why she did not enjoy going. Naturally, I suspected that she was just being lazy. Baba always needed
our help to carry the market goods, assist the sick into the hospital wards, or run into the shops to buy something.
Sometimes he just asked us to sit and mind the car. She claimed, however, that town was ‘stuffy.’
“‘It’s horrible. Baba is always telling us that we cannot go in there, that we cannot walk here, that we are not
allowed to buy this or that. I would rather play alone by the river. There I can shout or sing or laugh or run, and I
can take anything I want from the woods to play with and do anything I want in my secret place,’ she said,
pouting.
“Of course, then she had been too young to understand that our father was simply doing as the signs said. But
she was a child of the open fields and she felt suffocated by the strict racial confinement of the city. It is funny
how little children can intuitively understand so much. As usual, we reacted antithetically. I was delighted to
watch and follow, feeling detached. My sister, however, felt actively restrained, as if her personal freedoms, rather
than those of the nation as a whole, were being infringed upon.
“Once the war started, we were no longer allowed to ride along. The boys who worked for us were the only
ones permitted to go with Baba. It was no longer fun, anyway. Everyone was somber and scuttled in and out of
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shops in a nervous, directed fashion. At every turn, we were frisked and searched. You couldn’t even buy sweets
without having the whole bag turned inside out by the unsmiling security officer at the door and each sweet
inspected as if it had a miniature bomb in it. And the curfew made it dangerous to drive in the evenings. We were
banished from playing our little game because as the animals grew scarce and the soldiers more numerous, we
adapted our game to see how many soldiers and how many freedom fighters we could spot. Needless to say, our
pointing and crying out was not welcomed by either group and once got us fired at. It was after that trip that we
lost all interest (and Baba sternly forbade us from going into town).
*
“But the point is that you will never know the gay abandon of jumping into the Umvumvumvu River to bathe
or coming face-to-face with a baby hare or a wide-eyed baboon while playing in the bush. And thank God you
will never know the pains that come from walking in the wild without shoes or the aches of working all day in the
fields. Nevertheless, at least you can somehow be a part of my past—of our past, which lives on in Chakowa.
Things are still as they were there, and they are so different from this. The air, the way of treating one another, and
even the food are different here.”
By now, you were turned toward me, looking intently into my face. Finally, I was getting somewhere! I continued, observing you from a more discreet angle as I put the last few things in the bag.
“In the rural areas, the mangoes are bigger [a smile], the sadza is better [a rolling of the eyes], the tea has more
flavor [a nod], and matumbu tastes real [a grimace] .”
You crossed your feet and looked up at me. Your lips were struggling to contain some witty remark, not wanting to give in too readily.
“That is why everyone there is so fat!” Lips exploded now, wide open, and your body was shaking in laughter.
I laughed, too. The storm was over.
“It is also important for us to take care of Mbuya,” I added.
“Mama, why doesn’t she just come and live here with us? Her life would be so much easier.”
“Heh. That would be the day! She has sworn on the grave of her departed parents that she will never leave
Chakowa. She and Babamukuru James built that home from nothing. She will tell you how she chased away baboons, killed snakes, and plowed that land to make it home. She is too proud to leave Chakowa. Besides, she goes
to Babamukuru’s grave every morning to sweep away the fallen leaves and bird droppings, to clear old flowers,
lay a fresh bouquet of wildflowers, and chase away stray animals that shelter there. She would never leave him.
And you know how she is. She cares deeply for your father, who is her favorite son, and all of us, but she treasures her independence. She detests idleness. After one day sitting around our house, she is like a caged bird.”
“Do you remember the last time she came in to see the orthopedist about her knees and Baba insisted she stay
the weekend? By the time we came back from town, just a few hours after her appointment, she was long gone on
a bus back east so she could water her beans and maize in time.” You were shaking your head as you said this,
laughing still.
“And nothing pleases her more than having that house chock-full of her brood. She bustles about and boasts to
her neighbors. She will call out on every side as she leads a gaggle of grandchildren to the shops:
“‘Oh, Amai Chiwere, I will not be by for tea today. The house is full of little ones—just look at them. The
family is here, grandchildren and all. I am exhausted! Come along, children.’
“Then on Sundays, to make Amai Tawona green with jealousy:
“‘Oh! Good afternoon, Patience, my friend. Do you mind if we take this shortcut through your path? I am
taking them to the Easter play at the church. Just look at this pretty dress they bought me. The entire clan has
descended upon me once again. I had nothing to feed them—you know how times are hard these days, especially
after last season’s drought. He-he, but no matter! They came with that big fancy car loaded down with meat, wine,
cakes and biscuits, and other things that I cannot even pronounce, he-he. Yowe! Here hamuna we. Others would
stay in the city, feeling important, but not this lot! They never fail to come home. Never a holiday in peace for an
old woman! He-he. Say morowe to Granny Patience, children.’ Then with a smug smile and a hearty wave, she
would shout her parting shot:
“‘Come by later for tea: we could never finish all of that food alone!’
“Granny Patience is a sad, lonely old woman. Her children send for her once a year to come to Harare, only to
sit in an overstuffed chair and watch television. I know that she detests the indignity of it, but her pride would not
allow her to stay in the country year-round. Tongues would grow loose to see a proud old woman with so many
educated children living in the capital city, their houses sprawling with empty, airy rooms, living in her thatched
hut and never visiting.
“It was important for Granny Patience to show that she had relations who were ‘high up.’ So once a year she
would sigh, tie together her few faded possessions, and endure the three-hour bus ride to Harare and return one
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week later, looking paler, thinner, and even more cheerless than when she had left. She always loudly claimed, for
all to hear, that her children spoiled her terribly, but her appearance belied the truth. The children who perfuncto rily sent for her had little time in their fast-paced city lives for the sluggish and obsolete. Her peasant superstitions
and laborer’s odors evoked unpleasant memories best forgotten. They have set foot back in the village only twice
since they left as children—once for their father’s funeral and once when Amai Tawona (as we call Granny
Patience) was ill.
“When Mbuya was a young mother, Amai Tawona used to laugh at her for educating her children, especially
the girls. Amai Tawona used to wear new dresses each Sunday. With virtually all of her seven children working in
the fields all day, she was able to plant and reap one of the largest harvests in the village.
“But she did not know that she had simultaneously also sowed the seeds of discontent and re sentment in her
children, which she reaps today. She had lived for the present, for a new hat, a more elegant pair of gloves, for
those pretty new curtains. Mbuya and Babamukuru, meanwhile, plowed their investments in the hearts and minds
of their children.
“And today they are yielding large returns. Today Tete Murielle is a doctor, your father is a lawyer, and your
uncle, Babamunini Arthur, is a professor at the university. Had it not been for Mbuya’s foresight, Tete Murielle
would probably be changing the nappies of some European baby in the suburbs, as is the fate of most of our
uneducated rural girls, and your father and uncle would be garden boys and cook boys.
“According to our custom, one generation takes care of another. If we followed Amai Tawona’s example, we
would soon be putting away our old, with all their wisdom and love, in those dreadful nursing homes of the socalled civilized world. Some countries create whole villages of the senile and lame so that they do not interfere
with the hustle and bustle of daily commerce. I guess, even more importantly, the aged are hidden away so that we
do not remember that one day we shall all walk that path, that we shall one day grow slow and stooped.”
The long fingers covered your floppy mouth as it stretched into a yawn.
I felt relieved when we said good night. If my memory is true, I think you will agree that it was one of our best
vacations in Chakowa. …
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The Mucheke Methodist Church, Masvingo, Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe
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The Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception, Bulawayo, Bulawayo Province, Zimbabwe

The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart (1924), Harare, Harare Province, Zimbabwe
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The Cathedral of St. Mary and All Saints, Harare, Harare Province Zimbabwe: two views
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The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Mutare, Manicaland Province, Zimbabwe

Dutch Reformed Church, Maronderea, Mashonaland East Province, Zimbabwe
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The Cathedral of St. Theresa, Gweru, Midlands Province, Zimbabwe

A church in Kadoma, Mashonaland West Province, Zimbabwe
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The Seventh Day Adventist Church, nr. Gwanda, Matabeleland South Province, Zimbabwe

The Regina Mundi Mission Church, Matabeleland North Province, Zimbabwe
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