
G
loria Mathema is another Zimbabwean
who fled her native country after her hus-
band was beaten to death by government
agents. She says that the recent election

will make no difference to her life now, regardless
of who is in power.

Living in Joburg, in abject poverty, she recalls
another world where she, her husband and children
lived in a comfortable home with the help of a
domestic worker. 

Her husband worked at a private company and
was an MDC activist. But her father-in-law was with
Zanu-PF. Then people began throwing things at
their house and breaking windows. After receiving
many “visits” from government agents, her hus-
band was brutally attacked and died shortly after
from internal injuries.

Mathema approached an organisation in Bul-
awayo that offers free legal services. She was told on
the phone they would definitely assist her, but, as she
sat in the waiting room, a call came through to the
office from a “Sergeant Moyo” who asked to speak to
the woman who had taken on Mathema’s case.

Within minutes, she was told that her case was
too complicated because of the involvement of her
father-in-law. 

She had to take her sons out of school as she
feared for their lives and eventually decided to leave
for SA.

“I didn’t say goodbye to anyone or lock the
doors,” she recalls, “we left quietly and went to a
garage in Bulawayo where people who help others
escape wait there with their trucks.”

After a harrowing journey squashed amongst
others in the back of the vehicle with her sons,
Mathema faced the hardest part of the journey: the
border crossing. 

“We had to walk through thorny bushes for an
hour and it was pouring with rain. We had to keep
lying flat because the police come looking in the
bushes. I then had to roll my children in blankets
and push them through the hole of a broken fence.
We finally made it across, but then we faced the ter-
rible truth of our lives. We were in South Africa
with nothing but the clothes on our backs.”

Since then, Mathema and her children have lived
in abandoned buildings with no water or electricity.
Poverty stalks them every day and the elections
have no bearing on their future.

“I’ve lost a husband. I’ve lost everything,” she
says, “so these elections have no meaning for me. I
have felt all along that if Mugabe wins, it’s the same
as before. If he lost, he would retaliate anyway so
there won’t be peace for a very long time. It makes
no difference to me. My education has gone to waste
and I’ve been reduced to poverty. I’m living, but I’m
dead.”

H
olly Moyo really was dead – or so the CIO
agents thought when they beat him into a
state of unconsciousness and sliced up
his penis in 2005. 

He had been working as a police officer for 17
years and when it became clear that he didn’t sup-
port the ruling party he became a victim of what he
calls “a witch-hunt in the police force”. 

After various incidents when
he was threatened, the final straw
was when 15 government agents
ambushed him outside his home.

“They stuffed some cloth into
my mouth, beat me up, took off
my trousers, sliced up my penis and left me for dead.
When I gained consciousness, I crawled to the
house. 

“My wife put on the light and when she saw me
covered in blood, she just screamed.”

Moyo took months to recover, especially since the
hospital staff had been told to deny him proper

treatment because he was a “sell-out”. As soon as he
was physically able, he and his wife fled the country.

Now, living in SA and still covered in the scars
from the attack, he holds out little hope for his
native country. 

Any change would be too little too late.

‘We have been through a
lot,” says Patisiwe
Phiri, reflecting on

the recent election. She fled Zim-
babwe a few years ago after being
victimised by government agents
for refusing to settle on land that

had been grabbed.
“… And the media must stop calling us aliens. 
“We are migrants and we are foreigners, we are

not from another planet. Zimbabwe was freed 28
years ago, SA only 14. Who knows how SA will be 28
years later? You might also have to brace for what
we are going through now.”

F
or Godfrey Mhlana, the physical
scars of torture will always be
with him. Walking with a limp is
a constant reminder of how he

was shot in the leg in an ambush and then
denied proper hospital treatment because
of his links with the MDC, and the recent
election at home is one which he could
only watch from afar in Joburg.

Mhlana was working for the MDC. One
day, he was on a 600km drive from Harare
to a meeting in a rural area with a col-
league when they were suddenly
ambushed on the road. 

“They must have been tracking us the
whole way,” he says, “and when were driv-
ing between farms in the rural area, they

suddenly blocked our car with their vehi-
cle. There were three of them from the
Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO). 

“They ransacked the car
and took all our paperwork.
They forced us to sit on the
road next to the car while
they phoned other people. I
believe they were trying to
set up a place to take us for
torture. I thought: ‘Let me
rather die here than be
taken off somewhere.’
When a bus came driving
in the opposite direction, I tried to flag it
down. And that’s when they shot me.”

The driver and passengers of the bus

saw Mhlana lying in a pool of blood. But
by the time he reached the hospital, the
CIO agents had informed the staff that if

a man who’d been shot in
the leg came in, they must
record it as an accident
and not provide adequate
care. 

The nursing staff
informed Mhlana of this
in secret when he arrived.

“The orthopaedic sur-
geon had been instructed
to insert a far longer pin

than was necessary,” he says, “and that
was meant to keep me out of political
action. I couldn’t bend the leg and it kept

going septic, but they refused to treat it.
The hospital staff might not like Mugabe,
but they have got families to feed and jobs
to protect.”

So Mhlana, still on crutches, made his
way to SA with his wife and two children,
and though he has been here for some time
now, it is the recent election which brings
back the emotional pain.

“The only reason I came here was
because of the political situation. I would
have stayed in Zimbabwe, even though it
was tough. There, I could fight the strug-
gle from within. Now I’m fighting the
struggle beyond borders in an election that
needed my vote – but I wasn’t there to give
it.”

A
fter 14 fruitful years as a teacher in

her native Zimbabwe, Lydia
Sibanda found herself crossing

the dry bed of the Limpopo
River on foot with nothing except her baby
strapped to her back and a bag of nappies. 

After four gruelling nights of sleeping
on the floor at Park Station, a domestic
worker from Thokoza township saw her
rummaging through a dustbin for food and
took pity on her. From that moment on, she
had to rely on the comfort of strangers.

Her overnight escape into SA was
prompted by a few words she’d uttered in
the staffroom at school when she and her
colleagues were debating the run-up to the
elections.

“I think Mugabe should
step down,” she said, “and
if he doesn’t do that, we’ll
only have a chance at
change when he dies.”

Two days later, while in
her classroom, she noticed
a crowd of people stream-
ing in through the gates.
She had no idea why they
were there, until the princi-
pal called her and a colleague who had
expressed the same views into his office. A
teacher who supported Zanu-PF had over-
heard the discussion in the staffroom had
reported her to the ruling party as some-
one who wanted Mugabe dead. 

Soon after the group had bombarded the
school, the police arrived and set up a nego-
tiation with a few of the leaders, but they
left shortly afterwards and refused to inter-
vene again. 

That’s when the nightmare began. 
She was roughed up and made to lie

down on the floor. They made her sing
Zanu-PF songs and then poured soil over
her face and body.

After that, she tried to get a transfer, but

no other school would have her. One of the
chiefs from the area returned to the school
and forced her to sign a document promis-
ing to resign. Further attempts at a trans-
fer were unsuccessful and being dragged
out of the classroom became a regular
occurrence.

That’s when she decided to flee, and
though life in SA has been extremely hard
for her, she is too scared to go home.

But she longs to be a teacher again.

E
zekiel Banda was also working in
the education system. Up until
2006 he was a principal at a mis-
sionary primary school, which he

sometimes hired out to
MDC leaders to hold ral-
lies. After a while, the
Green Bombers –the youth
militia group attached to
Zanu-PF – began disrupt-
ing lessons. Banda received
various threats before
being taken from the school
one day for “questioning”,
during which he was
beaten into a state of

unconsciousness.
One evening at 7pm he received a call

from the chairperson of a Zanu-PF ward
who secretly told him that he’d been ear-
marked for elimination but that he wanted
to warn Banda because he had done so
much for the community and didn’t
deserve to die. That same night, he began
the long journey to South Africa, leaving
behind his wife and children whom he has
not seen since. 

“You meet someone from Zimbabwe
and you wonder why they fled. But for us,
home is a timebomb and this election
could trigger anything over the next few
weeks. Things have been building up for
years.”
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As Zimbabwe holds it breath for the election results, those who’ve survived torture and loss know that life will never be the same
again, no matter who wins. Tanya Farber tells some of these tales, but has changed their names to protect these victims

To stay alive
they have
to run away

FORCED TO FLEE: Zimbabweans who escaped their country after being tortured by Zanu-PF members are hiding out in South Africa. PICTURES: BOXER NGWENYA

SCARRED, INTERNALLY AND EXTERNALLY: Some Zimbabweans who fled to South Africa have told their tales of torture
to counsellors at the  Trauma Clinic of the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation in Joburg.

PAINFUL
MEMORIES:
A
Zimbabwean
remembers his
torture at the
hands of
Robert
Mugabe’s
followers.

For violence-related
counselling, contact the Trauma

Clinic on 011-403-5102
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It was an 
election that

needed my vote


