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Author’s Note

This book is a work of narrative non-fiction. It’s a true story based on actual events gleaned from hundreds of interviews and conversations as well as research and personal experience of the period in question. The protagonists in the story are real, although I’ve changed some names to protect identities. There are instances where I’ve compressed conversations and relationships that took place over a longer period of time, and where I’ve described scenes and written dialogue I was obviously not present for. I’ve done this in the interest of story and narrative, using my best understanding of the characters, locations and historical period involved. It goes without saying that any errors are mine and mine alone.


For Grace, a different one, without whom none of this would have been possible


CHARACTERS

Robert Gabriel Mugabe – President (1980–2017) and leader of ZANU-PF; aka Bob, the Old Man

Grace Mugabe – First Lady and leader of Generation 40 (G40) faction within ZANU-PF; aka the First Shopper, Gucci Grace, Lady Gaga

Emmerson Dambudzo Mnangagwa – Vice-President, former Security, Defence and Justice Minister and leader of the Lacoste faction within ZANU-PF; aka ED, the Crocodile

Emmerson Mnangagwa Junior – son of ED; aka Junior

Ambassador Christopher Mutsvangwa – chairman of Zimbabwe National Liberation War Veterans Association and former Chinese Ambassador; aka Chris

General Constantino Chiwenga – Commander of the Defence Forces

Jonathan Moyo – former Information Minister and senior G40 faction member; aka the Professor, Jonso

Saviour Kasukuwere – ZANU-PF Political Commissar and former Indigenisation Minister; aka Tyson

George Charamba – President’s Spokesman

Senator Monica Mutsvangwa – wife of Christopher

Kudzai Chipanga – ZANU-PF Youth League leader

Augustine Chihuri – Police Commissioner

Auxillia Mnangagwa – wife of ED

Northgate Declaration team:

Tom Ellis – businessman and political fixer

Agent Kasper – CIO operative

Agent Magic – CIO operative

Agent Horse – Military Intelligence operative

Gabriel Shumba – human rights lawyer, ZEF Chairman; aka Gabe


ABBREVIATIONS

ANC – African National Congress

AU – African Union

CIO – Central Intelligence Organisation

EU – European Union

G40 – Generation 40

GNU – Government of National Unity

MDC – Movement for Democratic Change

MI – Military Intelligence

PSU – Police Support Unit, aka Black Boots, paramilitary wing of police

SADC – Southern African Development Community

ZANU-PF – Zimbabwe African National Union, Patriotic Front

ZBC – Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation

ZDF – Zimbabwe Defence Forces

ZEF – Zimbabwe Exiles Forum

ZNLWVA – Zimbabwe National Liberation War Veterans Association



 

“Don’t pursue big plans in November, my child; the ancestral spirits are restless, still deliberating which prayers to answer.”

Words on the portentous month of November in Shona culture, as told to a Zimbabwean boy by his father.


Introduction

Every day for 37 years since Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980, there has been a police roadblock at the foot of Christmas Pass, the precipitous mountain traverse that connects the Mutare River valley, where I was born and raised, with the city of Mutare on the Mozambique border. I’ve approached that roadblock a thousand times over the years, always with the same dread of the coming shakedown: the demand to see ID, passport, driver’s licence; to pay a fine for some minor offence.

On the night of Thursday, November 16th 2017 there was still a roadblock at the pass, but it was now manned not by police but soldiers of the Zimbabwe National Army.

In Harare the generals were denying it, but a military coup was underway, and in this corner of the country the police, long loyal to President Robert Mugabe and his wife Grace, had turned tail and fled.

I pulled up and waited anxiously as a flak-jacketed soldier approached, wielding his AK47 like a club.

He leaned in the open window.

“Got any bombs?” he asked.

Then he grinned, burst out laughing, offered me a fist bump and waved me on.

The soldier’s surprising wit was the first sign of a thaw in the air: after 37 years of rule by one man, Mugabe – at 93, the world’s oldest leader – a changing of the guard was at hand.

I was in the country of my birth by chance.

I’d flown in from my home in Virginia, outside Washington DC, two weeks earlier to briefly visit my parents before picking up a vehicle and driving into Mozambique with three friends. The vehicle was a vintage white 1971 Mercedes Benz 280 SE – of the kind popular with African dictators in that faded decade – and my plan was to write a book about the trip. It would be the story of four middle-aged men in mid life crisis, in search of adventure and lost youth: The Hangover set in Latin Africa, if you will.

We were three days into the journey, closing in on a far northern Mozambican port, when we learned that back in Zimbabwe the country’s Vice-President, Emmerson D Mnangagwa, the man next in line to the presidency, had been summarily fired by his one-time friend and mentor, Mugabe. Mugabe was clearly paving the way for his glamorous and controversial wife, Grace, 41 years his junior, to take power.

A day later we learned that Mnangagwa, also known as ED or “The Crocodile”, had fled the country in fear for his life, and had almost been captured in a gunfight at the exact same Mutare–Mozambique border post through which we’d crossed days earlier. We wondered if he might turn up at our guesthouse.

Instead, a day later he turned up in South Africa, from where he released a statement saying that he would be back in Zimbabwe “in a few weeks” to remove Mugabe, free the country and take power.

That seemed optimistic, if not delusional, but we toasted it from a cantina on Ilha de Mozambique.

The truth is, I wasn’t much bothered either way. I had long since grown exhausted with Zimbabwe. I’ve written about the country for 15 years, and the cycle of hope followed by despair (and usually violence) has worn me – and everyone else – down. Mugabe was going nowhere and his wife would succeed him.

That view started to change slightly on the evening of Monday, November 13th, when we learned, via a sudden barrage of WhatsApp and Facebook messages, that the head of the military, General Chiwenga, an ally of The Crocodile, had given a blistering press conference in Harare at which he berated Mugabe, and warned him that the army would intervene to stop his wife and her cohorts from seizing power.

I’m a travel writer, not a conflict reporter, but I also know a story when I see one. The Zimbabwean military is a dark and brutal force, not given to idle threats, and if Chiwenga was threatening military action, he meant it.

“Shit is going to kick off back home,” I told my friends. “We should be there for it.”

After all, how better to complete a book about four guys in search of an adventure than by getting caught in an actual coup or revolution, in their own country, as it went down?

The four of us were in nervous agreement and we raced back to Zimbabwe.

It took us three days, but we entered the country on the night of Thursday, November 16th, and it was a few miles from my parents’ home near Christmas Pass that I had that interaction with the soldier.

On the morning of Saturday 18th my three friends and I raced west for the capital Harare to attend a march that had been hastily arranged to persuade Mugabe to step down. Suffice to say, the march was one of the most extraordinary events in Zimbabwean history: organised in 36 hours, it went off like clockwork, with the kind of precision and unity unknown to Zimbabwe. There must have been a million people on the streets that day, watched over with professionalism by the much-feared armed forces – not a shot was fired, not a stone thrown in anger.

Three days later Robert Mugabe did indeed resign and the country broke into raucous celebration.

Back home in the US, I wrote a magazine piece about the events – “Coup Fever” it was titled – for which one of my travelling companions, Michael Bowles, a photographer, took the images. I then contacted my publishers and pitched them a book about four middle-aged men who set off on a road trip in search of adventure and who discover it when they get caught up in a real-life revolution back in their home country. I had already written the first half of it; all I needed was to tack on the story of the coup.

I would try to speak to The Crocodile and find out how he escaped the country; I would speak to the military and ask them how they planned and carried out the entire operation; and I would try to find out how that march was so well organised.

My publishers liked the idea and in March 2018, I was back in Zimbabwe asking questions.

Which was when the problems started.

For men who had carried out what appeared to be “the perfect coup”, the Zimbabwe military didn’t want to speak about it. The Navy Seals revealed all about Zero Dark 30; Mossad still boasts about the raid on Entebbe, but the Zimbabwe military were saying nothing about what they had dubbed Operation Restore Legacy.

I asked multiple contacts to put me in touch with any senior commander, even off the record, but I met a brick wall. I did speak to the President’s son – I was the first journalist he spoke to about his dramatic escape with his father – but when I asked him about the military he said he doubted they would talk.

Even Zimbabwean journalists with close ties to the armed forces got nowhere.

It was then that my story took a strange turn.

I had called a businessman friend in my parents’ home town, Mutare, a very connected man, to ask if he knew any officers who would speak.

“No,” he told me. “But I do know someone who has a story to tell.”

“What story?”

“I’ll text you his number,” he replied.

I got the text. It was a South African cell phone number and it came with a single name, “Tom”.

“Has he got a last name?” I asked.

There was no response.

The following night, at a dimly lit veranda table in the courtyard of the Bronte Hotel, in the Avenues area of Harare, I met with another contact. He was a black Zimbabwean opposition party activist who had spent the past 13 years in exile in South Africa, and had only returned to Zimbabwe following Mugabe’s removal.

The man spoke in a whisper. He was still wary of the secret police. He told me he had no military connections and he doubted anyone in the military would speak about the coup, but there was someone he knew who had a story to tell.

“Who?” I asked.

He gave me a number and a surname – Ellis.

“What’s his first name?”

“Just call him,” the man said quietly, and then he changed the subject.

The number was for a South African cell.

I frantically searched my phone for the number that my businessman friend had given me the day before.

My heart was now pounding: they were the same numbers!

Who was this Tom Ellis?

I called the following day.

He was in Johannesburg and had been expecting my call. He was clearly a white man, and had a Zimbabwean accent and an easy-going manner. He said he had liked my book, The Last Resort, a dark comedy about my parents’ struggle to hold onto their home and backpacker lodge in eastern Zimbabwe during the violent land invasions.

“Listen, mate, you want another book to write?”

“Ya, sure.”

“Well, let me tell you the story of the coup. I’ll tell you from my side – what we did.”

“What do you mean ‘we’?”

“Do you want to hear it or not?”

And so it began.

The story Tom Ellis told me on that call was so outrageous and unbelievable that at first I thought he was bullshitting. It was a tale of spies, assassins, double agents, secret meetings, seedy Johannesburg bars, Harare restaurants, parking lot pacts – and one-time enemies coming together to work for a common goal.

It was hard to keep up. But, after further WhatsApp calls and multiple meetings with Ellis in Johannesburg and Harare, I started to understand.

And then, when he introduced me to members of “The Team”, things got really wild.

By this point I had called my publishers and asked if we could table the comic travel memoir for a later date. I said I had stumbled on another story that was more incredible and pressing.

They kindly agreed, and I’m eternally grateful to them for giving me the freedom to do it.

There are other books on the coup in Zimbabwe and hundreds of magazine and newspaper articles. The story that follows is different: it’s a human story about brave, driven, flawed individuals caught up in a life-or-death struggle for the future of the country they love.

It’s time to pull back the curtain on one of the most surreal and dramatic events in modern African history, the consequences of which are still reverberating.

Let’s go.

Douglas Rogers,
Waterford, Virginia
February 2019
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“This book is a smasher. Some of the hottest
non-fiction I have ever read. The fall of Robert
Mugabe was orchestrated from Jo'burg? Douglas
Rogers has to be kidding. But he isn’t.” RIAN MALAN
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