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Abstract

This article argues that songs from Zimbabwe’s war of the liberation (Chimurenga) record-
ed by Alec Pongweni differ in thrust from the poems written by fellow combatants, Freedom 
Nyamubaya and Thomas Bvuma. Although songs and poetry are generically related, the 
songs from the war served a single immediate purpose of encouraging the execution of the 
war, while the poems allowed the poets a fair share of individual exploration of both of-
ficial and unofficial perspectives of people in Chimurenga. Thus, while the songs effectively 
dwell on the immediate business of the war, the poems have the luxury of space to pon-
tificate, establish philosophies and even quarrel with the very idea of Chimurenga itself. It 
shall also be argued that while the two poets differ from the singing guerrillas, the poets 
develop in different, even if not necessarily opposed, directions in their understanding of 
Chimurenga and its aftermath.

Key words: war, ZANLA, Chimurenga, song, poem, Zimbabwe, liberation, guerillas

Alec Pongweni: Songs That Won the Liberation War
Part One of Alec Pongweni’s book, Songs That Won the Liberation War contains lyr-
ics to which the author refers in the preface as ‘ZANLA choir songs’ (1982: preface). 
The Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) was the fighting wing 
of the political party, Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) during the armed 
struggle for Zimbabwe’s independence which started in the 1960s and intensified in 
the mid-1970s. The party now known as ZANU PF has been in power in Zimbabwe 
since independence in 1980. Of course it is erroneous on the part of Pongweni to 
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suggest that all these songs were solely composed by and first sung by the ZANLA 
choir and unleashed on the masses from all sides. 

In fact these songs were variably composed. Some were composed by said choir, 
some by individual guerrillas, some by refugees in the bases in Mozambique and 
some even by the ordinary war supporters at home inside Zimbabwe. These songs 
had no one specific source and did not necessarily move from up-downwards. A song 
spread from its source outwards. Karin Barber (1977) argues that usually if individu-
als produce such work (like the songs during the war) for the collective, theirs is an 
achievement in the course of the first specific performance only which guarantees 
it eternity. After this first performance, the authors have no control over their work, 
and the authors might even come across their later work being used in variations, 
depending on the circumstances of the new performer. 

A careful examination of these songs shows that they bear either the mark of the 
dialect of each of their authors or the dialect of where they first became popular. 
For example, the song Zvinozibwa neZANU as recorded by Pongweni is partly in 
the Hwesa and Karanga dialects. This means that the author of that song could have 
been a Hwesa speaker who operated in a Karanga-speaking war front or vice versa. 
The song Mukoma Takanyi is partly in the Korekore and Zezuru dialects. The lyrics 
to these songs, which were not written down substantially until Pongweni’s book, 
spread by word of mouth and through Radio Maputo broadcasts from the rear to 
the war front and vice versa and came to be sung by all those who were involved in 
Chimurenga in areas in which ZANLA operated and even further afield. ZANLA’s 
massive operational zone (Nhongo-Simbanegavi 2000) stretched from Beitbridge in 
the South to Feira in the North along the Zimbabwean boarder with Mozambique, 
a distance of over 600 km, stretching as far inland as Mvuma from the East. It was 
indeed a portion of territory covering the first half of Zimbabwe from the East.

It means that these ZANLA war songs were, by their very nature, communal 
property, and carried ZANU/ZANLA perspectives about the war. The role of these 
songs was to move the participants in the war from their individual realm to the 
collective. These songs were an instrument for a specific end, namely, to spread the 
gospel about the struggle far and wide until victory occurred. As shall be shown 
here, however, they differ in thrust from poems written by combatant poets from the 
same war, Freedom Nyamubaya and Thomas Bvuma, in that these songs served an 
immediate communal purpose whereas the poems allowed the poets some fair share 
of individual reflection.

According to E. Chiwome (1996), song was always very central to warfare in the 
African traditions and the songs recorded by Pongweni are in that realm. Using an 
example of a popular Shona war song, Bayawabaya (Kill or get killed), Chiwome 
argues that war songs across the ages ‘called people to the battlefront, exhorted fight-
ers and insulted the enemy’(1996: 20). There was therefore need by the fighter to 
bury individual differences and swoop upon the enemy as a unified unity.
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Furthermore, Chiwome notes that generally, in the traditional setting and the 
second Chimurenga, war sparks a great amount of uncertainty and the grim possibil-
ity of death, injury and/or defeat such that ‘fear was managed by song and dance’ 
(1996, 21). He also argues that the overriding optimistic tone (of the songs recorded 
by Pongweni) is not a weakness or myopia, but rather a reflection of the marginality 
of pessimism because negativity was viewed as an unnecessary luxury in a war like 
the second Chimurenga.

In the midst of this mixture of fear and anxiety, the name that literally litters 
all these songs, is ZANU. In a song called Zvinozibwa neZANU (Only ZANU has 
the answer) (Pongweni 1982: 20) all knowledge, history, wisdom and strategies of 
the war belong only to ZANU. All three stanzas in this song end with the verse: 
‘Zvinozibwa neZANU’. ZANU knows everything that is worth knowing on behalf 
of everybody in the liberation movement (fighter, politician, refugee, collaborator, 
etc.). When everything is said and done, ZANU is the crowning glory of the libera-
tion war in Zimbabwe.

In Hapana Chavo (The settlers cannot claim anything) (Pongweni 1982: 12), 
ZANU is portrayed as the sole owner of the Chimurenga movement in Zimbabwe 
despite the existence of black resistance to colonialism since white occupation in 
1896 and the existence of the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) 
which operated from the western half of the country:

Chimurenga chakarwiwa naniko?
NeZANU muZimbabwe
Chimurenga chakarwiwa,
Chakarwiwa neZANU PF

[Who fought the liberation war?
ZANU fought in Zimbabwe
Who fought the liberation war?
ZANU PF fought the war in
Zimbabwe.]

The same observation applies to songs like Tochema kuZANU (We appeal to Zanu) 
(Pongweni 1982: 21). It should also be realised that almost all of these songs ei-
ther begin or end with ZANU slogans. These songs clearly belonged to ZANU and 
became a linking factor amongst its members in various territories in and out of 
Zimbabwe.

In the face of this united façade, however, it is noticed that ZANU itself was never 
a homogenous body. It was rocked by various well recorded rebellions sparked by 
differences within its ranks. Fay Chung (2007: 9) chronicles, for an example, the 
Nhari rebellion of 1974 and the rise and attempt to rebellion by the Vashandi, a 
group of intellectual and ideologically clear young guerrillas that broke ranks with 
their more conservative veterans. Even ZANU itself had emerged out of an older 
nationalist movement ZAPU in 1963. So the question might be asked why these 
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songs seemed one-sided and decidedly did not take cognizance of different voices, 
like women, the Vashandi and other minorities within ZANU.

The answer to this is that ZANU could not commit suicide by attacking its own 
war efforts and philosophies through its own songs. That does not, however, mean 
that there was no introspection or disgruntlement in the movement. Self-criticism 
was left to other fora within the movement. Fay Chung (2007: 324) explains that 
self-criticism during the war was actually a culture within ZANU, and that its nega-
tion at independence is, according to her, one of the causes of the failure of the nation 
state of Zimbabwe. She chronicles how even the Commander of ZANLA, Josiah 
Tongogara, would often be taken through an exercise of ‘self criticism and group 
criticism’ by his peers and juniors (ibid. Chung: 2007:324).

Samuel Ravengai (1994: 27–39) who sees these songs as part of a protracted 
popular theatre that developed during the war, argues that these songs were sung 
at Pungwes, that is, ‘all night meetings by guerillas and peasants to conscientise 
and mobilize one another’, and that in between the songs, there would be sessions 
to dialogue and debate issues of concern to Chimurenga. Therefore, to ask why the 
Chimurenga choir song does not reflect the occasional dissension is to miss the 
meaning of the whole package called Pungwe.

In addition, these songs show that ZANU and ZANLA had the capacity to hug 
Nehanda and Kaguvi, the two major spirit mediums at the centre of colonial resistance 
to colonialism in Zimbabwe since 1896. The late, Josiah Tungamirai, a prominent 
ZANLA commander argues in a conference paper published in a book by N. Bhebe 
and T.O. Ranger(1995) that on the North-eastern front where ZANLA scored promi-
nent inroads, mobilisation into ZANLA was facilitated by the spirit mediums. The 
mediums Nehanda and Kaguvi, who had participated in the Chimurenga of 1896, 
and others like Chipfeni and Chidyamauyu, who were opposed to colonial rule, as 
vehement as they were in 1896, asked people to support ZANLA. The mediums 
helped to sustain the view that the guerrillas would restore the land and authority 
initially seized by the colonial settlers to the people. The guerrillas were also seen 
as being symbolic of the rise of the bones of Nehanda who was hanged at the end of 
the 1896 war. This is very evident in Tora gidi uzvitonge (Take up arms and liberate 
yourselves):

Mbuya Nehanda kufa vachitaura shuwa
Kuti ‘Zvino ndofira nyika ino’.
Shoko rimwe ravakatiudza,
‘Tora gidi uzvitonge.’

[Our ancestor Nehanda died
With these words on her lips,
‘I’m dying for this country’
She left us one word of advice
‘Take up arms and
Liberate yourselves’] (Pongweni 1982: 26).
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There is also mention of the physical business of war, exhorting the uninitiated to 
come join and feel the joy of running around and using the modern tools of war in 
order to free the motherland:

Wasara kuhondo
Shuwa here,
Tomhanya-mhanya nemasabhu,
Totora anti-air
Tora gidi uzvitonge

[Aren’t you coming with us to fight?
Aren’t you really?
We are running about carrying
Sub-machine guns.
We carry anti-air missiles
‘Take up arms and
Liberate yourselves’] (Pongweni 1982: p26).

To fight, in this context, was to re-enact Nehanda, arguably the greatest of all Zim-
babwean heroines. This connectedness with history and spirit mediums of the land 
could have been more romantic and fulfilling if it is to be agreed (with Bhebe and 
Ranger 1995: 7) that ZANLA, unlike ZIPRA, was a peasant-based army, drawing 
the majority of its recruits from the Shona peasantry, some who had neither seen the 
city nor been employed in their lives. 

In the same vein, these songs line up and lampoon prominent characters, like 
Muzorewa, Sithole, Chirau and others who fell out with ZANU ideologically during 
the course of the war. In Kugarira nyika yavo (Choosing to free their country) (Pon-
gweni 1982: 37–40), a very long, circuitous and bitter song, these characters are told 
that the children of Zimbabwe are fighting in the bush not because they like it but 
for the desire to take their country and people out of bondage. The repetition of the 
names of the perceived foes of the revolution helped to drum into the fighters’ psyche 
the very names of their detractors.

A more articulate song is Mukoma Takanyi (Dear brother Takanyi), which became 
known in the late 1970s as Sendekera Mkoma Takanyi (Go on, I hear you brother 
Takanyi). It has 11 long stanzas and Pongweni describes it thus: 

It is a song that deals with nearly as many themes as there are verses in it. It ranges 
over a whole panorama of bitter experiences ion the war, before the war, experiences 
of the masses and of the guerillas in the field (1982: 47).

It was reputedly composed by a guerrilla from Mount Darwin called Chakanyuka 
and popularised by radio Maputo of Mozambique. In this long song, the soloist 
chronicles real-life examples of the black man’s oppression and segregation by the 
white system and those who listen, confirm that they still have not fallen asleep by 
crying back ‘Sendekera Mkoma Takanyi’ which means ‘Go on, I hear you brother 
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Takanyi’. The word ‘Sendekera’ means physically bending double in agreement with 
what Takanyi, the speaker or soloist, is saying.

Freedom Nyamubaya: On the Road Again
Freedom Nyamubaya’s first collection of poems, On the Road Again (1986) con-
tains, as indicated by the sub-title of the book: ‘Poems (written) during and after 
the National liberation of Zimbabwe’. Unlike the songs recorded by Pongweni, this 
collection straddles the two eras (struggle and aftermath) and the reader visits it with 
greater expectations, seeking clarification on the what, why and how of the struggle 
and the poet’s evaluation of the aftermath of the struggle. The assumption here is 
that the poet’s own book allows him space to be profound on matters that tend to be 
glossed over by the collective. 

For the Nyamubaya persona throughout the anthology, the war is associated with 
love and the erotica. Images of longing, betrayal and sometimes divorce litter these 
poems. Good examples are in poems such as A Mysterious Marriage, Hey Man, 
Come with me!!, Loving and Struggling, Thinking Narrowly and Home Sweet Home. 
In A Faked Love, the gun is considered as an intimate partner: ‘I liked it/ I loved it/’ 
and ‘A cuddle at night/ and daytime pillow …/ falling in love with my SMG …’ 
(Nyamubaya 1986: 9). The connection between the fighter and the inanimate gun 
goes to show commitment to the struggle on the part of the persona. 

The first poem in On the Road Again called Introduction, is obviously an early 
post-war period poem:

 Now that I have put my gun down
 For almost obvious reasons
 The enemy still is here invisible
 My barrel had no definite target

now 
 Let my hands work –
 My mouth sing –
 My pencil write –
 About the same things my bullet 
  aimed at (Nyamubaya 1986: p1).

There is here the knowledge that the war for independence is not necessarily over 
when the new flag is raised, as demonstrated by the idea that the enemy ‘is here (and) 
invisible’. The fighter’s barrel suddenly has ‘no definite target’ too. The fighter’s 
efforts become far stretched to involve ‘my hands’, ‘my mouth’ and ‘my pencil’. 
Already there is the realisation that the challenges of creating and sustaining the new 
nation state demand much more from the fighter. 

However, as Nyamubaya’s poetry is read, readers sense that she is more comfort-
able with describing the war itself, coming very close to merely worshipping its 
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physicality. In Daughter of the Soil, the woman fighter’s ‘blood spurted above the 
trees’ and she was ‘laughing the laughs of pain’ (Nyamubaya 1986: 3). Nyamubaya’s 
is a rigorous poetry, not comfortable with quiet reflection. It hurries combatively and 
undigested even in the face of peace as in: 

Mai emotion is hurt
I see blood
I hear bombs – 
I smell gunpowder –
I taste napalm –
I eat fire –
I chew hate –
Can’t swallow this earth!!!
It’s too hot, I am bursting (Nyamubaya 1986: 18).

Nyamubaya’s liberation combatants are made of steel and are concretely principled, 
never putting a foot wrong and are readily, if not stiffly socialist because ‘freedom 
fighters/shelter a people’ and where soldiers are ‘paid in hard cash/ A freedom fighter 
aim at victory,/ a full stomach for all’ (1986: 13).

The poet’s memories are almost overwhelmed by the military drills and ‘(jogging) 
for countless miles/ (singing) endless songs’ (Nyamubaya 1986: 36) and as readers 
continue, they feel more for the soldiers and their hardware than the underlying 
ideals. The liberation war is portrayed only as an activity, and sadly, not as an exten-
sion of its profound ideals. Emmanuel Ngara contends that Nyamubaya ‘carried the 
gun of war, laboured under it, lost and buried friends and marched to victory … in 
1980’ (1990: 21). These poems portray this war as an ordinary people’s tool to end 
oppression. The activity on the ground comes across as clear and unmediated. And 
the poet’s excitement at having been at the cutting edge of history is unmistakable. 
Kizito Muchemwa (2003: 2) refers to Nyamubaya as ‘a natural poet not self con-
scious about her writing’. In a 1993 interview with Farayi Nyandoro, Nyamubaya 
says:

I felt that many people who participated in the war were not writers by profession or 
training. I felt obliged to inform others how the participants felt. If I had not gone to 
war I would probably not written war poems.

In addition, the poet variably hints, with no very clear explanations, that the struggle 
was hijacked at the moment of arrival and there might be a need to fight on. This can 
be seen in poems like The Train Was Overbooked and A Defeated Victory.

Freedom Nyamubaya: Dusk of Dawn
Nyamubaya’s second collection of poetry, Dusk of Dawn (1995) and Thomas Bvuma’s 
anthology, Every Stone That Turns (1999) came out a decade after Independence 
when Zimbabwe was caught up in serious socio-political challenges. Central to these 
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challenges was the result of turning a minority Rhodesian economy into a free-for-all 
public economy. It is interesting that the two former combatants stick to a discourse 
of war, physical and metaphorical, in their poetry.

Ironically at the time of writing Dusk of Dawn, life took Nyamubaya back to 
Mozambique, from where she had operated during the 1970s war. This time she was 
going back as a worker with a development NGO attached to the United Nations. In 
many of these poems the persona’s return to Mozambique is like a prodigal daugh-
ter’s return home, to the source even.

However, the discourse of physical struggle and contact are still as raw as they 
were in the real war-time poetry in On the Road Again. There are constant references 
to ‘guns’ and ‘fighters’. Even if readers were to tolerate Nyamubaya’s reflection on 
war in her two successive poetry collections, it is felt that her ‘war’ is too physically 
felt at the expense of purpose and imagination. She remains with her guns in the 
bush. She is trapped in that trope.

In the first poem in Dusk of Dawn called When I Look Back, the persona is back 
to the norms and belief systems that sustained the 1970s bush war. In fact, she refers 
to the war as having been, for her, ‘an open university’ and there is an unmistakable 
celebration of the past war:

That Open university!
Was so open

That mathematics and physics got simplified.
The bush always smelt earth
a genuine healing smell
When the baboon barked
It meant we could relax
When the chapungu eagle flew higher
it meant we were going to receive pleasant visitors
When the stock flew past …

Now when I look back
No school can beat this one (Nyamubaya 1995: 19).

There is a similar celebration in poems like Each Dawn is a new Beginning, Fight-
ers, Seen Enough to Go Sterile, and many others. It could be argued that it is within 
Nyamubaya’s rights as a poet to dwell on issues she had ably covered in On the 
Road Again. Maybe she wanted both to perfect her point and wallow in it. However, 
it is to be wondered if this does not reflect a failure on the part of the poet to move 
on to a more contemporary ‘war’. What is the specific role of the ex-combatant in 
independent Zimbabwe (more so one who writes) in a new era is a question that 
seriously begs an answer.

‘A career for life’ insists that the ex-combatant persona is ‘… a retired soldier/ 
Not a retired revolutionary’ (Nyamubaya 1995: 29). It is to be hoped that the war and 
fighter here are considered in their more complex continuous form, but suddenly in 

9-Muziki-5-2-2008.indd   278 2009/05/20   12:08:30 PM



Songs that won the war of liberation and poems that grapple with the war and its aftermath 279

Archives the ex-fighter is considered material for the archive – frozen, kept aside and 
in the process of being forgotten.

In A Dying Fighter’s Cry there is the suggestion that Zimbabwe is dying and the 
skeletons of those who died for their country have to die for their country again – 
clearly because of lack of vision and honesty in postcolonial Zimbabwe.

In Dusk of Dawn, more than in On The Road Again, the poet becomes pessimistic. 
This is besides various positive conclusive lines like ‘Each dawn is a new beginning’ 
(Nyamubaya 1995: 24) and ‘hope is the last thing one can lose (Nyamubaya 1995: 39). 
Nyamubaya fails to take readers to root of the social and economic issues and forces 
that caused all this betrayal in Zimbabwe in as clear a manner as the song Mukoma 
Takanyi explains the machinations of imperialism. It appears that Nyamubaya is 
only too keen to count the misdemeanours of those in power and what she perceives 
as betrayal of independence. She fails to explore the forces in and outside Africa that 
thwart the high expectations of independence. She reaches a dangerous dead-end in 
that she thinks that independent Africa’s sole problem is caused by Africans who set 
out to make ‘Our suffering a career for interested scholars’ (Nyamubaya 1995: 29).

Thomas Bvuma: Every Stone That Turns
On the other hand, Thomas Bvuma’s poems in Every stone That Turns (1999) are 
less spontaneous, especially in that they are arranged to capture the changing times. 
The sections of his collection tend to follow Zimbabwe/Africa from conquest to the 
present. As a result these poems are served from the haphazard placing which is 
found in Nyamubaya’s Dusk of Dawn.

Bvuma did not break into print with Every Stone that Turns. Under the pen-name 
Carlos Chombo, he wrote the well-known poem Real Poetry which received vis-
ibility through the Musaemura Zimunya and Mudereri Kadhani edited collection of 
poems called And Now the Poets Speak (1981). Zimunya and Kadhani set out to bring 
together poems by various poets that reflect on various aspects of the Zimbabwean 
struggle. Bvuma’s Real Poetry defines struggle as people’s real poetry. Very reminis-
cent in content and form of Mozambiquan Jorge Rebelo’s poem called Poem, Real 
Poetry quickly became a classic of sorts in Zimbabwe. Zimunya and Kadhani could 
not ‘resist using the poem as a choric prelude to this selection’. They also ‘found [in 
this poem] the power of the intellect, control of rhythm and style well combined and 
married to idea, action and reaction’ (1981: Introduction) and that the reader is made 
to recall the more prominent Angolan poet, Agonstinho Neto himself.

In Every Stone That Turns there is of course the emotion of the founding poem 
Real Poetry. Bvuma’s poems of his life are in this one book and therefore he has 
benefited from writing and rewriting them, and it is not easy to single out the exact 
‘core poems of this collection written between 1979 and 1981 …’ (the blurb to the 
book).
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The first section, The Snake Never Stirs, explains what it means physically and 
spiritually to be in the war of liberation. This is a ‘diary’ that creates the impression 
that the guerrilla war had both its serious and nonsensical sides which did, however, 
tend to dovetail.

In Private Affair the shell-shocked guerrillas huddle together as they defecate, 
finding comfort in a performance that is supposed to be very private:

Tafirenyika
remember the moment of mirth
we snatched and shared in gloom

We squatted there at dusk
a metre among the bushes
emptying our bowls … 
We squatted there exchanging 
fantasies over stinking shit 

We chewed nostalgic bones from back home
and wafted into the magic future … ( Bvuma 1999: 6).

Such is Bvuma’s ability to pick on the funny side of the serious and make readers 
want to laugh and cry at the same time. As the above poem ends, the persona ex-
presses a wish – ‘the revolution would not socialize shitting’ (Bvuma 1999: 6). That 
is a wholly well-packed idiom. The hope is that independence would give citizens 
the decency and freedom to pursue individual ambition. Better still, it is to be hoped 
that self-rule would not end up with people collectively making their social environ-
ment foul and uninhabitable.

In Mafaiti the rigors of war turn man into a beast of the forest fed on ‘plumb louse’. 
Important here is the manner in which Mafaiti remains as humane as possible. He is 
a man who realistically understands what he has lost – a family – by coming to war. 
When readers laugh as they read that poem, they are laughing in celebration of the 
ability of the human spirit to dig deep to unknown resources and be able to hold on. 

If the first section is a painful-sweet celebration of guerrilla-hood, then the Stub in 
the Backyard section is as bitter with the betrayal of independence. The most painful 
part of this poem reads:

At times life
pains like a part smoked
stub tossed into the backyard

Indeed, the ex-combatants of Zimbabwe got to that point, to the extent of breaking 
into rude song as President Mugabe (their fellow ex-fighter) made a speech on a na-
tional event. They complained of being sidelined by the vanguard. They complained 
bitterly that among other omissions, Mugabe had not compensated them and the land 
they fought for was yet to be delivered to them (Kriger 2003: 191). It is often argued 
in Zimbabwe that this incident helped to reawaken Mugabe, making him keen to 
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meet the demands of the war veterans by parcelling out land to landless Zimbabwe-
ans, ex-combatants included. Bvuma could be capturing the feel of those times.

However, Bvuma has an uncanny ability to clutch at something – idiom or real-
ity – very useful in any seemingly hopeless situation. In The Shell he quickly draws 
up the image of a snail’s shell – especially its ability to weather the hard times and 
remain the sole stubborn remnant of a life that was:

The shell lives on 
long after the life
it sheltered is gone

The shell lives on 
brightening a shelf
in some vain room

People admire it
the same way they 
admire a beautiful
but lone tombstone (Bvuma 1999: 35).

When readers reach the Neither Fruit Nor Shelter section, especially the poem Mar-
row, Bvuma attempts a subtle but well-driven analysis of the relationship between 
Africa and the Western World in the neo-colonial era. Pursuing a faint Fanonian 
analysis of post-colonial Africa, Bvuma, unlike Nyamubaya, shows how the ideo-
logical mental remnants of colonialism hamper Africa from developing a viable 
local vision. Western post-modern and humanist vision denies Africa a meaningful 
connection with history and therefore denies Africa opportunity to reclaim what it 
has lost through slavery and colonialism:

Africa must
forgive and forget
yet at Nuremburg
corpulent vengeance
tipped the scales of justice (Bvuma 1999: 44).

And so the persona goes to the ‘marrow’ of the issue:

Africa
lies obscene on her back
one leg pegged to Europe
the other to America
one handcuffed to Japan
the other clutching
at straws and fireflies (Bvuma 1999: 45).

Thus, Bvuma champions a nationalist poetry, which is sharper than either Pongweni’s 
songs or Nyamubaya’s poems in that it is rigorous and questioning. Bvuma’s poetry 
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confirms the basic truth that humanity is always in motion and there is no tradition 
that should imagine itself as the end of history. 

Even the persona’s very personal matters tie up with issues of the collective. For 
instance, Yeukai, whom the persona admired and loved before the war, makes a very 
erotic motif in this collection. She is remembered in the sidelines, in a very longing 
way. She is partly the reason why these poems are written. She is parallel to the war 
itself. She is ever imagined as ‘warming another man’s groin’ when her ‘true’ lover 
is out fighting for independence. She is reluctantly given up in the poem Two Rivers 
Embrace. She represents everything that the fighter has to forgo in his private life for 
the sake of the collective. She becomes, in the public sphere, the very country that 
the man loved enough to go out and fight for with the painful possibility of never 
returning to it in the end.

More exciting is Bvuma’s ability to see the current challenge in Zimbabwe to 
open up the economy as a stage in the whole ‘war’ of liberation. Bvuma, unlike 
Nyamubaya goes beyond reflecting on the physical fighting of the 1970s war. As the 
title Every Stone That Turns suggests, every nation has its own challenges because 
under every stone that may be overturned, there are new and different scorpions to 
be dealt with.

Conclusion
The ZANLA war songs as recorded by Alec Pongweni were by their very nature 
communally owned. These songs were variably composed. Some were composed 
by the official ZANLA choir, some by individual guerrillas, some by refugees in the 
bases in Mozambique, and some even by the ordinary war supporters at home inside 
Zimbabwe. A song spreads from its source outwards. The songs carried the ZANU/
ZANLA perspectives about the causes of the war and how it should be fought. The 
role of these songs was to move participants in the war from their individual realm 
to the collective. These songs were an instrument for a specific end. As shown 
above they differ radically from the poems written by fellow combatants, that is, the 
poets Freedom Nyamubaya and Thomas Bvuma in that whereas the songs served 
a communal immediate purpose, the poems allowed the poets some fair share of 
individuality. Ironically, while the poets differ from the singing guerrilla, in turn 
the two poets, although from the same war and organisation, develop in different, 
if not necessarily opposed directions in their understanding of Chimurenga and its 
aftermath. Nyamubaya is at her best describing the war as a physical enterprise, 
but does little to evaluate the results of that war. Bvuma is however more nuanced, 
describing the physical rigors of the war, but carefully remembering to find reasons 
why the resultant independence has been somewhat saddening. And yet the singing 
guerrilla’s song achieves its purposes as it should, without contradictions.
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