CHAPTER ONE:
A MATTER OF
LIFE OR DEATH

All that is necessary for the triumph
of evil is that good men do nothing.
Edmund Burke
ell your son that he needs to get out of Zimbabwe before the
World Cup ends.”
With these words my life in my homeland came to an end. I
already knew that the secret police were bugging my phone and
I was pretty sure they were following me too. I’d been dropped from the
Zimbabwean team and banned from taking to the field even to distribute
drinks. I had received death threats by e-mail; I’d been intimidated by
members of Mugabe’s infamous youth militia and warned that members
of the government were seriously displeased. Now my father had received
this urgent message from a contact within the central intelligence organisation. It was a warning based on concrete information.
When Andy Flower and I had made our black armband protest a few
days earlier at the 2003 World Cup cricket match between Zimbabwe and
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Namibia, mourning the death of democracy in our country, I’d been really
energised. Over a number of years I had come to know the full extent of
Mugabe’s atrocities against the Zimbabwean people and to finally take a
stand against him had been the biggest challenge of my life. But now I was
really concerned, even a little scared.
I knew what could happen to people who crossed Mugabe. I knew that
he and his henchmen were alleged to be responsible for the torture, rape
and murder of hundreds and thousands of my countrymen. I felt I could
be carted away at any minute and never be seen again. I knew there were
rumours that people had quite literally disappeared by being thrown into
baths of sulphuric acid. Maybe I would just be imprisoned. But Zimbabwean prisons are amongst the worst in the world. They are brutal,
disease-ridden places where beatings and rape are part of the daily routine.
In a country where one in four people has AIDS, as far as I was concerned
prison meant death.
Of course Andy and I had been aware that the consequences of our
actions could potentially be life-changing. I had hoped they would not be,
but now it was clear to me that my life was in danger. In fact probably the
only thing keeping me alive was the presence of foreign journalists covering the World Cup here in Zimbabwe and a watching world. Allowing the
presence of the world’s press had been a stipulation in awarding Zimbabwe
the World Cup, and many of the world’s top news reporters had taken the
opportunity to gain access to the country and get an insight into what was
really going on in our increasingly troubled and controversial nation. But
what would happen when they left? I had to get out. But how? Unless I
made a run for the border, my only chance was Zimbabwe qualifying for
the Super Sixes of the World Cup which were to be held in South Africa.
Mugabe’s people would never be able to stop me leaving then, it would be
too obvious if I didn’t turn up for the second round of matches.
OK, so that was all great in theory: there was only one problem. Between
me and that flight to Johannesburg and freedom was the small matter of the
mighty Pakistan, one of the great teams of the tournament, boasting a host
of world-class cricketers including Wasim Akram, Waqar Younis, Saeed
Anwar and others. To get to the Super Sixes we needed at least a draw against
Pakistan but who draws one day matches? Since they themselves needed a
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win to stay in the World Cup, to say it wasn’t going to be easy would be a
massive understatement.
To be honest, in the run-up to the game, cricket was the last thing on
my mind. I had been dropped from the team after the black armband
protest anyway by the furious officials of the Zimbabwean Cricket Union,
as it was called then. I had also received an e-mail from a well-wisher who
said a woman who worked in a government minister’s office had a warning
for me. In it she warned me that the minister had been overheard in his
office saying, “This Olonga guy thinks he is so clever. Just wait until after
the World Cup is over. He won’t be so clever then. We will sort him out.”
And a few days after the protest I had been speaking on the phone when
I’d heard a third voice on the line: they were clearly tapping my calls. I
started seeing secret police everywhere. “How long has that car been following us?” “Who’s that man lurking in that doorway?” One day in practice
in the nets I joked about something and Heath Streak said, “You won’t be
laughing when they’re putting electric shocks through your balls!” Then
in the end my father got the message that I needed to get out.
I was in a daze. All sorts of different people were saying all sorts of
different things to us – we were going to be charged with treason, warrants
were going to be issued for our arrest. Treason? They could call me anything
they wanted other than a traitor. We were making a stand for our country’s
future: how could we be traitors? To this day I don’t know if I was ever
formally charged with treason, but I do know that the penalty for treason
in Zimbabwe is death and that there is no right of appeal. Mugabe has
charged many an opponent with treason and very often it is a gruelling
process to receive justice.
So why did I do it and how did I get here? The famous quote from
Edmund Burke, “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good
men do nothing” rang through my mind. I would never call myself a good
man but people had to stand up against this evil regime.
During all this time I never once doubted that what we had done was
the right thing. I never once regretted the decision to make a stand. In the
years leading up to our protest I had read dossiers that told of unspeakable
atrocities being carried out in the name of Mugabe and I had spent
hundreds, if not thousands, of hours on the Internet trying to get a feel
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for how the outside world viewed my homeland. I had been brought up to
believe that my president was a hero, but the rest of the world viewed him
very differently and it had become clear to me that the foreign view was
most accurate. That is a pretty dreadful thing to realise about your country
and its politicians.
It was this journey of discovery that had led me to the place where I was
now, fearing for my life and the lives of my family. On the eve of the Pakistan match I really didn’t know what I was going to do, and then I had an
encounter in the foyer of the team hotel in Bulawayo that was final confirmation for me that if I didn’t get out of the country I really was finished.
As I was preparing to leave for the match, I was chatting to an old friend
when a man called Ozias Bvute, a big noise in Zimbabwean cricket, came
over and butted in. He was an administrator and had played a key role in
the integration taskforce employed to make sure more black players made
it into the Zimbabwean team. He was a powerful man in the game. My
friend looked him in the eye and said, “Ozias, I know you ZANU-PF guys,
and Henry is my friend and I don’t want you to mess with him.”
ZANU-PF is an extreme political party in much of its ideology. If someone not a member of the party was accused of being one they would surely
protest. But Bvute didn’t deny he was a member: all he did was laugh.
There was something about his laugh: it was cold and heartless. His mouth
laughed but his eyes held no humour. He was saying, “Oh no, Henry’s a
part of our plans for a very long time into the future,” but I sensed that he
wasn’t being honest. If he was ZANU-PF then perhaps he knew that the
minister had it in for me as soon as the World Cup was over. The second
I heard him laugh I knew my time was up. If there had been the slightest
doubt in my mind up to that point, now it was gone. If there was a single
defining moment for me, that was probably it. I find it almost impossible
to describe how unsettled I was by his insincerity. I knew that I simply had
to get out and that I might never be able to come back.
So it came down to our match against Pakistan: my life-or-death game,
a game in which I wasn’t even going to be playing so I wouldn’t even have
the opportunity to play the match of a lifetime to save my skin.
The night before the match I was in my hotel room in Bulawayo and I
got down on my knees and prayed. “God, I think I heard you on this,” I
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said. “I think this was the right thing to do, to take a stance against this
tyrant. I need your help to get out of Zimbabwe.” It was a short prayer,
simple and to the point. He had helped me before and I believed that if
He thought it was right to do so again then He would step in one more
time.
Then I went out for dinner with some friends and when I returned to
the hotel one of my teammates, Craig Wishart, asked if I had seen the
weather forecast. I didn’t pay too much attention. Instead I went upstairs
to my room and went to sleep. But when I woke up the next morning and
turned on the TV weather report, lo and behold a cyclone had built up
off the coast of Mozambique.
We got to the ground and although I was not playing I spent my time
geeing up the players, telling them they could win this game. Please win this
game! We bowled 14 overs and had Pakistan 73 for 3, and then it started to
rain. From the Queens Ground in Bulawayo it is usually possible to see far
into the distance towards a place called Ascot, famous for its racecourse
just like the place of the same name in England. There is a huge building
at the course that stands out for many miles, but when it rains heavily you
can’t see it from the cricket ground so it’s a good barometer for how likely
it is that play will resume soon. I had been keeping my eye on Ascot and
it had disappeared. The rain was still falling in Bulawayo. Not too heavy,
but enough to stop play. It kept coming in sheets. Wave after wave after
wave of this rain kept coming. I kept glancing over in the direction of
Ascot, hoping of course that it would not reappear.
As the rain continued and continued, my sense of fear and trepidation
lessened and lessened. Mid-afternoon arrived and the umpires announced
that they were abandoning the game. The match was a draw. Sensationally,
Pakistan were out of the World Cup and we had got the point we needed
and were through to the Super Sixes. Within a short time of play being
called off for the day, the clouds disappeared and the sun peaked through
briefly. Pakistan may have felt they had been undone, but not me. I believed
my prayers had been answered. I had been given the chance to get out of
Zimbabwe and preserve my life.
I had been running all sorts of ideas through my head about how I was
going to smuggle myself out of the country, usually involving a late-night dash
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to some remote border post, to Botswana or Zambia. Had we been ejected
on that day, who knows whether they wouldn’t have sent someone to pick me
up straight away. Maybe the police would have come for me in the changing
rooms, I don’t know. This is Zimbabwe: there’s a news blackout, so there’s no
story. There would have been no foreign journalists in Zimbabwe any more
with the World Cup switching completely to South Africa. Even if there had
been anyone to ask the questions, what would the answer have been? “What
happened to Olonga?” “Oh, we don’t know?” End of story.
But that hadn’t happened, because the rain had come. You can make
of this what you will. It might have been coincidence but at the time I was
convinced that it was divine intervention and I still believe that to this day.
God decided that He had plans for me, and they did not include being
thrown in a rotten, stinking prison cell, being beaten to within an inch of
my life, or worse. I’m sure there are a lot of people who will read this and
think, “This guy’s nuts: what’s he on about with divine intervention and
isn’t he exaggerating the consequences?” But as coincidental as it may
appear to a lot of people, for me that was an answer to prayer. Whether it
was an act of nature or an act of God I will not endeavour to explain,
because I cannot adequately give an answer that will appease everyone.
But what I know is that I was in trouble, I needed something extraordinary
to happen, I prayed and it happened. That enabled me to get out of the
country and may well have saved my life.
Now we were still in the World Cup and on our way to South Africa,
the authorities couldn’t touch me. I knew it and they knew it. I went home
to Harare. Days later I got on a plane to Johannesburg with the rest of my
teammates, knowing that I had my ticket out. Beyond that I hadn’t a clue
what was to become of me, but at least I had escaped the clutches of
Mugabe’s murderous regime for now.
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