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Convoy on corridor of fear
In forme4 peaceful times, Tete
was a hustling trucking mute

*one of the lifelines of south-
ernAfrica. Tbday, it Ls anong
the mosl dangercus stretclrcs

of rcnd anywhere in tlrc world.
By HAIIILTON WENDE

II I IE narrow str ip of  road that
I runs through the Zambezi val-
I  ley hetween Zohue in
I Mozambique and Nyamapanda

in Zimbabwe is known as ihe Tete
coni<ftrr. At leasl iwice a monlh con-
voys are attacked, often more fre-
quently, hy Renamo rebels.

Figures are hard ttr come by. 
'I'he

on ly  rea l  source  o f  in fo rmat ion  is
from lhe truckers who do lhe route,
but it is mustly rumour (hal has heen
passed from tfriver b driver. 

'l'trere 
is

little or no media coverage of them -
i t ' s  jus t  another  l i t t le  Th i rd -Wor ld
war.

The colleclion Jnint for lhe convoy
is near a Frelimo army oul[x)61 ak)ut
20km inside the Mozamhique border.
A few officers lounge in the shade of a
low-walled rondavel. From ihe bush
around us  emerges  a  number  o f
teenage soldiers dressed in a motley
anay of faded camouflage fatiguas, T-
shirts, sl ip-slops and combat boots.
All are armed with AK47s and other
weafx)ns and they go from lruck lo
trnck, begging for. anything they can
get fnrm the drivers.

It is 7am. Already the sweal is run-
ning down lhe face of [ .axton. the
driver who has agreed lo give me a lift.
Withou( any visible signal, the trucks
in front of us start moving off inkr the
heal and we follow. Only a few kilo-
melres down the road we stflrt k) sce
evidenre of the war that has wracked
this counlry for more lhan 17 years.
Every bui lding is gxrcknrarked with
holcs frrrm AK-47 fire. Then we our
first evidence of more recenl allacks:
a huge krad of lxrttles lies srnashed in
a  g l i t te r ing  heap on  the  s i r le  o f  the
road, the tarmac black and hurnt from
rrrcket fire.

"fhe mot.sangos (hrndits) hit them
first with RP(is anti  then they canre
out of the bush and stabbed them with
bayonels lo teach them a lasson." says
[ .ax lon .  "They  k i l led  women too ,
chopJrcd them dead with pangas."

About 50km out of Zobue is the
mosl dangerous part of the journey.
The bush is thick - mostly mopani

- and lhe districl is renrole diesel fumes inlo their faces.
There is one bad strctch where, for Further on. thc bush becomes thick-

' atxrut 20km, every -5(X)m or so there is er. A burned-out cab lies next to lhe
a burned-trut vehicle lying in the hush. blackened remains of a lala palm tree.
The soldiers ride up and <krwn in their 

'fhe 
mrxld starls to tighten. The gnsi-

armoured vehicles pering anxiously bi l i ty of an attack puts everyone on
inlo the bush, holding their wea;xrns at edge.
the rcady. The convoy of more than a ln a shallow depression filled with
hundred lrucks is f ive or six kikrmelres white sand and sun-bleached grass
krng. With only three vchicles guard- lhere are the scorched remains of a
inil the convoy - one APC and two l-and Rover hit by an RPG-7 nrcket. lt
seven- lon  t rucks  w i th  l88mm wnsh i tyes tc rday ,bu tno txdyseemskr
machine guns mounled rn the hack -- know what hapgrned to the occupants.
lhere are long periods of t inre when Twenly ki lometres from the

. yrru are completely urrpr<rtccted . T,imbabwe txrrder we come around a' 
After iwo hours of tension-f i l led hentl  in the road. A column of thick

driving we pul l  inlo' l 'ete. l 'he APC black smoke bi l lows into the air.  Al l
conres screaming l)ast lrs, hcadl ights alons the r ise of thc hi l l ,  (rucks are
fl ashing, the horn blow,ing. Soldicrs stopg:d and the drivers standing on the
give the'thumhs rrp" sign al the far edge of the rrrad, peering nervously
drivers as they pass t l tcnr. We arc in ahcad.' I tere arc no lr f i l fn anywhcre
Frel imo'secured terr i tory agairr.  Safe. nenr. A few t lr ivcrs are gathered in
1'hal nighl we sleep in 

' l 'ele 
on the anxious, j i t lery knots. ' fhe air is abuzz

banks of the Tanhet.i r . r ' i t h  a  n r i x  o f  S h o n a ,  F . n g l i s h  a n d

At 6am the convoy slnrts lo galher Portuguese.Manyof thedriversarc()n
on the  ou lsk i r ts  o f  t ( ]wn. ' [hc  l ; r r rd -  thevcrgeof  unh i tch ing lhe i r loadsand
scape is a red sanrly plnin dottctl with doing a (J-turn.
lhick knrfihly baohahs. All alrug lhc A ferv hundrcd metres on, there is a
road on this sectiorr arc ch iklre n tx'g - tra ilcr hurning frrrit nrsly on (he side of
ging, their hnnds rxrtstretchcrl ftrrvrrtls the road. A group of Frelimo soldiers
lhe trucks: "Drivcr, drivcr . . .  Plerasc is standing guardover i t ,  AK4Ts at the
bread,  p lease hread . . .  tohacco ' l  . . .  h ip .
shirt?.. ." T-tre chi ldrens' expressions A short distance beyond that is a
conlorl  in anger and disappointmcnl horse standing without a trai ler.
as, one by one, the trucks crawl past Evetybody gets out to gather around
them blowing dust and hot, reeking the driver and ask him what happened.

l le doesn't  know. l le looked in his
minor and saw his carso in flames. flis
hands are  .uhnd 6 leed ing  f rom
re leasing his trailer vr'quickll -

llis freight was bales of cotton, so
the l ikely explanati trn for the f ire is
spon laneous combus l ion .  But  no t
everyone is convinced.

Al the border, the inmming convoy
meels up with the outgoing one. Tw<r
hundred or more trucks - (r (XX) tons
of cargo caught up in a br,tdaucratic
eddy of paperwork.

A  k i lomel re  down the  road in to
Zimbabwe is a pub. Lucky Dube
blares out of sJreakers on the wall, a
sncxrker tahle in the corner, and young
wonren silting at thc bar. 

-lJre talk is all
atxrut the conidor. Who sarv what, and
whsre - s sclxghed wreck that hadn't
treen thcre last linte. a ruslle someone
saw in the mopani that turned out kr be
a hornbill - how scarerl nolxxlv w^s.
And. o[course, what hlppencd 1'csler-
day and last weck with thc rrrkcls, the
hayonels and the panllas and rvhal
mig,ht huve lrapJrncd trxlal ' . . .

It was only the firc this trip. htrl rvho
knows atxrut ne xl tinrc? 

-l'hcrc 
are kn

many burnt<rut wrecks along the rtnd
k) think that il czn't happen lo you. []ui
jobs are scarce thesc days. l;rxton's
wife and two daughters are wli t ing
hack honre in llarare, anrl the danger
pay for driving the'fete is Zinr$5fi) a
trip.

Slgn of the tlmeg . .. One ol the many vehlcles lltterlng the Tete corddor


