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Introduction

Zimbabwe, often referred to as the "heart of Southern Africa," is a nation with a story
marked by remarkable achievements, enduring challenges, and profound
transformations. From its ancient stone cities to its contemporary cities bustling with
energy, Zimbabwe's history is interwoven with the threads of innovation, resilience,
and conflict. This book, The History of Zimbabwe: Zimbabwe from its earliest
beginnings to the present day, is an invitation to explore the broad sweep of
Zimbabwe's past—its peoples, its landscapes, and its enduring quest for self-
determination.

The earliest chapters of Zimbabwe's story are written in the language of the land
itself: in its rocks and rivers, in the remnants of stone tools, and the artwork etched
onto ancient cave walls. For thousands of years, the ancestors of today’s
Zimbabweans have moved across this varied landscape—hunting, gathering, and
later, cultivating the soil—leaving traces for future generations to uncover. The arrival
of Bantu-speaking migrants, the establishment of thriving agricultural communities,
and the rise of powerful states such as Mapungubwe and Great Zimbabwe set the
stage for centuries of cultural and economic dynamism.

The emergence and decline of great kingdoms did not occur in isolation. Zimbabwe
became a crossroads of exchange, its gold and ivory finding their way to far-flung
markets, while new goods, beliefs, and technologies flowed in from other African
societies, as well as Indian Ocean traders. Yet, as much as commerce brought
prosperity, it also precipitated new conflicts and alliances: the arrival of the
Portuguese in the 16th century, the tumult of the mfecane and the rise of the Ndebele,
and, eventually, the growing shadow of European imperialism.

Colonialism would irrevocably alter the course of Zimbabwean history. Through
treaties, deception, and military conquest, the British South Africa Company, led by
Cecil Rhodes, seized control at the close of the 19th century. Land dispossession,
racial segregation, and the erosion of indigenous political and economic power
followed, setting in motion a chain of resistance movements and liberation struggles.
The tumultuous 20th century saw waves of protest and conflict—the First and Second
Chimurenga—culminating in the long-sought achievement of independence in 1980.

The decades since independence have witnessed both triumph and tribulation. Early
hopes for reconciliation, development, and majority rule gave way to political unrest,
economic challenges, and deep internal divisions. Land reform, hyperinflation, and
contested elections roiled the nation, while the enduring strength and activism of
Zimbabwean people continued to shape the country’s trajectory. The removal of
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Robert Mugabe from power in 2017 marked another pivotal moment, opening up new
debates and possibilities about Zimbabwe’s future direction.

This book sets out to provide a comprehensive and balanced account of Zimbabwe’'s
past, drawing on recent scholarship, oral histories, and archaeological discoveries. By
traversing the centuries from the Stone Age to the present day, The History of
Zimbabwe aims to illuminate not only the dramatic events and remarkable individuals
that have shaped this nation, but also the everyday experiences and enduring hopes
of its people. In so doing, it invites readers to consider how Zimbabwe’s history
continues to echo through its contemporary challenges and aspirations, embodying a
story at once profoundly local and unmistakably global.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Peoples: Zimbabwe’'s
Geography and Earliest Inhabitants

Zimbabwe, a landlocked country nestled in the heart of Southern Africa, is defined by
a landscape as diverse and ancient as its history. This varied terrain, from the highveld
to the lowveld, has profoundly influenced the movement of peoples, the development
of societies, and the patterns of human settlement over countless millennia.
Understanding the physical contours of Zimbabwe is essential to grasping the
narrative of its earliest inhabitants and the subsequent chapters of its civilization.

Geographically, Zimbabwe can be broadly divided into several distinct regions. The
most prominent feature is the central highveld, a wide plateau running from southwest
to northeast, averaging between 1,200 and 1,500 meters (approximately 3,900 to
4,900 feet) above sea level. This elevated spine forms the country’s agricultural
heartland, characterized by fertile soils and a relatively temperate climate. Rainfall,
although seasonal, is generally more reliable here, supporting a greater density of
both human and animal life. This area was, and largely remains, the preferred locale
for agricultural communities, providing the necessary resources for settled living.

Flanking the highveld are the middleveld regions, at elevations between 600 and
1,200 meters (around 2,000 to 3,900 feet). These areas experience slightly higher
temperatures and somewhat less predictable rainfall than the highveld. They
transition into the lowveld, which lies below 600 meters (approximately 2,000 feet)
and is found primarily in the Zambezi River valley to the north and the Limpopo River
valley to the south. The lowveld is typically hotter and drier, dominated by Mopane
woodland and baobab trees, and historically supported different forms of human
activity, often seasonal hunting and gathering, or specialized pastoralism adapted to
arid conditions.

The country's river systems are vital arteries, shaping both human migration and
economic activity. The mighty Zambezi River forms Zimbabwe's entire northern
border with Zambia, a natural barrier and a source of immense power and life. Its
tributaries, such as the Mazowe, Sanyati, and Shangani, drain much of the northern
highveld. To the south, the Limpopo River defines the border with South Africa, its own
network of tributaries, including the Save and Bubi, carving through the landscape.
These rivers, along with numerous smaller streams and seasonal vleis (wetlands),
provided crucial water sources, attracted wildlife, and facilitated early travel and
communication.

Beyond these major divisions, Zimbabwe boasts significant geological features. The
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Eastern Highlands, bordering Mozambique, offer a dramatic change in scenery with
mountains like Nyangani, the country’s highest peak. These cooler, wetter, and often
mist-shrouded ranges possess unique ecosystems and have, at various times, served
as refuges and distinct cultural zones. The Great Dyke, a narrow band of mineral-rich
igneous rock stretching over 550 kilometers (about 340 miles) across the country, is
another defining geological marvel. This geological anomaly has been a source of
valuable minerals, including gold, platinum, and chromium, for millennia, drawing
early prospectors and later becoming a cornerstone of the colonial economy.

The climate of Zimbabwe is predominantly tropical, tempered by altitude. It
experiences distinct wet and dry seasons. The rainy season generally runs from
November to March, bringing much-needed moisture, often in the form of dramatic
thunderstorms. The dry season, from April to October, sees cooler, dry weather,
particularly during the winter months of June and July, followed by increasing heat as
the next rainy season approaches. These climatic patterns dictated the rhythms of
early human life, influencing hunting strategies, agricultural cycles, and resource
management. The availability of water, or the lack thereof, has always been a
powerful determinant in where people settled and how societies developed.

The earliest evidence of human habitation in what is now Zimbabwe dates back
hundreds of thousands of years. While the precise timelines are subject to ongoing
archaeological debate and discovery, some researchers propose human activity as far
back as 500,000 BCE. These initial inhabitants were hunter-gatherers, adept at
navigating the diverse ecosystems and extracting sustenance from the land. They
were likely ancestors of the San people, often referred to as 'Bushmen', whose cultural
legacy is still visible today across Southern Africa.

These early Stone Age communities left behind a fascinating archaeological record,
although much of it is subtle and requires careful interpretation. Their 'footprints' are
found primarily in the form of stone tools - hand axes, scrapers, and points -
meticulously crafted from local rock types such as quartz, chert, and dolerite. These
tools were not mere implements; they were extensions of human ingenuity, allowing
for the butchering of game, the processing of plant materials, and the preparation of
hides. The evolution of these toolkits over vast stretches of time provides
archaeologists with insights into changing technologies, hunting practices, and
cognitive development.

The San people, or their ancestral groups, were masters of their environment. Their
nomadic lifestyle was not aimless wandering but a carefully choreographed movement
across the landscape, following seasonal availability of water, game, and edible plants.
They possessed an intimate knowledge of the flora and fauna, understanding which
plants offered sustenance or medicine, and the migration patterns of various animal
species. This deep ecological understanding was central to their survival and cultural
identity.
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Perhaps the most evocative legacy of these early inhabitants is the rock art found in
numerous caves and overhangs across Zimbabwe. These stunning paintings, rendered
in ochre, charcoal, and other natural pigments, depict a vibrant world of human
figures, animals, and mystical beings. Elephants, giraffes, antelopes, and intricate
human scenes of hunting, dancing, and ritual are common. These artworks are not
merely decorative; they are thought to be deeply spiritual, perhaps recording trance
experiences, shamanic journeys, or important events. They offer a rare window into
the belief systems, social structures, and daily lives of people who lived thousands of
years ago, giving voice to a silent past.

The concentration of these archaeological sites and rock art locations often correlates
with areas offering natural shelters, reliable water sources, and abundant game. The
granite kopjes (rocky outcrops) that dot the Zimbabwean landscape provided not only
protection from the elements and predators but also elevated vantage points for
observing game. These ancient ‘homes’ became canvases for their artistic
expressions, preserving stories and worldviews for millennia, awaiting rediscovery by
later generations.

The transition from the Early Stone Age to the Middle and Late Stone Age saw
refinements in tool technology and a greater diversification of human activities.
Smaller, more specialized tools emerged, indicative of more sophisticated hunting
techniques and broader resource utilization. Evidence suggests a growing complexity
in social organization and an increasingly nuanced relationship with the environment.
These Stone Age groups were not static; they adapted, innovated, and thrived for
hundreds of thousands of years, long before the arrival of farming communities would
fundamentally reshape the landscape and human society.

While the San-related peoples continued to inhabit parts of the region, particularly in
more arid zones or areas less suitable for agriculture, their dominant influence began
to recede with the advent of a new wave of migrants. Around 2,000 years ago, a
significant demographic shift began to unfold across Southern Africa: the Bantu
expansion. These were not singular, sudden migrations but rather a gradual, centuries-
long process of movement and cultural diffusion that would forever alter the
demographic, linguistic, and economic landscape of Zimbabwe.

These Bantu-speaking groups brought with them transformative technologies and
lifeways. Unlike the nomadic hunter-gatherers, they were farmers, cultivating crops
such as sorghum and millet, and herders, raising cattle, sheep, and goats. This
agricultural revolution allowed for more settled lifestyles, the development of
permanent villages, and ultimately, greater population densities. Their arrival marked
a profound turning point in Zimbabwe’s history, laying the groundwork for the Iron Age
and the subsequent rise of complex societies.
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The early Bantu migrants also introduced ceramic production, a technology that
revolutionized food storage and preparation. The fragments of their distinctive pottery
are crucial markers for archaeologists, helping to trace their movements and
settlement patterns. These early farmers established their communities along the river
valleys, drawn by the fertile soils and reliable water sources necessary for their crops
and livestock. The Limpopo River valley, in particular, became an important corridor
for these early movements into the Zimbabwean plateau.

In the ensuing centuries, these proto-Shona-speaking societies solidified their
presence in the region. By the 9th century, well-established communities in the middle
Limpopo River valley began to move northward into the Zimbabwean highlands. This
movement was likely driven by a combination of factors: the search for new
agricultural lands, access to trade networks, and perhaps environmental changes or
population pressures in their original settlements. The Zimbabwean highlands, with
their favorable climate and rich mineral deposits, proved to be an ideal location for the
development of the powerful Shona states that would emerge in the later centuries,
forever linking the land and its people in the unfolding narrative of Zimbabwe.
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