Standing firm under fire

One farming couple already knows what the delay in the Zimbabwean presidential run-off means: a savage beating from armed militants and a lecture about how Zanu-PF will 'always rule'
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Bruce and Netty Rogers are only too aware of why Zimbabwe's opposition is so fearful of a prolonged delay before a run-off of the disputed presidential election. 

The couple was "taught a lesson" days before Robert Mugabe's regime decided that the new poll would not be held until June 27.

The opposition Movement for Democratic Change has always feared that the delay is intended to give Mugabe's supporters enough time to intimidate MDC supporters into changing their votes.

The Rogers' - small-scale flower growers in Chegutu, 60 miles west of Harare - were attacked by an armed militia at their home last week. 

At around 5pm on May 6, hours after the couple had been warned to leave "within two minutes" or face trouble, a gang of 10 to 12 men arrived in a pick-up truck. 

"They said they were war veterans and demanded to be let in," said Netty. "We went inside the house, locked the doors and closed the curtains so they couldn't see our movements. The guys broke the lock on the gate, drove on to our lawn and began to smash our windows and hammer on the door."

Her warnings that her husband was armed were ignored. As the intruders continued to batter on the front door, the couple waited at the top of the stairs. Bruce told his wife to move backwards, which probably saved her life. 

Moments later a man looked through the doorway and fired his shotgun straight up the stairs. 

"I felt the rush of the pellets over my head," said Bruce. "They went past Netty's left ear, where she'd been standing. Then we knew we were in very serious trouble – we knew they intended to kill us."

The attackers moved to the compound where the Rogers' workers live, beat the men and gathered mothers and babies to use in the next stages of the assault.

They made their way back to the house, which was by now pitch black because of a power cut, and used the workers as a human shield as they climbed the stairs.

Netty responded by firing pepper spray into the face of a war veteran who was crouching behind a woman carrying a baby. Her action temporarily cleared the house of the choking attackers. 

"Things went quiet for a minute, but then they broke down the back door and started throwing burning logs into the house," she said. "A fire started in the lounge."

Her husband shouted down the stairs that he wanted to get out and that the gang could take everything. But as he came down the stairs they jumped on him and dragged him outside. Netty was also grabbed. 

"They throttled me and I started to lose consciousness," she said. "I thought I was going to die. I bit the arm of one of the guys holding me and then they really started laying into me. All hell broke loose. They started beating us and kicking us. I could see an outline of four guys on Bruce jumping on his head and kicking his back. The blows on my head were so hard. I thought it wasn't a fist, and then saw it was an iron bar." 

For the next couple of hours both of them dipped in and out of consciousness.

Netty feared her husband had been killed but was reunited with him in the back of the pick-up where they were lectured by their attackers.

"They told us that Zanu-PF would always rule Zimbabwe, regardless of the re-run of the presidential elections," she said. "Their intense hatred was something I've never encountered before. They were discussing whether to kill one of us immediately or whether to go elsewhere and do it." 

Then Netty saw the headlights of a vehicle and told her husband it was "either help or hell". 

Earlier that day the local police had fobbed off the couple's desperate calls. When Bruce got through after being shot at, the Chegutu police had told him to phone back in 40 minutes. 

But the occupants of the newly arrived vehicle were officers from Kadoma, half an hour away.

"I said that we've been beaten and that they had to rescue my husband too or they'd kill him," said Netty. 

After some tense negotiations they were handed over to the police who took them to safety. 

Bruce suffered a fractured cheekbone, a broken nose and two cracked vertebrae. Netty had a broken cheekbone and orbital, a broken rib and an ear injury. Both have extensive deep tissue damage. 

There have been reports that Zanu-PF's campaign of intimidation may be backfiring by entrenching opposition to the brutal regime. 

It is a theory given credence by the defiant reaction of the Rogers. 

"Initially I thought I'd never go back," said Netty. "But it is my home and we have nowhere else to go. We'll have to decide what to do in the next few weeks. My Dad bust a gut to buy that place. It was just bush and tall grass. I'm not going to let some thug take all that hard work."
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