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Smoke That Thunders

By Wilson Lee

Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe – The ancient diesel locomotive belches clouds of black fumes in triumphant accomplishment as it struggles to cover the final few kilometers to Zimbabwe’s famed Victoria Falls. 

I awaken from an uncomfortable night in the vintage 1950s sleeper car, force the window down and deeply inhale the morning air cooled by the mist rising from one of the most spectacular natural wonders in the world.

The click, click of the train’s wheels on the rails give way to a faraway quiet rumbling that can be heard intermittently through the cacophany of passengers disembarking and porters competing for bags.

“It’s the smoke that thunders,” says a fellow passenger, who sees me straining to peer over the small station house towards the falls, referring to the local name for Zimbabwe’s most famous world heritage site.

I’m barely awake after an interminable train journey that moved at a snail’s pace. What was scheduled to be a twelve-hour ride turned into a stupefying eighteen-hour test of endurance as the train’s engineer crawled through the countryside, second guessing every switching signal after an accident a few weeks earlier that left 50 dead and hundreds injured.

Within minutes the platform is nearly deserted as passengers scatter in all directions. I’m left standing alone, but before I can even contemplate a move I’m surrounded by three eager representatives from the local tourism board.

They’re waving binders full of glossy photos and price lists for everything from hotels to helicopter tours.

“It’s a great time to be here,” says one. Another adds: “Everything is cheap, cheap. And the third begins rattling off deeply discounted prices for white water rafting, bungee jumping and safaris.

Their pitch is slightly disinenguous since the deep discounts are necessary because of the dwindling number of visitors to what was until only recently one of the most popular tourist sites in Zimbabwe and even arguably Africa.

Travellers are staying away in droves as the country sprials into economic collapse and political crisis as President Robert Mugabe continues his controversial land reforms and repression of opposition politicians and democracy activists.

I try to wave off the tourism reps, but they follow me out of sheer boredom as I begin the long walk to the backpackers that was recommended by another traveller.

As we walk, they provide a running commentary on the long snaking queues of Zimbabweans patiently waiting hours for bread and even longer lines of cars that stretch for kilometres waiting for gasoline.  “Shame,” they say in unison.

We pass empty stores, a deserted craft market and tour operators advertising discounts as high as fifty percent, but it’s all in vain since there are so few travellers to even contemplate the offers. 

They make a final attempt to sign me up for a sunset river boat trip that features free alcohol, but their pitch is weak and resigned. They don’t even bother trying to sign me up for whitewater rafting on the Zambezi river that is considered one of the wildest in the world.

Like the luxury hotels that ring the falls, the backpackers too is virtually deserted, save for a Japanese couple and a lone Israeli.

My quip wondering out loud whether I should even be in Zimbabwe to see the falls provokes a heated debate over dinner in the communal kitchen.

The Japanese couple is completely ignorant and indifferent to the human rights atrocities being committed by the ruling regime and seem concerned only with the pleasant absence of crowds and cheap prices for everything. In their halting English they argue that travel is an apolitical activity.

The Israeli, however, makes a passionate argument that travellers should continue to support local businesses and that boycotting Zimbabwe would unfairly punish people who have nothing to do with the ruling party.

It’s obviously a deeply personal ethical decision and my vacilation and uncertainty only seems to spur the discussion and it continues without resolution well into the night.

The next morning, I decide to visit the falls without having resolved whether I should even be in Victoria Falls.

Approximately double the width and height of Niagara Falls, Victoria Falls at 108 metres is almost beautiful enough to redeem the ugliness of what is happening in Zimbabwe.

When it was first ‘discovered’ by Dr. David Livingstone in 1855 on the border between Zambia and Zimbabwe, he thought it so beautiful he remarked, “On sites as beautiful as this, angels must have gazed.” 

Considered one of nature’ grandest splendours, the falls have been preserved in the state it was in when Dr. Livingstone stumbled upon it. 

A lush tropical forest fed by the constant spray created by 935 cubic metres of water per second – the largest sheet of falling water in the world – flowing from the Zambezi river over the lip of the chasm into the gorge that forms the Victoria Falls nourishes the dense vegetation.

The small paths that wind through the rainforest along the edge of the chasm provide numerous vantage points from which to contemplatively view the falls in near isolation since there are so few visitors these days.

Leaving the falls and walking through the near deserted town centre, it occurs to me that the easiest way to resolve this ethical dilemma is to view the falls from the Zambia side, which is said to offer a much more stunning view of the falls as well as providing a clearer conscience.

If only I had known this sooner.

