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FEW people split opinion more than Thomas Mukanya.

Combative, rude, controversial, straight-talker, rebel, principled, fiercely patriotic: all these terms, and more, have been used by a cross-section of people to describe the veteran Zimbabwean musician. 

But if there is one thing that admirers and critics alike can agree on is that the Chimurenga music guru is a larger-than-life character on and off the stage. 

The United States-based singer is known for not mincing his words, a characteristic that has rubbed his foes the wrong way. 

But inside that in-your-face attitude lies a softer side of a man whose radical views on the situation in his homeland often draw strong reactions from those on the other side of the political fence.

An example of Mapfumo’s show of compassion was his gesture – on his 76th birthday on 3 July – to take time to remember dearly departed friends and fellow artists.

While many would have thrown lavish parties and binge on expensive champagne, befitting celebrations of a long life – the man of song shelved all festivities to pay tribute to loved ones who are no longer living. 




“It’s wonderful to be able to live to this long,” Mapfumo told The NewsHawks.

“I didn’t do much on the (birthday) day because I was mourning the death of a friend who had passed away in South Africa, Steve Kekana.”

South African music legend Kekana died last week from Covid-19-related complications at the age of 63.

“I just felt that it was not correct to be celebrating when a fellow artist had passed on. So, I decided to respect the day.”

The man known to his legion of fans by his clan title – Mukanya – explained his low-key birthday further. He said he was also deeply saddened by the recent passing of ex-footballers David Mandigora and Misheck Chidzambwa, who he knew well in their lifetime.

Mapfumo, an avid football fan, once owned and sponsored a Zimbabwean top-flight club, Sporting Lions. 

“On the day there was a lot of birthday wishes from friends, family and fans. I will celebrate my 76th birthday later on this year. Also there had been too many deaths around, of people I know – starting with David Mandigora, then Misheck Marimo Chidzambwa – so I was not in a celebratory mood. I knew the two guys personally.” 

Apart from those to have died in more recent times, Mapfumo has also outlived fellow Zimbabwean music icon Oliver Mtukudzi, a close friend of his over the years.



“I basically grew up with Oliver around and we became friends and shared a lot,” Mapfumo said. “Musically we shared the stage a lot of times. I’m happy that we shared the stage again shortly before he passed on. We were friends to the end.”
 
Like most creatives, Mukanya has been off stage ever since the world went into lockdown.

His days are now ordinarily, in self-quarantine, but has ample to let loose.

“Due to Covid-19 regulations and lockdowns we have been forced to stay at home for our own safety, otherwise in most cases we would be out practicing at a local studio. And that would take the whole day except weekends when we would take a break. I’m a full-time musician, so a lot of my time is spent on music mostly at the studio. On the rest of the days, I try to stay at home and catch up on news, e-mails and other things but also to get some rest and spend time with family.”

Also just like many other Zimbabwean forced to leave the country for a variety of reasons, living overseas for more than a decade is taking toll on Mapfumo.
 
“Living away from Zimbabwe has been tough because nothing beats home sweet home,” he said. 

“Because of the political and economic situation, I had to move my family to the US just like a lot of people did. We had to adjust to the food, driving and generally the way of living that we were used to in Zimbabwe. But you have to make these adjustments. In the end you get used to it.”

But as a cultural exponent, Mapfumo is looking forward to working with young artists as a way of ensuring his legacy lives on.

“I would like to collaborate with young Zimbabwean artists who believe in our own music,” he said. 

“Our music is the passport to the world stages. I have toured around the world because of this music and I’m still performing it to the best of my ability.  So I’m encouraging our young artists to take up this mbira music further.”

It would have been unlike Mukanya, the granddad of music, to end the conversation without giving sound advice to the political establishment, as well as his views on Covid-19 vaccination roll-out plan.
“I love Zimbabwe and I strongly feel that we should all make the effort to make it a safe and better country for everyone especially our children so that they grow up in a normal country which offers them a good education and culture,” he said. 
“Let’s all stay safe during these difficult times we are living in. I appeal to the government to get people vaccinated to protect them from the virus. Once everyone is vaccinated then artists can get back to work safely.”
At the advanced age of 76, Mapfumo still spots his flowing dreadlocks, which he says are not going anywhere anytime soon. 
In Mapfumo’s youthful days, dreadlocked people were generally viewed with some kind of scorn by a society that had a very low opinion of artists back then. For Mapfumo, it was slightly different. Because his music talents manifested early, his family didn’t disapprove of how he expressed himself with his hair. 

“Being an artist, they (family) were not surprised at all,” he said. “The world has changed a lot. It is up to each and every individual to decide what to do with their heads and hair but I feel that as Africans we should preserve our culture. Part of it is how we keep our hair natural.”

