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THE HEARTBEAT OF HWANGE

F
irst timers to Hwange invariably 
hear a diesel pump near a 
waterhole and always ask 
“What’s that?”–that is Hwange’s 
heart beating.

Hwange National Park is unique 
amongst “Africa’s Great Parks” in 
that it has no major rivers. Eighty 

years ago Ted Davison the first Warden faced with his 
beloved elephant migrating from the park annually and 
coming into conflict with expanding human populations 
, decided with the very best intentions to establish wind 
mills to pump water during the dry season so his elephant 
didn’t have to migrate from the park in search of water 
and so come into harm’s way.

Hwange’s wildlife, and elephant in particular, flourished 
under his legacy of protection and year round access 
to water within the park. 30 years ago this water supply 
program evolved to a point where 35,000 odd elephant 
and countless other wildlife relied on 50 waterholes 
pumped by diesel engines, many of them 24 hours a day 
for 6 months of the year.

Hwange’s rainy season usually runs from December 
through March and so each year the pumping season 
kicks off in April at the start of the dry season. Typically 
this is the time to repair all the broken pipes and troughs 
from the previous year, and then by the beginning of May 
in conjunction with National Parks staff the engines are 
deployed and connected to the pumps.

The pump attendants are then hired, rationed and 
deployed to their waterholes. These unsung heroes of 
Hwange live in tin huts scattered throughout the park 
a short walk from their engines. They start work at the 
end of the rains and finish at the start of the next rains 6 
months later. Their day starts when they venture out from 
their tin hut . First, they switch their engine off, check 
it, top up oil, fill up diesel and then restart. Just before 
sundown they repeat and then cook dinner of sadza, 
beans and kapenta and lock themselves into their tin huts 
away from prowling lion.

Today for better or for worse these engines are still the 
heartbeat of Hwange without which there would be very 
little wildlife, very few visitors and Hwange would not be 
Zimbabwe’s flagship National Park.


