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NOW THE WORD DOTH SWIFTLY RUN 
Wesleyan Methodism in the Bulenje (Chipembi Circuit) 

By KENNETH JOHNSON 

AMAN named Chikala, of 
the Ilala country where 
David Livingstone died, left 

his home in the early years of the 
present century and went to work 
at one of the mines near Selukwe in 
Southern Rhodesia. While there he 
came into touch with our little out-
school at the mine, and was soundly 
converted.' In course of time he  

returned to his home beyond the 
Zambesi, and the need of his own 
people was borne in upon his heart. 
Shortly afterwards his chief died, 
and his own brother, Mbosha, was 
elected to take the chieftainship. 
In consultation with his brother 
Chikala determined to return south 
and ask the missionary to come up 
and teach his people the things of 

1. The second arm of Methodism, through the work of the Wesleyan Metho-
dist Missionary Society, had come up through Southern Rhodesia and it was to 
this branch of the work that Chikala turned for help and so started the Church in the 
Bulenje area. For the story of Methodist missions in Southern Rhodesia see Limpopo 
to Zambesi, by Clarence Thorpe. (Cargate Press.) 
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God. Over two hundred miles he 
tramped, beyond the mountains 
and across the rivers, till he came 
once more to Selukwe, the place of 
his conversion. He went straight to 
the missionary with his appeal for 
help, and there he met his first big 
difficulty. The missionary could, of 
course, do nothing in the matter, 
but he sent Chikala on to the 
Chairman of the Rhodesia District, 
the Rev. John White. Another 
long trail through bush and vlei, 
over kopje and river, until Salisbury 
was reached. Again that appeal, 
backed by his brother the chief: 
could a missionary be sent to his 
people who were living in darkness ? 
But in a country like Rhodesia 
there are no spare men to be sent 
to open up entirely new districts ! 
Then could the Chairman give him 
an evangelist to teach his people 
about God? But evangelists cannot 
be despatched to remote places like 
this with neither supervision nor 
help! So disappointment descended 
upon Chikala. But he was not a 
man to be daunted by difficulties 
and he spoke up again. 'If only the 
Chairman would come and see for 
himself the need of my people then 
perhaps something might be done!' 
The way was long, the country wild 
and time precious. The Chairman 
was a busy man and could not see 
his way to give several weeks to this 
matter. One last request Chikala 
made. If the missionary himself 
were too busy, would he lend him 
an evangelist? He would take him 
up to see the need and bring him 
safely back again with his report! 

Struck with the tenacity of this 
man and the pathos of his plea, Mr. 
White promised if possible to visit 

the country and see what could be 
done. This resulted in Mr. White 
making a journey to Northern 
Rhodesia in 1909, and it was 
decided that an evangelist should 
be sent 'as soon as possible.' Over-
joyed, Chikala built a hut to be 
used as a church and school as soon 
as the teacher came, and then 
settled down to wait, teaching the 
people in the meantime the little he 
himself had learned at Selukwe. 
But things move slowly in the 
opening of new mission fields. . . . 
The years rolled by and still 
Chikala and his people waited. . . . 

The Rev. S. Douglas Gray, in his 
Frontiers of the Kingdom in Rhodesia, 
goes on to tell how in 1912 the 
"Zambesi Express" took the Rev. 
John White, the Rev. J. Henry 
Loveless and three African evan-
gelists from Bulawayo two hundred 
and eighty miles north to the 
Victoria Falls and then another 
three hundred and seventy-five 
miles beyond to the little mining 
camp of Broken Hill. Here they 
left the railway and civilisation 
behind and with African carriers 
set off a hundred and fifty miles 
along winding paths to visit the 
country of Chief Mbosha. The 
journey impressed them greatly with 
the need of the people, and as the 
rainy season approached they re-
tired to the highlands to work out 
plans for the future. Mr. White 
returned to Southern Rhodesia, and 
Mr. Loveless settled near a village 
in Chief Chamuka's area called 
Chipembi. "A wattle-and-daub 
church was erected, and a mud hut 
was built on the hill-top—the first 
Wesleyan manse in Northern 

Rhodesia."' But after a year of 
almost continuous malaria Mr. 
Loveless had to be recalled, and 
Mr. Gray himself was sent up to 
take charge of that pioneer mission 
station, a hundred and ten miles 
away from Chikala's home, the 
village from which the call had 
come. 

As soon as the dry season set in, 
Mr. Gray undertook the gruelling 
trek down into the Luano Valley, 
taking with him the evangelist for 
whom the people had waited so 
long. When at last they arrived at 
Mbosha's village they found that 
Chikala had died, and the little mud 
and pole church had fallen down 
never having been occupied by us. 
But soon a new and larger one was 
built, and "on his visit the following 
year, the missionary found the 
chief; Mbosha, an elderly man 
whose hair and beard were tinged 
with white, sitting in the school with 
the young men and children, 
laboriously forming the letters of 
the alphabet on a slate. In that 
first year they had made great 
progress. Mbosha himself, his chief 
counsellor and many of his people 
were meeting in class weekly as 
members on trial." Other long 
arduous treks—one as far north as 
Chitambo, where Livingstone died 
—marked those early years of 
exploration and planning. As a 
result, evangelists were settled at 
four out-stations, each with its day-
school and growing band of be-
lievers; and boundaries were finally 
agreed upon with the Primitive 
Methodists in the west, the South 
African Baptists in the north and  

the Livingstonia Mission in the 
north-east. 

The lean years of the war 
followed, but with Mr. Gray's 
return at the end of t918 the second 
phase of Chipembi's history began 
in earnest—expansion! Of all the 
forms this took, that with the most 
far-reaching consequences was the 
immediate extension of our entire 
field of service to include African 
women and girls, made possible by 
the arrival of Mrs. Gray, who at 
once set herself to develop the 
desperately needed welfare and 
medical services alongside the evan-
gelistic and educational work. A 
second minister added to the staff 
laid the foundations of European 
churches at Broken Hill and Lusaka, 
and established first contacts with 
the rapidly swelling African popu-
lation concentrated at the Broken 
Hill Mine. Meanwhile in other 
directions the outposts were being 
advanced to the limits of a circuit 
two hundred and fifty miles across 
and three times the area of Wales. 

Such a circuit cannot be held 
together without a strong centre 
from which spiritual life and the 
inspiration of new ideals may con-
tinually radiate. The third phase 
therefore was a period of consoli-
dation—the building up of a vital 
power-house at the heart of the 
work. And from 1926 to 1928 it 
literally was "building up" ! The 
erection of suitable school premises 
made possible the development of 
the Boarding School into an insti-
tution for training Evangelist-
Teachers. More bricks were burnt, 
and further bricklaying was neces-
sary to provide compounds for the 

1. From Frontiers of the Kingdom, S. D. Gray. (Cargate Press.) 
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pupils and extra classrooms and 
staff quarters for the Girls' Depart-
ment, whose first woman teacher 
arrived in 1927. The rapid growth 
of medical work and the scope for 
its development in a circuit of such 
dimensions demanded, and got, a 
well-equipped hospital block. 

Along other but closely related 
lines a forward policy was adopted, 
aimed at one of the most funda-
mental causes of the backward drag 
in all African moral and social 
advance—the unsound basis of the 
African's agricultural organisation 
and method. "At present," wrote 
Mr. Gray, in Frontiers of the Kingdom, 
"they have no permanent gardens. 
They choose a piece of bush, lop 
off all the branches of the trees to 
be found there, and piling them 
around the base of the trees allow 
them to dry. Then they burn them, 
thus killing the trees. Then they 
hoe in the ash to fertilise the soil, 
leaving the trunks of the trees 
standing stark and dead. The first 
year the crop may be good, so the 
second and third; but soon the soil 
is exhausted. They take everything 
from it and put nothing into it! 
`The garden is finished,' they say; 
`we must go and find another.' 
This may be miles away, and so a 
new village is needed near to the 
new gardens. Is it likely they are 
going to build permanent houses 
when those houses must be aban-
doned in a few years? We shall never 
get them to build better houses, 
carrying out the lessons of hygiene, 
ventilation and sanitation they are 
taught, until they have permanent 
gardens. They will never have per-
manent gardens until we can teach 
them the elements of agriculture, 

the rotation of crops and simple 
manuring." So a qualified mission-
ary agriculturalist was secured who 
began to give schoolboys and 
teachers a sound practical training 
in scientific methods. 

By 193o the work among women 
and girls so devotedly built up by 
Mrs. Gray had reached proportions 
that justified the appointment of a 
full-time Domestic Science teacher, 
and from then on the story of 
Chipembi Girls' School must have 
a chapter to itself. Meanwhile 
among the boys a "Pioneers" move-
ment was introduced, and for the 
special training of evangelists a 
"School of Prophets" was founded. 
In 1932 a nurse joined the staff, and, 
in expectation of the early appoint-
ment of a doctor, preliminary steps 
were taken to establish a leper 
colony and a much larger hospital 
with facilities for training selected 
Chipembi girls as nurses. But in 
spite of generous support from the 
Church at home and a special grant 
of land by Government in recog-
nition of the urgency of the need, 
those hopes and plans were never 
realised. 

In these and other ways, by the 
time Methodist Union was con-
summated, the old Chipembi Cir-
cuit had come to be, in all but name, 
a sub-district under the old Wes-
leyan Methodist Synod of Rhodesia, 
cut off by the Zambesi from the 
parent District, and made up of 
several potential circuits—Broken 
Hill, Lusaka, the present Chipembi 
Circuit, the Bulenje, the Luano 
Valley and the Zambesi work—all 
controlled from the one centre. 
It has been the glory of that 
earlier Chipembi Circuit that when 

reorganisation came it was able to 
give so generously of its very life-
blood to the present Northern 
Rhodesia District of the Methodist 
Church. For the creation of that 
separate District and the establish-
ment of new centres at strategic 
points within the combined Metho-
dist spheres of operations began to 
follow at once. Mr. Gray went to 
Nambala to develop the work in 
the Bulenje area, which was then 
transferred to that circuit. Broken 
Hill, which had long been listed as 
a separate circuit, and Lusaka split 
off from Chipembi and became 
separate centres of development. 
Unfortunately shortage of staff in 
the now far-flung Northern Rhodesia 
District necessitated handing over 
the Zambesi work to another 
society, and for an interim period 
there remained the present Chipem-
bi circuit plus the original work in 
the distant Luano Valley. For most 
of the time the European staff of 
the circuit was the Circuit Superin-
tendent, whose responsibilities in-
cluded the principalship of the Co-
educational Institution and some-
times actual teaching work occupied 
a large part of his time. There was 
even a period when a lay educa-
tionalist carried on without any 
ministerial support. Furlough relief, 
the needs of other stations in the 
new District, coupled with the 
frustrating years of retrenchment at 
home all contributed to this result; 
and of all those losses the most 
immediately felt was the with-
drawal of the agriculturalist. Reduc-
tion of mere area alone might have 
had compensatory advantages in so 
wide a circuit, had it at the same 
time been possible to retain the 

evangelists and teachers who were 
the products of the training and 
inspiration of the old Chipembi. 
But that of course was impossible. 
With the transfer of schools teachers 
had to be released, and with the 
flocks the shepherds. The circuit 
was left with a mere handful of 
workers most of whom have since 
passed into honourable retirement. 
The senior classes of boys and the 
training of male teachers was 
handed over to Kafue during those 
years, and by 1939 medical and 
welfare work had to suffer the with-
drawal of the nurse. 

About that time, however, a 
drastic but realistic attempt was 
made by the Rev. H. G. James 
to readjust the work to the new 
situation. After long and prayerful 
consideration it was decided to 
withdraw from the Luano Valley 
which had meant so much in the 
story of Chipembi, in order to con-
centrate the depleted staff on the 
more accessible villages of Chief 
Chamuka's area and to direct their 
energies to the hitherto unevange-
lised compounds of African labour-
ers rapidly springing up in the 
neighbouring farming district of 
Chisamba. Thus from a circuit 
three times the area of Wales, 
Chipembi now became no more 
than one-third the size of the 
Principality. The Boarding Insti-
tution, until then co-educational, 
now concentrated on the teaching 
of girls and the training of women 
teachers, while for boys from the 
circuit day-schools a Central Board-
ing School was established on 
Chipembi Farm, where agriculture 
was put back on its old footing. 
This school receives no school fees 
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from the boys, no boarding grants 
from the Government and no 
grants from the Missionary Society. 
In 1941, the first year, twenty-
eight boys came in from the village 
day-schools, helped to build tem-
porary accommodation for them-
selves and their teachers, and to put 
forty-eight acres under the plough. 
Out of the harvest the initial loan 
of food to get things started was 
repaid, and there was a large 
enough surplus to feed the school in 
its second year. It steadily grew in 
popularity and numbers, and be-
tween harvest and planting time the 
lads themselves were busy helping 
to erect permanent classrooms, 
dormitories and teachers' quarters. 
Since then it has continued to be 
entirely self-supporting. Through 
the difficult war years the boys 
helped to grow surplus crops for sale 
to the Girls' School and so made a 
substantial contribution to their 
school's finances at a critical junc-
ture. There are now over a hundred 
and twenty boys in residence, who 
grow their own food under instruc-
tion, learn the elements of simple 
carpentry and building and gain 
valuable experience in animal hus-
bandry and the production of fresh 
vegetables. Yet this emphasis on 
handwork has not been made at 
the expense of classroom studies. 
On the contrary in seven years over 
a hundred boys have passed the 
Government School Leaving Exam-
ination, the majority with First 
Class certificates. Six are already 
back as certificated teachers and 
instructors, four as Local Preachers 
and two are seriously considering a 
call to serve their people in our 
African Ministry. Now every boy in 

the circuit has the chance to live 
and learn free of charge at a 
Christian school, where a commu-
nity of well over three hundred 
young people, drawn in the main 
from pagan villages and Christless 
compounds, gives the Church a 
glorious opportunity to offer Christ 
to the youth of awakening Africa. 

Nearly every Saturday in the 
villages around us drums throb 
through the night, calling men to 
beer-drinks, to forget their manhood 
and their responsibilities in the age-
long rhythms of the dance, the lure 
of games of chance, the new licence 
that reigns when old taboos pass 
away. Sunday by Sunday our 
preachers go out to hold their 
Master's Cross before the eyes of 
little groups of men and women in 
those villages, and here and there 
someone turns to God. In the 
Chisamba farm compounds the 
story is much the same, and now a 
score or so meet together each 
month to receive His Body and His 
Blood. 

There is a growing sense of one-
ness and of hope in the Church at 
Chipembi today and a deepening 
concern in our Christians on the 
Mission Station for the paganism 
that creeps and recedes, creeps and 
recedes just beyond our boundaries. 
Here a preacher requests that he 
may be sent into the villages every 
Sunday in the quarter. Another 
man gives a tenth of his annual 
income to help to evangelise his 
people. A group of young Full 
Members ask if they may go out as 
a team to preach in the area. Others 
are discovering a need to come to-
gether more often to build one 
another up in love, and to make  

intercession that the whole of 
Chamuka's country may turn to 
God. 
"There's a hush of expectation, 

and a quiet in the air; 
And the breath of God is moving 

in the fervent breath of prayer." 

One full-time evangelist, twenty-
five preachers and a hundred Full 
Members—these are the spearhead 
of His advance. They do not look 
back wistfully to "good old days." 
They know that twelve years ago 

what seemed to be a falling back, a 
retreat, has proved under God's 
grace to have been render pour 
mieux sauter—a girding up of the 
loins for the next lap. 

Is it too much to hope and pray 
that one day from Chipembi, along 
those one hundred and ten miles of 
footpaths and gametracks that lead 
down to Chikala's village, African 
Christians may come again saying, 
"We have seen the Lord," and may 
reclaim Chief Mbosha's people for 
their Saviour? 
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There is no more perplexing problem 
facing the Church in Northern Rhodesia 
than the rival claims of the rural and 
urban areas upon the time, funds and 
especially the man-power of the Mis-
sionary Society. A glance at the map 
makes the essence of the problem clear. 
Entering the country by a bridge thrown 
across one of the chasms of the Victoria 
Falls, the railway passes through 
Livingstone, the former capital, now the 
site of an international airport and the 
centre of attraction for a number of 
important secondary industries, and the 
site of one major industry, the Zambesi 
sawmills. It passes on through rich 
maize and tobacco farming areas, which 
in the immediate vicinity of the railway 
are largely owned by European farmers, 
through Lusaka the capital, also a 
centre where industries are being founded, 
on to Broken Hill with railway work-
shops and a large tin and vanadium 
mine, on again to El Dorado—the 
Copperbelt towns—where, amid all the 
latest modern machinery, with every 
amenity that luxury can imagine, copper, 
essential alike to war and peace time 
economy, is won in enormous quantities 
and sold to Europe and America at 
fantastic prices. 

Only a decade or a little longer ago 
missionaries felt sure they knew the 
answer. Farmers, industrialists and 
mining companies all were employing 
African labour in increasing quantities. 
But the African was essentially a 
villager, a "target earner" selling his 
labour, not to earn his daily bread, but 
with a definite object in view—a bicycle, 
a bride price, a heavy court fine. He 
might work for a year or eighteen 
months, then return to his village, and 
perhaps after a year or so the urge to 
earn would drive him into the line again. 
It was a satisfactory arrangement from  

many points of view. The African 
remained firmly rooted in his rural life, 
family and tribal loyalties suffered no 
undue strain, and tribal discipline still 
directed his lift. The missionary policy 
was obvious—establish a strong rural 
church, develop the opportunities and 
amenities of village life so as to reduce 
the attraction of the towns and at the 
same time secure that those who did go 
went, if not as soundly converted men 
and women, at least as men who had 
been influenced by the Christian Gospel: 
in fact, evangelise the towns largely 
through the Christian products of the 
villages. 

But it did not work out like that. 
The system, so satisfactory from the 
point of view of African interests, was 
not so satisfactory for the employer. 
Men had to be taught their work in 
European industries, and just as they 
were beginning to be useful off they 
went and, if they returned at all, they 
returned having forgotten nearly all they 
had been taught. For this and for other 
reasons much thought has been given to 
the problem of keeping the African 
within the industrial areas. Conditions 
have been improved, wages have risen 
very steeply, amenities of every kind have 
been provided. Two results are apparent. 
One is that there is growing up a 
permanently urbanised African com-
munity, with only the most tenuous links 
with the villages. The other is that the 
influence of the urban on the rural 
community is now much greater than 
before. In the urban centres the need is 
urgent, sometimes desperately urgent; in 
the rural areas there is not always or 
often the same note of urgency, but men 
have given their lives to build up these 
rural causes and the need of them con-
tinues. Which are we to extend at the 
expense of the other? If retrenchment  

should come which should we abandon ? 
We can only pray that retrenchment 
will not come. 

We have placed side by side, in the 
following chapters, two contrasting pic-
tures of our work. In the one agricul-
tural metaphors suggest themselves—the 
seed, the blade, the ear; the seed 
growing secretly. In the other only 
military metaphors are apposite. Charles 

Wesley wrote "Sin's strongholds it now 
o'erthrows," we dare not say that yet. 
"But now we see not yet all things 
subjected to Him, but we behold Jesus." 
The outcome of the war is certain and 
here battle has been joined, but the 
issue of the battle is not in sight. 
Methodism has lost battles before 
through inability to throw in men and 
resources at the decisive hour. 
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