John Henry Venning writes about rainfall in during his time in Southern  Africa.

I came to Southern Rhodesia in 1896. It was in July. The Limpopo was a fast running river. The Msingwani was a dry sand river but water was to be found by digging about 2ft in the sand. Further north the Lundi was running strong in the drift over knee deep. The Tokwe the same. In the rains both rivers would flood 10 to 15 ft but went down to 2 to 3 ft after a few days of dry or light rain. Near Victoria, Farm Spruit was a flowing stream all through the dry season, but before I left in 1907 the Tokwe and  Lundi rivers had no running water in the dry season only large pools.

In August 1907 the Victoria Falls was a wonderful sight water flowing over most of the 1 ¼ miles of lip. I was on the Zambezi River up to 1916 and frequently saw the Falls in the dry season. There was always a large amount of water flowing even though, of course, nothing compared to the flow during the end of the rains, say April.

On my farm Chisungu near Abercorn in Northern Rhodesia I used to irrigate 12 acres of coffee throughout the dry season from the Chisungu Stream, about 6 arcs from the Katula Stream. For the last few years, there has been little running water in either the Chisungu or Katula even during the rains. I came to Abercorn in 1925 and have never seen Lake Chila within 2 ft as low as it is today. The Saisi River East of Abercorn is now only a trickle compared to the stream it used to be only 10 years ago. The Banguewelo Swamps this year are so low that fishing has been prohibited on the usual big scale owing to the fish being concentred in pools.

It is said that bad cultivation is causing the drying up of rivers but this was certainly not with the Lundi and Tokwe rivers between 1996 and 1907.  The conditions of cultivation between those years had not been altered. The population remained very sparse. Records proof, I believe, that the rainfall received was much the same.

Here on my farm (in Abercorn) I have kept a rain gauge since 1931. The average rainfall is 50.52 inches. The lowest rainfall was in 1938 when only 32.25 inches fell. Last season the fall was 36.67. The Chisungu, Katula streams started to dry up in about 1938 and had little running water since then. The low rainfall of 1937 could hardly account for the lack of water since then, as the average rainfall has been over 50 inches. The fall in 1947-48 was 42.75 and last season was 36.67. Certainly below normal but not low enough to account for the drying up of Lake Chila and so many of the streams and small rivers. Lake Chila is fed from springs; there is no cultivation with in miles. There is no cultivation anywhere the headquarters of the streams on my far, nor has there been any for very many years.

Veldt fires, especially early burning, when the ground is exposed to wind and sun for months before the rain falls, does naturally account for a great deal of erosion, but that has been going on for centuries. Bad cultivation is undoubtedly responsible for erosion. Which influences the surface water conditions, but that also has been going on for generations.

There must be something more that bad cultivation, veldt fires and one season subnormal rainfall to account for the drying up of surface water. It would be interesting if others with long experience of the country could take up the discussion.

John Henry Venning.
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