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Mugabe Vows to Go to War Before Ceding Post 
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Tendai Biti, the secretary general of Zimbabwe’s main opposition party, arrived in court in Harare on Saturday. Mr. Biti was accused of treason, one of his lawyers said. On Thursday, Mr. Biti returned to the country after a two-month absence. 

JOHANNESBURG — The Zimbabwean president, Robert Mugabe, sounding ever more pugnacious, said Saturday that he was prepared to go to war if he lost a runoff election to the opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai on June 27.

Speaking at the burial of a former army general, Mr. Mugabe, who at 84 has held power for 28 years, was quoted by Reuters as saying, “These pathetic puppets taking over our country? Let’s see. That’s not going to happen.”

Mr. Mugabe finished second to Mr. Tsvangirai in balloting on March 29, but the margin was not enough to avoid a runoff. Mr. Mugabe portrays his challenger as a bootlicker to the British, Zimbabwe’s colonial masters.

And he seems determined to deter Mr. Tsvangirai from publicly responding to his invectives and threats.

On Saturday morning, the opposition leader was detained by the national police yet again as he tried to campaign, this time at a roadblock at the central town of Shurugwi. Mr. Tsvangirai, who was released after a few hours, has been repeatedly stopped by authorities in the past week. His party, the Movement for Democratic Change, issued a statement calling the detentions part of a pattern of “harassment and intimidation.” 

The opposition party’s secretary general, Tendai Biti, was arrested Thursday at the airport in Harare, Zimbabwe’s capital, as he returned to the country after a self-imposed absence of two months. His lawyers had not been allowed to see him or been informed of his whereabouts until Saturday, when he was brought handcuffed to court by armed police officers. 

The session was closed to the news media, but afterward one of Mr. Biti’s lawyers said his client was being accused of “treason and making malicious statements detrimental to the interests of the state,” charges that could bring the death penalty.

The crackdown before the runoff has hardly been restricted to efforts against the opposition party. Charitable groups are being considered adversaries of the state as well and have been halted from distributing food aid to the poor.

Human rights groups, churches, unions and rural communities that supported Mr. Tsvangirai in the first election have been targets of repeated attacks.

In a news release issued Friday, Georgette Gagnon, Africa director of Human Rights Watch, accused Mr. Mugabe of trying to “hijack” the election and said her group had documented dozens of cases of politically motivated torture and killings. “The pre-runoff climate of repression and fear is disastrous for all Zimbabweans,” the statement said.

It also mentioned a June 9 raid in Harare on the Ecumenical Center, which houses several religious and civic groups. It said the police hauled away computers, files and 10 people, including Prosper Munatsi, the general secretary of the Student Christian Movement of Zimbabwe. 

Those taken into custody were never charged and were released four days later.
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