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This Is Not Who We Are




 


A genocide is the systematic killing of a large group of people based on someone else’s criteria of otherness.


‘From what I gather from those who have studied the history of genocide – its definition and application – there seems to be a pattern.’


(Toni Morrison, in Mouth Full of Blood)




Foreword


In April 1994, the plane of the President of Rwanda was shot down over Kigali. His murder sparked a mass extermination of the Tutsi population and any Hutu who supported them which lasted 100 days, led to the gruesome death of over 800,000 people, and was systematically ignored by the West. I was sixteen years old at the time and for a few months in 1994, I corresponded with Victoria, a girl my age who had fled Rwanda for the refugee camp of Goma, in neighbouring Zaïre. One day she wrote that she was being moved. After that, her letters stopped. I never found out what happened to her. A man involved in the French response told me nothing could be done. I believed him. He was my father.




Iris


As a child, washing machines fascinated me. I would sit in front of the circular glass, watching water swooshing around into a whirlpool of colourful clothing. Bubbles would form against the hard surface, instantly swept away by the next revolution of the drum. Purring, rocking the dirt away, until clothes came out of their womb – warm, safe, unblemished.


Now, my thoughts were less soothing. If humanity could crawl into such a device, could we erase the indelible marks which stain us? Incomprehensible threads kept pouring into my mind. The lack of sleep wasn’t helping. Still, evenings were our special time and this one was no different. After the bath, I wrapped Ophelia into a sleepsuit, nestled her on my chest and rocked her to sleep with a story from my childhood. One of her favourites, a tale of the birth of Rwanda, the Mwami and his three sons. Afterwards, I placed her in the cot, under the watchful eye of her favourite Rabbit. I held her hand, not quite ready to let go, knowing that in only a few days she would be starting nursery, and I would cease to be the sum of her world.


‘We recommend parents bring their children for a settling-in day before they start with us,’ the nursery manager explained over the phone. ‘Our days are broken into thirty-minute periods. We alternate the type of activities to stimulate your child’s development and build in regular breaks so as not to overwhelm them.’ So many details. This woman was used to dealing with anxious parents keen to mitigate their sense of guilt with a barrage of zealous enquiries. ‘Of course, all our nursery nurses are fully qualified. A certificate in childcare is essential to become part of the Rainbow Oak family.’ She sounded like an infomercial.


‘Very impressive,’ I replied, repressing the urge to scream. ‘Ophelia and I will see you tomorrow then,’ I managed before putting the phone down.


After seven months on maternity leave, my body had acquired a doughy consistency. I lived wrapped in misshapen leggings and t-shirts stolen from Henry’s weekend pile. I felt starved, hungry to plunge my teeth into a new project. It wasn’t the solitude. Like all writers, I thrived on absence. It was more as if mother and writer had been battling for supremacy over my mind, and the writer was losing. The niggling voice was growing louder: what if? What if the lack of sleep had annihilated my intellectual abilities? I had hardly stretched past decisions about whether to crush a banana or boil a sweet potato since Ophelia was born. What if I had forgotten how to write? I had assumed I would have plenty of time to write whilst ‘the baby’ was asleep. As soon as Ophelia started her nap, I transformed into this…thing: I swirled around the kitchen, piling dirty dishes in the sink, putting reusable nappies and sleepsuits in the washing machine, stacking plastic toys back into their boxes, feverish with a sudden need to bring back order to the little one-bedroom flat that marked the boundaries of our realm. Only the modulating cry emanating from Ophelia’s bedroom would pull me out of this frenzy, grounded by the need to change her nappy. In this bizarre realm, words were superfluous. The rhythm of our lives was dictated by her cries, and the cycle of the washing machine. It was doubt which had pushed me to reach for the phone, finding the closest community nursery that would take her. They would take her.


The next day, I dropped Ophelia on the doorstep of Rainbow Oak Nursery, where a rotund nursery nurse took charge. ‘We’ll keep her in until midday,’ she said. ‘I’ll ring you immediately if she gets distressed.’ The woman was stout, probably in her late sixties. The Rainbow Oak Nursery logo protruded from her airbag-like bosom. I bet she gives amazing hugs, I thought, envious. ‘Right, I’d better go then. I can see Ophelia is in excellent hands.’


On my own for the first time in seven months, I marched to the nearest coffee house, ordered a latte, claimed an isolated spot, and unwrapped the cellophane from a new notebook. This was it. The moment of truth. At first, I thought my mind was blank. Once I had phased out the ambient noise, all I could think about was my childhood. You’ve got to start somewhere, Iris, I told myself.


The school I attended in France had doubled as a convent for a handful of Assumptionist nuns – kind, elderly women dressed in pale grey habits and wrapped in woolly cardigans of neutral colours, well suited to their kind nature. They still wore the veil in those days, so we could only guess at the short crop of white hair underneath. They were a disappearing tribe, even then.


The convent in its heyday had housed up to thirty nuns and as many novices, but cloistered life had been decimated by the temptations of modernity. In my time at the school, there were only four left: one Mother Superior who doubled as the head teacher; two sisters, one who (incongruously I thought) taught biology, the other who was custodian of our history lessons. The last one, Sister Agnes, was a nun-in-training. She did not wear the veil, and often didn’t wear the habit either, partial to baggy jeans and chunky knitwear instead. The sisters seemed unsure what to do with this young girl and her thick wavy curls; so long had it been since their own vows. She had been put in charge of gymnastics – on account of her youth rather than any sporting abilities. She also helped with the choir and catechism. I often wondered what the sisters had been thinking, leaving us unsupervised with this exalted character – you would have had to be exalted to want to take your vows in the 1990s. And indeed, nothing seemed to ever dampen her spirit. Strangely, I don’t remember her face. Only the woollen clothing she wore, because they made her at odds with the formality of the sisters, more one of us.


It would have been Wednesday, since we were in catechism. The lesson had just ended. Sister Agnès had moved on to the weekly announcements. The priest needed a volunteer to help with flower arrangements in the chapel; the Parent Association was organising a bake sale to raise money for the Order’s project in Eastern Africa; next week’s lesson would be on Corinthians 13: 4-13.


The bell rang, calling us to the next class. ‘Oh, and one other thing. I’m looking for volunteers to become penfriends with girls in one of our missions. Anyone interested?’ We looked at each other, daring someone to raise their hand. ‘No one wants an African correspondent?’ She seemed to look straight at me as she said it. I liked her; I wanted her to be pleased with me somehow. I raised my hand, ‘Yeah, I’ll do it.’


She smiled, wrote my name down in her little notebook. ‘Good,’ she said, ‘come to my office later.’


After class, I made my way to the minuscule office in the school basement, next to the boiler room. A storeroom for forgotten things. I had heard rumours about the Germans occupying the building during the war. Music echoing through the basement made me pause. I imagined the laughter of soldiers entwined with the crystalline voices of their female companions. Favour-seekers. Lovers. Survivors. Women, soon to be shaven. A gesture intended to shame. To erase the past.


As I stepped into the room, the music stopped.


‘Come in,’ she called. ‘I was planning the school concert.’


The room was small and stuffy, the air kept humid by the monstrous boiler. Beads of sweat collected on my upper lip, clinging to fine hairs.


‘The heat’s playing havoc with my guitar,’ she said, pointing at the acoustic instrument resting against the wall. Staring at the music sheets scattered over the floor, I mopped the perspiration off my brow with the back of my hand, feeling my cheeks flashing red.


‘So, have you had a penfriend before?’


The closest I had come was the girl from Touary. The school had arranged an exchange programme, a misguided attempt to sensitise us, city kids, to country living. The girl’s parents raised pigs. They had invited the whole class to visit. A boy from the school had fallen into the cesspit, putting an end to the experiment, and his reputation. Not something I wanted to expand upon.


Distracted, Sister Agnès started scouring her desk, knocking piles of tapes that tumbled over stacks of loose papers.


‘Here it is,’ she said, brandishing a crumpled envelope stained with coffee rings. Mission Assomptioniste camp de Goma read the blue lettering on the top left corner. ‘Any questions?’


I shook my head no, picked up the envelope and reversed into the corridor.


‘Bring me your reply when it’s ready. I’ll arrange to have it sent,’ she called after me.


The cool air from the staircase hit me, sending a shiver between my shoulder blades. Quickening my pace, I reached the stairs which I climbed two at a time. At the top, I pushed the rotating door, surfacing onto the familiar street.


My walk home retraced the memorable wide avenues tourists usually associated with Paris. Looking at the majestic white stone buildings, it was hard to imagine they had been engineered by Haussmann to curb civil unrest. The only clue was maybe the contrasting black wrought-iron doors and elaborate supporting caryatids spying over the unsuspecting passers-by. Many buildings in this part of the city were adorned with emblazoned flags like colourful elements of the nations they represented, signalling foreign embassies.


As I reached the Esplanade des Droits de L’Homme, I slowed my pace to manoeuvre around a swarm of tourists hoping for a shot of the Eiffel Tower. We had just finished the Second World War in history. I smiled at the thought that all those people had travelled to take a picture of what was little more than an oversized lightning rod, oblivious to the fact they stood on the site of the signature of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Still, France was known internationally for this towering symbol of industrial advance, rather than the less visible advance in codifying our civil legislation. Only a discreet bronze plaque read: All men are born and remain free and equal in rights – the first article of the Declaration of Human Rights. Crossing the square, I passed the stone statue of Benjamin Franklin. From his stately chair, he presided over the residential quarter of my childhood. A safe haven of propriety, steeped in wealth, old and new.


From the front door, I was drawn to the kitchen by the hum of the washing machine. Stretching my neck, I scanned the kitchen for signs of my mother. No pot cooking on the hob. No vegetables half peeled on the counter. No shopping bags balanced on the little table. Glad to discover I was the first one home, I set up the dinner table for three, poured myself a glass of milk and retreated to my room to open the letter. It was short and formal, written in crayon:




My name is Victoria Uwamahoro. I am from Rwanda but at the moment I am staying with the sisters in Zaïre. The sisters are very nice to us. They teach us. They say we can write, so I can practice my French. I want to become a translator, you see. I speak Kinyarwanda, French, and English.





Taking a sheet of paper out of my desk and a turquoise fountain pen, I replied, giving Victoria my name; offering a concise description of my family; asking whether she had brothers or sisters. It was a good place to start, I thought.


The answer took a few weeks to arrive.




I have two brothers. They are in the camp with me. We were separated from our parents on the way here. The sisters are helping us to locate them.





After that, we exchanged pictures – hers drawn with wax crayons on tracing paper, torn from school notebooks; mine on pristine white paper liberated from my father’s printer. Victoria’s letters arrived stamped and posted to my home address, causing a wave of excitement as I unsealed the next instalment in our exchange. We had learnt about each other in the peculiar way only correspondence allows. Each letter brought new crumbs: who she was. What she wanted to be. Carefully crafted words which sculpted the image she chose to project of herself. Her experience of life in the camp was treated as no more than an anomaly, almost as if it was tangential to our exchange rather than what had brought us together.


At school, the noviciate would add my letter to a pile of similar missives from the sisters, destined for Goma. I thought the nuns must have had a sort of clandestine postal service to provide the traumatised children with the illusion of normality. I had visions of letters hidden in missionary knickers, flown in with bags of rice and furtively tucked into schoolbooks. At the same time, I imagined the nuns in Goma like the ones in my school, in their pale grey habits, teaching swarms of children neatly seated behind little wooden tables. In my mind, it was dry and sunny, and the children were smiling.


Where did all that come from? I wondered, putting the pen down. I hadn’t thought about Victoria in decades. I looked at my watch. It was time to collect Ophelia. I packed my things and got under way. The next day, I abandoned the leggings for something more civilised, dropped Ophelia off at nursery, and returned to the anonymity of the coffee house, eager to write.


The 10th of April 1994 was a Saturday. Like every Saturday, my parents and I had driven to the Latin Quarter for a ham and cheese crêpe, before going to the independent MK2 cinema in the Odeon. We had queued under the watchful eye of Danton’s statue, undeterred by the coat of bird droppings that draped his revolutionary shoulders. I don’t remember the film, just the moment when my father’s pager vibrated. He picked up the little black box with its rectangular window glowing green, looked at the flashing code only he understood, sighed, stood up and left. My mum and I continued to watch. He was ‘on call’. Outside the cinema, the front page of every paper spread across the green art deco kiosk of the newsagent showed the same story: the plane of the Rwandan President, Juvénal Habyarimana, had been shot down above Kigali airport two days before. Within minutes, roadblocks were put in place and Tutsi across the country were hunted and killed by the government soldiers and Interahamwe militia.


I pressed my thumb hard onto the neck of the pen, daydreaming. I had never visited Rwanda. I knew as much as anyone, which was pretty much nothing. I would need to do some research.


In the 1990s, Europe pictured Africa as this homogeneous blur with patches of desert and poverty – pot-bellied children with disproportionately large heads, swarms of black flies circling gunky eyes in sunken sockets. Africa was a place where bloody civil wars erupted like wildfires. Somalia was fresh in every memory.


Few people could have placed Rwanda on a map. Even fewer knew that the country was surrounded by African Great Lakes bearing the names of Rudolf, Edward, Albert, Victoria. On the border between Rwanda and Zaïre (now the Democratic Republic of Congo), there was another lake, Lake Kivu, near the town of Goma. In subsequent years, the British would blame the Hutu. Some French still blame the Tutsi.


Ophelia had adapted well to nursery. I suggested we extend to five days a week. It was good for her socialisation, I told Henry, who nodded, recognising the intense look in my eyes. He knew I had found a new writing project. The next day, I went to the library and borrowed everything I could find on Rwanda. I procured commission reports, journalistic accounts, testimonials from survivors on both sides. I was surprised by how much the narrative of the conflict shifted depending on whether the document was in French or in English; written by a UN rapporteur or a British journalist; witnessed by a Hutu civil servant or a Tutsi in exile. Books, articles, commission reports piled on my desk at home; post-it notes with quotes scribbled for their significance. I cried as I read in an Agence France-Presse report that between April and July 1994, a million Tutsi were massacred with machetes. Wives and daughters raped. Unborn children carved out of their mother’s belly. Corpses with missing limbs found in churches, scattered in gardens, thrown in large mass graves, discarded on the side of the road. One hundred days. It was hard to understand what could have led a people to turn on itself in this way. A Humanitarian Rights Watch report pointed at an administrative exercise built on racist premises. I wondered how a political minority could have manipulated an entire country into committing mass genocide.


I kept coming back to my father’s pager lighting up the cinema. He was working as a Special Advisor to the Ministry of Cooperation, an offshoot of Foreign Affairs that specialised in francophone areas of influence in Africa and Asia. It meant the French government knew. Immediately, they knew. And if they knew, did that mean the genocide had in fact been preventable?


By July, the advance of the rebel army, marching from Burundi to stop the genocide, had forced the mass exodus of the Hutu towards the border with Zaïre, to a place between lake Kivu and the town of Goma. Millions set up camp there, amongst them Victoria and her brothers. Goma – the place from where the blue letters had come. I found pictures of the camp, makeshift structures and NGO white tents, dishevelled women carrying water in plastic containers, piles of corpses mounting on the side of the road. I started having nightmares, lost my appetite. I wondered why Victoria had chosen not to mention the million who lost their lives to cholera and dysentery. Maybe with our letters she was clinging on to a last shred of humanity as the French Army facilitated the retreat of the perpetrators. Amongst the chaos, she had chosen a narrative of hope.


Distortion was at the root of Rwanda’s atrocities, I realised, which made Victoria’s choice all the more brave. Words had been used to dehumanise people since before she was born. I learnt that historically the population of Rwanda was formed of a single people sharing one language – Kinyarwanda, one religion and one land. Traditionally, the term Tutsi had referred to those rich with cattle, whilst the Hutu were their serfs and the Twa were hunter-gatherers. This meant that siblings could be in different social classes, one being a Tutsi, another one a Hutu. I realised that I didn’t know which Victoria and her brothers were, and maybe it was better that way. It angered me to discover it was the Belgians who had introduced an ethnic dimension. A narrative of hate had done the rest. By the time Rwanda claimed its independence, Tutsi had become Inyenzi (cockroaches), whilst Hutu called themselves Interahamwe (those with a single purpose or literally: ‘those attacking together’).


From the summer of 1994, I remembered little more than threads, incoherent details, memories of colourful words on tracing paper, vague news reports about human savagery, the green light of a pager. Dad was absent for three weeks, I remembered that. On his return, he had said something about a crisis cell. Now I was reading that French policy at the time had been decided by President Mitterrand, advised by an unelected unit headed by his own son. His own son, I thought. What I read next gave me a chill. The unit included staff from my father’s Ministry. He worked in Co-operation, a special advisor to the Minister. I deduced that because of his role he would have seen the information coming in. Would have been behind the closed doors where decisions were made.


The more I thought about it, the less I was able to reconcile the loving father who meant the world to me with the grey-suited men who had contributed to the death of 800,000 human beings. I told myself he must have been misinformed somehow. After all, he had never set foot in Rwanda. Maybe that made it worse though, that men like him, with no real understanding of a situation thousands of kilometres away, could have the power to weigh into a conflict like that. I felt real rage at their arrogance, playing with human lives as if they were pawns on a chess board, whilst on the news, organised genocide was wilfully misrepresented as a spontaneous civil war between two ethnic groups. It was shoddy journalism. It was a crime against humanity. And my father – how could such a measured and kind man have been party to all this? I felt a sense of overwhelming shame for the casual missives I had sent Victoria as the enormity of what I had discovered slowly settled around me like so much debris after a plane crash. At home, it became difficult to make eye contact with Henry, as if to do so would reveal to him how messed up everything was inside my head. I hid in Ophelia’s room at night, pretending to be telling her stories. I sat in the dark whilst she slept, lost under a pile of questions with no easy answers.


There was much discussion about authors appropriating the experience of others, as if to do so was to perpetrate yet another crime against the victims. Narrowly speaking, the victims were those who had been injured or destroyed by the genocide – the Tutsi and their sympathisers. In the camps, Hutu had suffered too. Died too. Then there was the broader idea that a victim ought to be anyone who had somehow been tricked or duped. This would include all the people of Rwanda who were manipulated by their own government; spectators in the West misled by poor reporting; citizens whose government knew and did nothing. Or, in the case of France, did too much. Did I have the agency to write about horrors my own country bore responsibility for? Was it some sort of sick voyeurism? Collective responsibility had proven a powerful solvent, erasing the stains of the individual. Collective guilt: if nobody is responsible, then everybody is responsible. Someone had said that. Maybe it was Pope Francis, talking about the abuse the Catholic church had committed against children. It seemed fitting. The Church had its share of responsibility in Rwanda too. They supported the Hutu Power movement.


I was at university in Bordeaux when the trial of Maurice Papon was taking place. A French civil servant during the Second World War, he had participated in the deportation of more than 1,600 Jews. The Germans had asked for adults; he had taken it upon himself to send the children too. As students, we had attended the trial, allegedly to watch justice being served. In truth, to catch a glimpse of a real-life monster. What we saw was an ordinary old man, a decorated civil servant at the end of a prolific career. He was convicted in 1998 at the age of eighty-eight, and served three years before being released on the grounds of ill health.


We were children when we corresponded, Victoria and I. But I never sought her out. I could have rung one of the charities seeking to track down survivors. I never did. I could have travelled there. I never wanted to. I felt awful about not asking her questions at the time. I watched the news with my parents, but it was as if the TV screens acted as filters obfuscating the truth. Like everyone else, I refused to see, and without witnesses, horror was allowed to fester.


When I thought about Victoria now, I felt like a grieving mother. Yet, there was an inherent contradiction in the idea of grieving when not knowing. To grieve was to abandon hope, admit defeat, let go. I had never found out who had moved Victoria. Whether she had remained with her siblings. Who were the men (in my mind they must have been soldiers) who took her? I had wondered whether they wore the colourful shirts of the Hutu Power, the uniforms of the Rwandan Patriotic Army rebels; whether they were part of the Presidential Guard or the Rwandan Army. Not the blue helmets of the United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda, since they had left already. Maybe the heavily armed French soldiers who replaced them to the sound of Vive la France. Responsibility was never apportioned. I realised I might never find answers. But I could write. For a brief instant, in the summer of 1994, Victoria had lent me her scattered words, like pebbles on a foreign beach, so that one day I could find my way back to her.




Victoria


Mama and Data believed in the magic of names. They called me Victoria, after the great English Queen, to will my life full of successes. That was my first name. It was a heavy name which Mama’s tongue always carried whole, proudly. Data too refused to cut it short. A name destined for greatness. On my identity card, it says another name. A much smaller name.


‘Breakfast’s ready,’ Mama calls from the kitchen. My brothers and I find her swaying to the joyous music of her little transistor radio. Mama is about two things. Dancing and praying. Preferably together.


‘Come on abana,’ she urges.


Data says grace, then we eat.


‘Ibi biryo ni byiza, Mama,’ Data says. Mama’s food is always good. She says it is because it is full of love.


At home, we speak Kinyarwanda. Outside the house we speak French. It is the language in which Data conducts business and the language of the Church. I love our many languages. So much more to say.


‘Benjamin, Paul, abahungu, let’s go!’ I call to my brothers. I don’t want to be late. Archbishop Vincent is visiting our church from St Michael’s Cathedral today. Without waiting for Mama and Data, the boys and I burst out of the front door, pretending to dribble an imaginary ball along the street, all the way to the church in Gikondo.


The boys are faster. They are already inside when I reach the familiar brick-walled building capped with roof tiles so blue they make me think of Paradise. The Palatine community has decorated the entrance with flowers today, to celebrate Archbishop Vincent’s visit. Father Peter is at the pulpit, welcoming us all.


‘That’s it, sister.’ He waves at me to come to the front, ‘There’s room for everyone.’


I spot the boys, a few steps away. Paul is small and compact, dressed in a white shirt and red brick shorts. Benjamin is three heads taller, his shoulders wide and sturdy. I take my place amongst them, cross-legged on the dirt floor. Paul climbs into my lap. Seeing this, Benjamin smiles at his little brother and wraps a protective arm around me. We are blessed, I think.


Father Peter starts.


‘Welcome, my children. Join me to welcome Monseigneur Archbishop Vincent.’


The choir starts singing in French. Soon, the boys are swaying next to me, hands clapping. I imagine this is what it must be like to meet a rock star. When the sound dies down, Father Peter intones the first reading. ‘A reading from the Acts of the Apostles,’ his voice thunders above our heads.


‘It was about this time that King Herod started persecuting certain members of the church. He had James the brother of John beheaded, and when he saw that this pleased the Jews he went on to arrest Peter as well. As it was during the days of Unleavened Bread that he had arrested him, he put him in prison, assigning four sections of four soldiers each to guard him, meaning to try him in public after the Passover. All the time Peter was under guard the church prayed to God for him unremittingly. On the night before Herod was to try him, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, fastened with two chains, while guards kept watch at the main entrance to the prison. Then suddenly an angel of the Lord stood there, and the cell was filled with light. He tapped Peter on the side and woke him. ‘Get up!’ he said, ‘Hurry!’ – and the chains fell from his hands. The angel then said, ‘Put on your belt and sandals.’ After he had done this, the angel next said, ‘Wrap your cloak round you and follow me.’ He followed him out, but had no idea that what the angel did was all happening in reality; he thought he was seeing a vision. They passed through the first guard post and then the second and reached the iron gate leading to the city. This opened of its own accord; they went through it and had walked the whole length of one street when suddenly the angel left him. It was only then that Peter came to himself. And he said, ‘Now I know it is all true. The Lord really did send his angel and save me from Herod and from all that the Jewish people were expecting.’
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