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        To those who looked for me,

        To those who looked after me,

        To those who looked up to me,

        To those who looked out for me,

        To those who looked down on me,

        To those who looked forward to seeing me,

        Thank you, for being my anchors in the turbulence of life.

      

        

      
        For all the loss and all the love,

        For all the hurt and all the heart,

        For all the sins and all the science,

        For all the pain and all the prayers,

        For all the hustling and all the healing,

        For all the aches and all the anchors,

        For all the silence and all the songs,

        For all the suns and all the moons,

        For all the souls that left soon,

        For all the stories that made me.
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      Transient Anchors depicts content that may be sensitive to some readers, including but not limited to: scenes and depictions of death, genocide, childhood trauma, loss, and warfare.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      In Kirundi, the author’s mother tongue, impunzi is the word used for both internationally and internally displaced people. In this book, the author uses refugee(s) to describe both categories of displacement. Some chapters describe internal displacements while others involve crossing international borders. 

      

      While the author has made all efforts to verify facts, he acknowledges that our memories are fallible and human recollection is only as accurate as what the neocortex allows. Specific words and expressions from conversations may differ from when the actual discussions occurred. The main characters in the stories were consulted to validate the authenticity of key events and discussions.

      

      The author has not, now or in the past, belonged to any particular political party in Burundi, and the stories told in this book are not intended to take sides in the country’s sociopolitical conflicts.

      

      In no particular order, the following names are pseudonyms: In no particular order, the following names are pseudonyms: Father Bernard, Sister Bernadette, Sister Claudine, Claude, Claudette, Catherine, Dave, Emelyne, Jane, Jeff, Jonathan, Josephine, Linda, Medina, Mena, Mukasa, Pascal, François, Mr. Claver, Butoyi, Sister Marie, Mr. Pascal, Mademoiselle Catherine, Severin, Emelyne, Kendrick, Marie, Grace, Clarisse, Samuel, Daniel, Thomas, Emmanuel, Marcus, Superintendent Joseph, Elena, Carlos, Nathan, Steve, Donna, Paul, Sarah, Andrew, Natasha, Robert, Dr. Jason, Dr. David, Dr. Lee, Dr. Harrison, Dr. William, Professor Mitchell, Sam, Professor Anderson, Don, Rachel, Jessica, Alexander, Ryan, Madison. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,  not related to the author’s stories is purely coincidental and unintended.
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            Maps Away from the Self

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “A smooth sea never made a skilled sailor.”

        – Franklin D. Roosevelt

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            At the Crossroads Between Hemispheres

          

        

      

    

    
      The blonde flight attendant made her way down the aisle and stopped at my seat in the Brussels Airlines aircraft cabin. It was a cold Sunday evening on January 27, 2008, at Brussels Airport in Belgium.

      “Pardon me, can you please come to the front of the aircraft with me?” asked the flight attendant, tapping my shoulder as she motioned for me to follow her toward the front. 

      The surrounding passengers were staring, wondering what was going on. 

      With my hands sweaty, I hastily blinked, my eyes darting left and right to look for any context clues. The boarding process was complete, but the airplane door stayed open. Why am I being singled out?

      Perplexed, I stood and followed the airline steward through the cabin toward the front of the airplane. I felt the passengers’ gazes as we walked. Two more flight attendants joined us as we exited the airplane. I already experienced multiple stops—Entebbe, Uganda, then Brussels, Belgium—before boarding the third leg heading to Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. The first two parts of the trip went without a hitch.

      Perhaps there are different procedures for passengers from my country departing for the US through Brussels, I contemplated. My mind flashed to September 11. Was I being kicked off the airplane? Would they detain me? Were passengers worried this was a terrorist incident? As this was my first flight, I had prepared for the experience. To look clean, I showered twice that day, wore brand-new shoes and clothes, and packed both my old and new identity documents. For preparedness, I preprinted and arranged my boarding passes in order. The prospect of being chosen to leave the plane hadn’t crossed my mind.

      Did I break some unwritten flying etiquette? Was being a black passenger a problem? Was this a normal process in air travel? We stopped just outside the plane on the jet bridge. The three flight attendants made a semicircle in front of me; they looked uncomfortable. The young flight attendant spoke. 

      “Do you prefer to speak English or French?”

      “Français, s’il vous plaît,” I replied.

      She was petite, with long, straight blonde hair. I tried not to stare. I had never met people with such glowing white skin and hair, a stark contrast to my own dark complexion and curly hair. This flight’s passengers and crew made up the largest group of white people I had encountered. I heard many languages spoken. I was uncertain what manners dictated in this situation.

      “We received a complaint from a fellow passenger that there is a strong smell, and um…”

      “Pardon, mais quoi?” I exclaimed, in full disbelief.

      She repeated my offense and handed me a small bottle of what looked like perfume and kindly asked me to spray myself. My shoulders slumped as humiliation and embarrassment ran down my spine.

      Where I’m from, calling out someone’s smell in a public place would be considered insolent. In my culture, people would handle such matters more discreetly. If a report were necessary, passengers would subtly inform the air hostess of their concern in a whisper. The steward would whisper the situation to me and hand me the spray bottle. Or better yet, leave me a note along with the spray bottle to keep the process tactful and respectful.

      As I pressed the top of the little bottle for a few more applications around my neck, many questions crossed my mind.

      I did not know that I carried a distinctive smell. Had I smelled my whole life and no one ever told me? Are all my people foul-smelling, and now that I’m not with them, the smell becomes clear? I sprayed myself several times, both under and over my jacket.

      The smell was terrible; it reminded me of the antiseptic hospital sheets from a clinic where I’d once been hospitalized. I had to ignore the smell and apply it to myself. Was it just from perspiring during the previous flights? Does flying cause unpleasant smells? If so, what will I do in the future when I need to fly between continents again?

      As I returned to my seat, passengers’ eyes peeked up at me, wondering what had transpired. I wished I were confident enough in my spoken English to look at them and say, “I’m sorry for the trouble.” The flight attendant asked if I would mind moving to another seat at the back of the aircraft. I gathered my belongings and walked toward the last row. From the faces I glanced at while walking down the aisle, people didn’t look repulsed. It was one individual who had complained; it must have been some asshole. I sat down, and they closed the aircraft door to proceed with flight preparation.

      We pulled from the gate and prepared for the next nine hours of flight.

      My older brother, Isidore, was in California on an R-1 visa, a religious visa that enabled him to train for priesthood in an American deaf congregation. He had talked about the abundant, welcoming, and exciting life in America. This incident was my first glimpse of the new life ahead, and it was not as pleasant as advertised. The language barrier was strong, even while I was still in Belgium, and the cultural norms had already clashed. I was certain it was not the land of milk and honey, and I would have to adapt as I left my old life behind. The incident marked the beginning of such duality, of future paradoxes in which I would have to weigh what I knew growing up against my new reality.

      The contrast was remarkable. Growing up, I didn’t use deodorant or fragrances; I showered, and that was enough. Will I have to spray myself and my clothing and smell like a hospital bed for the rest of my life? Will I be able to make friends to play soccer with? The homesickness had already kicked in. I had just left my family, friends, and the only life I’d known for a new one I knew nothing about. I was all alone. In another continent. Halfway from home. Halfway to my destination. Between three hemispheres. But this was all part of the adventure. Let’s get to America first, and I will figure out the rest once I’m on United States soil, I told myself. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour before landing in Brussels, I woke up as we approached Belgium. I glimpsed outside to what looked like castles on a winter morning through the window. That looks freezing. European winter looked nothing like the rainy tropics of East Africa. There were no more hills, no brown dusty roads, no visible green vegetation. I had crossed hemispheres.

      Upon landing I checked the clock on the airport screens and realized it was Monday already. It was 6 a.m. in Bujumbura. My family and friends must be waking up now to the reality of my departure. I checked the small red LG flip phone. No signal. I could no longer access the African wireless networks. I didn’t have international roaming. I missed home already, wanting to send “good morning” texts to the family and friends I had left behind. As I walked toward my gate for the Chicago flight, I longed to let everyone know I was doing okay. That’s when I realized: I was not reachable to anyone who knew me. I was all alone. In another continent. Halfway from home. Halfway to my destination. Between three hemispheres. At the crossroads between a new life ahead of me and the life I once knew.  

      Thinking back, the potent smell was likely a result of my profusely perspiring during the pre-boarding commotion of finding my gate and figuring out immigration paperwork. Before started, a loud voice came over the airport PA intercom:

      “Attention all passengers traveling to Chicago: Federal law requires foreign nationals entering the United States of America to present valid immigration paperwork before boarding. Please have your Form I-94 and supporting documents ready for inspection. Thank you!”

      They repeated the announcement in French.

      “Attention à tous les passagers à destination de Chicago: La Loi Fédérale exige les ressortissants étrangers entrant aux États-Unis d'Amérique de présenter les documents d'immigration valides avant l'embarquement de vol. Veuillez présenter votre formulaire I-94 et d'autres papiers justificatifs pour inspection. Merci!”

      My heart pounded. Heavy perspiration. I looked at my papers a few more times.

      Among all the applications and documents I had dealt with over the past six months, this was the one everyone had mentioned was the most critical. I was told not to make a mistake on this official form as it could hinder my entry into the United States. It was my first time completing Port of Entry documents while in a foreign country. The United States had a unique document, one that asks for affiliations with various international political organizations. Officials at Brussels Airport distributed the forms in the terminal for US-bound flights. While navigating the airport and finding my gate, I encountered plenty of signage and customer service in French. However, the US Customs and Border Protection forms were in English, so, out of an abundance of caution or perhaps fearing I might make a mistake, I grabbed both the I-94 and I-94W. On the second page of the I-94W (2007-2008 version), there was a set of questions I had to answer. Some more complex than others:

      Question B:

      “Have you ever been arrested or convicted for an offense or crime involving moral turpitude or a violation related to a controlled substance; or been arrested or convicted for two or more offenses for which the aggregate sentence to confinement was five years or more; or been a controlled substance trafficker, or are you seeking entry to engage in criminal or immoral activities?”

      I read it multiple times, attempting to understand everything.

      Offense, crime, criminal, immoral, …activities, okay, the question asks if I have done those things. I haven’t. But what does “turpitude” mean? It could be a critical keyword.

      Question C: 

      “Have you ever been or are you now involved in espionage or sabotage, or in terrorist activities, or genocide; or between 1933 and 1945 were you involved, in any way, in persecutions associated with Nazi Germany or its allies?”

      I knew I had never been associated with 1945 Nazi Germany. Even my parents weren’t born then. Sure, as a result of the 1884 Berlin Conference, my country became a member of the Deutsch-Ostafrika, or German East Africa colonial regime between 1885 and 1918, before the armies of Belgisch Congo or Belgian Congo, under King Leopold II, took over. This was even before Nazi Germany.

      I had not engaged in espionage or terrorist activities but genocide…well, what qualified as involvement? I had been involved in one, as a victim. Should I check the box and explain later?

      The weight of global ideological divisions and geopolitics became part of my welcome. I wondered if this is something US nationals don’t worry about on a day-to-day basis.

      As I panicked, sitting in a chair by myself, I looked around for help. I attempted asking the family that was sitting on the chairs behind me but they looked away; language barriers. A few seats to my right, someone my age came over and introduced himself in Swahili. It seemed he had noticed my distress with the immigration forms:

      “Habari gani?”

      “Nzuri.”

      He probably saw the flag necklace I wore and detected my non-native Swahili accent and switched to English.

      “My name is Mukasa. I’m from Uganda. Where are you going?”

      “I’m Libère. Going to San Francisco for school.”

      “Oh, cool, I’m going to Los Angeles. I’m starting my junior year in college.”

      I wanted to ask more about Los Angeles, his school, and what “junior year” meant, but I didn’t have time for small talk. I would later learn this meant he was starting his third year of a four-year university degree. At that moment, I had to check the accuracy of my I-94 forms. I couldn’t make a mistake “under penalty of perjury,” because the mighty US “federal law” would come after me. He noticed my panic, grabbed my card to check whether I had entered the names and coordinates correctly, and verified that I checked the right boxes.

      “Here you go, brother. All looks good.”

      I sighed with relief. My paperwork was ready; I could enter the United States.

      “Asante sana, kaka,” I replied.

      Boarding was in a few minutes. He asked that we exchange numbers; I told him I didn’t have a US number.

      “How about Facebook?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what that is,” I replied.

      “Email?”

      “I have that.” I smiled, and we exchanged emails.

      Mukasa spoke clean English and Swahili, and he could switch back and forth flawlessly. His confidence was palpable, almost as though he were an American, despite the classic long forehead and dark skin characteristic of an East African. On the one hand, I wondered how long it would take to become as confident in my English as he was. I wondered if I would meet people in California who speak my languages. His poise gave me hope. Hope that someday I would adapt as well as he did.

      These two events marked the introduction to my adventure into the Western Hemisphere. The discomfort at this crossroads symbolized what happens as one changes shores. After everything, we took off for Chicago O’Hare International Airport. As the plane left the runaway, the antiseptic smell and weight of form briefly faded. Ahead laid 9 hours of flight, and beyond that, a life I hadn’t yet conceived.

      

      
        
        “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are for.”

        – John A. Shedd

      

      

      
        
          [image: January 26, 2008, the flight ticket for the itinerary from Bujumbura to San Francisco. 
          Note that Entebbe is not a formal stop since those heading to Europe don't exit the aircraft, the BJM to BRU aircraft stops there to refuel and add more passengers.]
        

        January 26, 2008, the flight ticket for the itinerary from Bujumbura to San Francisco. 
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Chapter 2


          

          
            First Steps in the Land of Liberty

          

        

      

    

    
      I approached the desk in front of the large-shouldered TSA officer at Chicago O’Hare’s Customs and Border Protection.

      “Good afternoon,” I greeted the officer as I handed him my passport, boarding passes, and immigration forms.

      “What’s the purpose of your visit?” he replied in a deep, almost menacing, voice.

      “Education, sir. I’m going to school in California.”

      He looked at the forms and, after a brief glance at me, he tossed one form to the side. “What school will you attend?”

      “Ohlone College.”

      “What will you study there?”

      “Engineering.”

      Racing thoughts hidden behind my measured responses, each word carried the weight of my future. He rotated between looking through my papers, then at his screen, then back at my face.

      “Good luck, and welcome to the United States of America,” he said, handing back the documents.

      “Thank you very much.”

      I double-checked my passport, and the I-94 card had been added and stamped accordingly. I would later learn that the I-94W form was tossed because it is for nonimmigrant passengers requiring a visa waiver upon entry, while the I-94 is for nonimmigrant passengers entering with a visa. I only needed the I-94 and didn’t actually need to worry about the sociopolitical questions. If I had known enough English to make that distinction beforehand, and if I hadn't been so nervous, I probably would have asked Mukasa if he knew the difference and solved it then.

      After clearing Customs and Border Control, my next task was to locate my gate for the next leg. I looked at the monitor screens. They were so large, with so many flights to scan through. This is when I realized there was no French signage. After tracing the numbers, I realized the flight was now with American Airlines and all customer service was in English. Just like the loss of the accent on my French first name that was removed during the visa process, this moment marked the complete transition from a Kirundi- and French-centric life to American English. It was like in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy first lands in Oz. Adventure was palpable. Everyone seemed to be in such a hurry. There were no goodbyes or good mornings. Is it because no one knows anyone? How is that possible with so many people? I knew everyone in my village, even their distant relatives, and I would be punished for failing to greet someone I knew.

      At close range, a giant Black man passed me. I had only seen such tall people in movies and music videos. He had long strides and a distinctive walking rhythm. In the high ceilings of Chicago O’Hare International Terminal, a large US flag hung. The Star-Spangled Banner, in its majestically distinctive red, white, and blue, was much bigger than the one I saw a week earlier at the US Embassy in Bujumbura. I looked through the window. Airplanes were coming in and out of the runway and gates, with airport crew members busy deicing the planes. The heavy winter gear made it look unsafe. Perhaps I’ll experience that feeling soon, I thought. The white powder was so thick that I could barely see the landscape beyond the airport. I had seen snow only in photos. The real thing was even more mesmerizing up close. Eyes back to the monitors. I had a connection to catch. I checked my flight number on the printed ticket, looked at the screens, and confirmed the gate number and flight. It was not in this terminal. I asked one of the customer service agents; the neon jackets gave it away. He talked to me in English, speaking too fast. When he noticed I wasn’t getting it, he pointed to an exit where people were heading. I noticed one or two individuals who were on my previous flight, so I ran to follow them. I kept following the people I knew and would look up and down, left and right to make sure I could follow the signs. I had never had to rely completely on strangers to find my way, but everything was different. At some point, one lady from the previous flight, noticing I was probably going to be lost, came over to look at my ticket and said, in a gentle tone: “It’s okay, I will show you when we get there.”

      “Thank you very much,” I softly responded.

      She was blonde, Midwestern Anglo-Saxon-looking, and had a baby in a stroller. It was the first white baby I’d seen. His blond hair and hazel eyes peeked out, but his cold winter gear mostly covered him, and I tried hard not to stare uncomfortably. Every few minutes, I’d slightly smell around myself to make sure I was not stinking up the whole place.

      When we exited the terminal connection bus, the lady signaled to follow. We entered a different terminal, up the escalator, and she walked me toward the gate. As we walked through the terminals, I experienced the American “fake” smile. A woman in a navy business suit approached from the opposite direction, her heels clicking efficiently on the polished floor. At precisely six feet away, her eyes flicked up from her BlackBerry phone to meet mine.

      Her lips pulled back in a swift, horizontal motion. To me, it was not the slow bloom of a genuine smile, but something more mechanical. The corners of her mouth lifted exactly halfway, creating perfect symmetry without warmth. Her cheeks engaged just enough to avoid seeming rude, but not enough to create those little creases that mark genuine joy. The expression lasted perhaps two seconds before dissolving as quickly as it had appeared. Her eyes had already moved past me before her mouth finished the gesture, like her face was operating on a different timeline. This strange ritual was repeated with nearly every American I passed. A businessman rolling his suitcase offered the same calibrated expression: lips stretched, eyes vacant, the whole performance lasting no longer than a camera flash. Each smile appeared at the same distance, held for the same duration, then vanished with the same efficiency. From my perspective, it felt like watching a social algorithm execute itself over and over.

      In Burundi, a smile, rarely shared with a stranger, was more of an invitation. It started in the eyes, spread naturally across the face, and lingered while you exchanged greetings, asked about family, and shared a moment of human connection. These American smiles felt like facial transactions completed at walking speed, acknowledgments without engagement, courtesy without contact. I found myself studying the physics of these expressions. The way the zygomatic muscles pulled was just enough force to be socially acceptable but not enough to be memorable. How the muscles around the eyes remained completely uninvolved, leaving the upper face static while the lower face performed its brief duty. It was like watching people’s faces split in half, the bottom saying “hello” while the top said “keep moving.” Do I smell, and they are laughing at me? It looked positive. Are they welcoming me to America? Why not just speak and say hello? At least twenty people had smiled by the time I reached my gate, but I only felt lonelier than before.

      “Gate for San Francisco.” She pointed to the gate screen. I checked the flight number on the screen to see if it matched the number on my boarding pass. It did.

      “Thank you very much,” I responded, nodding to communicate that I understood, but perhaps more so to express relief.

      She and the little boy walked away, disappearing in the distant crowd. I never knew her name. I didn’t know her destination. I hated myself for being unable to engage in conversation and get to know her. In Burundi, I would have gotten in trouble for lack of courtesy. In a matter of minutes, she had kindly shepherded me to the shore of my next destination and vanished before I could start a conversation. I spent days thinking about the encounter. Where I’m from, you show gratitude. When someone helps you like that, you’re supposed to pack goodies and send a gift bag to their house, or write them a letter. I had no way to thank her. I felt indebted; my ancestors would be disappointed. But then again, was it the right thing to do in this culture? What was the protocol?

      Dear kind lady at Chicago O’Hare, wherever you are, I hope your kindness has been returned a thousand times over, and I surely pray there is a pleasant seat eternally reserved for you in heaven. Or wherever we go in the afterlife.

      When the time came to board for San Francisco, a mix of anxiety and excitement kicked in. It was the last leg to my final destination and my new home. I was used to moving and living in unknown places, but this would be the furthest away from my roots I’d ever been. Away from my family. I knew it would be different; I just didn’t know how much. I watched the flight monitor, closely memorizing the names of states we were crossing, trying to make sense of how the airplane could fly at such a high speed, but it still took so long to cross from one state to another. In Burundi, you could go from end to end, crossing seven states by car at 40-50 mph maximum, in four to six hours. The physical scale of the US made me ponder about my place within it. I was used to a country the size of the Chicago Metropolitan Area. How will I ever fit into such a vast country?

      The plane touched down at San Francisco International Airport, or SFO, just as the horizon softened into twilight on Sunday evening. The airport was a sprawling, gleaming world of polished floors and endless corridors. It pulsed with the rhythm of arrivals and departures, a symphony of languages and footsteps echoing off the walls. For a moment, I lingered near a large window in the terminal, watching the planes glide in and out like restless birds. This was not Bujumbura’s airport, where the hum of activity was gentler, less hurried. Here, everything felt fast, bright, and impossibly grand. Customs was a blur of questions, lines, and official gazes. I clutched my passport tightly, carefully answering every query, my Kirundi-accented English steady but deliberate.

      “Welcome to San Francisco,” a large sign read above me.

      I still had no signal on my phone., I had no way of knowing where my brother would be waiting. I kept scanning the crowd in the arrival exit hall until I saw him. He was there, with the same easy smile. We hugged, and for a moment, I thought of home and how our family embraced each other when one of us returned from boarding school for Christmas, Easter, or summer holidays. It was grounding.

      We took the elevator up to the airport train station, my suitcase rolling unevenly behind us. I had seen American trains in the movies, but nothing had prepared me for the way it felt: sleek, metallic, and fast. This was nothing like the black smoke of old engine trains I had seen a few times in Western movies. Nothing like the loud noises made by trains stopping at old saloons, with cowboys in Amish and Cattleman hats and trench coats riding horses in dusty towns with no electricity. It was a silent and smooth serpent piercing through a contemporary city. The signs read BART, for Bay Area Rapid Transit, the interconnected network of a train railway system that connects the city of San Francisco to the neighboring East Bay, toward Fremont and Pleasanton through Oakland, North Bay toward Richmond and Antioch through Berkeley. As we made our way between stops, I looked through the window, watching the city reveal itself in fragments as we emerged above ground, the Bay Area unfolded like a painting. The sky was a palette of oranges and purples, blending into the bay’s shimmering waters. Bridges arched gracefully in the distance, their lights like pearls strung across the dusk. The hills, both in the city and far in the North and East Bay, though different from those of Burundi, stirred something familiar in me.

      Houses clung to their slopes, painted in pastel shades of blue, yellow, and pink, their windows glowing with life. As the train swayed gently, warehouses turned into clusters of apartment buildings, and streets filled with cars unfurled beneath us. The graffiti along the walls of the train tracks was bold and defiant, a language I couldn’t read but understood instinctively. It was art born from resilience, from the need to say, “I am here.” The people on the train were as much a part of the scenery as the city itself. A woman in a business suit tapped away on her phone, her face drawn with the weariness of a long day. Across from her, a man cradled a bouquet, the petals bright against his dark jacket. A group of teenagers laughed loudly, their voices filling the train car with a kind of joy I hadn’t expected. I realized how similar this was to the communal feel of Burundian shared minibuses, where conversations are also loud, and teenagers are causing a ruckus as usual.

      We stepped off the train, and I felt the cool night air settle around us. It was a dry ocean breeze. Walking to the church on Octavia Street where my brother was staying, I noticed the few trees that lined the street, their branches draped with tiny lights. They weren’t banana trees or avocado trees, but they carried the same quiet dignity, standing watch over the passersby. Taller houses stood closer together here, their porches adorned with plants in ceramic pots. In one window, a cat stretched lazily, and in another, the flicker of a television projected colored light through the window. As we entered the little room we were going to share on the third floor above the church, I couldn’t help but think of Burundi.

      “Is there any way I can call home?” I asked after I put down my bags.

      “There is a landline phone you can use downstairs, but it’s very expensive for international calls.”

      “I’ll call one person just so they know I made it here safely.”

      This was important. I left them with fears, and I felt the weight of responsibility to reassure them I was okay. In the quiet room, I dialed the number for my uncle’s home. I had calculated the time zones and knew it was morning in Bujumbura and my uncle Jean-Berchmans, whom we call Papa Chris, and my aunt Fraçoise, whom we call Mama Chris—a common tradition in Burundi to call the elders by combining the Papa and Mama with the first name of their first born—were getting ready to go to work at this hour.

      “Allô,” Mama Chris’s voice came on the phone.

      “Allô, it’s Libère. I made it safely to San Francisco, and I am with Isidore now,” I replied, full of relief and happiness at hearing a familiar voice.

      “Praise the Lord. We were waiting for your call,” she said, the echoed delay in her response from long-distance calling accentuating the physical distance between us.

      “We are having breakfast and are about to head out for work, but I’ll put you on speaker so you can tell us about your trip west.”

      “Allô, l’Américain!” Papa Chris and Cousin Lewis, Chris’s younger brother, came on the phone, almost simultaneously calling me “the American.” I could tell that, unlike the somber goodbyes forty-eight hours prior, they were ecstatic that I made it safely.

      I told them about the commotion in Brussels, the lengthy flight, the sights of snow above Brussels and at O’Hare airport, and my initial impressions of the city of San Francisco.

      They informed me that my family had returned to Gasorwe early that morning so they could catch school. Mom and my siblings had cried inconsolably the night after the airport drop-off. I wondered about their feelings as they watched me fly away, uncertain of my destination and experiences. I thought about their bus ride home that morning; it must have been a long trip from Bujumbura. Their return north had mirrored my trip west. I wished they had a phone I could call and catch up. I instantly felt the physical and metaphorical distance expand. A lump in my throat formed as I asked Papa Chris to relay the news of safe arrival to my family up in the Gasorwe refugee camp.

      I didn’t stay long on the call.

      “I have class tomorrow morning. I will call as often as possible,” I said.

      “Good night, and good luck in college,” concluded Papa Chris.

      

      
        
        “These vast empty spaces make us feel small in a way which alleviates us from the agonizing sense of self-importance and egoism, which is otherwise clinging to us like a bad smell.”

        – Alain de Botton
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            Mà Vlast: Beauty of a Thousand Hills

          

        

      

    

    
      When I remember the Burundi I left behind, its landscape unfolds in my memory like the movements in Bedřich Smetana’s “Má Vlast (My Fatherland): Vlata (The Moldau River)”. More acutely, listening to the six-tone poem’s musical description of old Bohemia’s countryside in Smetana’s memory maps to the landscape of Burundi, as laid out in my own. The flowing musical narrative parallels not just a river’s journey, but my own path from the village to the Western world

      My fatherland is often overshadowed by its giant neighbors, Tanzania to the east and the Democratic Republic of Congo to the west. Yet, despite its modest size, roughly 27,830 square kilometers, about the size of Massachusetts, it is home to fourteen million souls today and contains a world of wonders. To those who take the time to look closely at the land, people, and culture, Burundi is a treasured gem.

      In the east, vast savannas stretch under open skies, where the Ruvubu National Park is alive with the graceful strides of gazelles and antelopes and the slow, majestic movements of the African buffalo. In the northeast, the fluttering songs of native and migratory birds echo at Lake Rwihinda, where many avian species have found sanctuary. Further inland, the landscape climbs toward the central plateau; morning mist kisses the hillsides, and iron-rich soil colors the earth red. Here, the hills cradle banana groves and coffee plantations. In the plateau, coffee cherries, almost as if nurtured by the hands of the ancestors, spring in bright green beans from white flowers and turn bright cherry-red in early summer before they are harvested, depulped, fermented, and washed to get healthy coffee beans, which are then dried and packaged up for export to far lands across the globe for the world to enjoy.

      When passing through villages in the spring, the smell of coffee flowers, transiently blossoming after heavy rainfalls, fill the air with a pleasantly sweet citrus blossom fragrance that spreads into the wilderness like a pleasant and natural perfume. They last for a week or two before disappearing to make place for tiny green cherries that will soon expand. The rhythmic sounds of the coffee harvest fill the farms in early summer. Families gather in the warming sun with large baskets to collect the red cherries from the trees and sort out the best beans, typically the sweetly fermented ones. Coffee harvesting was one of my favorite childhood activities, as I enjoyed eating a few of the freshly ripened red coffee cherries. The fresh pulp around the bean was sweet and tangy, offering a refreshing dessert in the summer sun. The collected bounty is taken and sold to local refineries, and after many rounds, payday late in the summer is a joyful day when families rejoice in the wealth from the coffee tree for the season.

      As you move further westward, the hills rise, giving way to mountains cloaked in dense forests. Here, waterfalls carve their paths, and springs feed rivers that flow between villages, supplying water to lower lands and sustaining life in every corner of the country. In the central north, the Kibira National Park extends from Rwanda’s Nyungwe National Park, reminding us of our countries’ shared history and identity. In the south, the lush mountains of Musenyi in Bururi province are home to Source du Nil, the southernmost point and true birthplace of the famed Nile River that sustains billions of lives from Burundi, across multiple East African countries, through the Sahara Desert in Sudan and Egypt, all the way to Alexandria and into the Mediterranean Sea. On the far west lies Lake Tanganyika, a body of water so vast and deep it feels like an ocean. Its shores are bustling with fishermen, markets, and the hum of Bujumbura, the country’s economic capital and former colonial and political capital. It is home to large hippopotamuses and the famed Gustave, one of the largest crocodiles in the world known to have eaten over 200 people and nicknamed “King of the Nile.” The lake is a lifeline: a source of food, commerce, and connection to the wider world. Fishermen in dugout canoes and catamarans drift like shadows across its surface, their nets shimmering with promise as they haul in gifts from its depths. Its waters hold secrets older than memory, and its shores are where I first saw the horizon and wondered what lay beyond. Just north, the Rusizi River twists and turns, drawing the line where Burundi meets the Democratic Republic of Congo. Across the land, agriculture is the heartbeat of daily life, with families, like mine, sowing and harvesting crops that sustain not just households, but also entire communities.

      Growing up on the farm, one of my favorite memories was how families took turns working on each other’s farms. We were lucky to have land and often had people who came to help. If a neighbor needed help, others would show up. Once both my older brothers became sick; Isidore had meningitis and Télesphore had an accident at school where he lost his front teeth, and Mom needed to take care of them. Three families sent their older-born children to help till the soil and plant the lands so that we wouldn’t run out of time to sow for the season. Similarly, when one of Mom’s regular workers was sick, Mom would mandate that we all go and help with chores at her house until she was back to her best.

      Before European powers arrived, Burundi was an independent kingdom. Its people coexisted mostly peacefully, united under the Mwami, a king who ruled with both authority and spiritual significance. But colonialism came, first under German rule and later Belgian, leaving behind more than just borders, Catholicism, and new languages. They sowed division that erupted into the conflicts and political upheaval, shaping much of our modern history. Independence from Belgium came in 1962, and with it, the burden of self-determination. Waves of ethnic conflict, a cycle of violence that tore at the fabric of the nation, marred the decades that followed.

      My grandparents recounted stories of our ancestry, tracing our bloodline back to the Ntare royal family, one of the four royal lines of the Burundian Kingdom. The Ntare (or Ntari in old Kirundi) is the most prolific and powerful royal lineage of the country, composed of both the first and last king of the Burundi Kingdom. On my father’s side, we still call ourselves “abatare,” even though we have no documented evidence of our connection to that lineage. But most Burundians claim some self-proclaimed trace to a royal ancestry. It always felt to me like a way for Burundians to stay anchored to pre-colonial times.

      Yet, despite the colonial legacy of pain and wars, Burundians, in their ethnic groupings—Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa—remain a generally unified and powerfully resilient people. We are of Bantu origin, speaking Kirundi, a language not spoken anywhere else, a language as unique as the land it names.

      Most ethno-social studies to characterize Burundian and the people of the Great Lakes Region of Africa argued that while the population is mostly homogeneously of Bantu origin, Tutsi are likely descendants of Hamites, Cushites, and Ethiosemites. This characterization led to the attribution of distinct physical features to describe the Tutsi people; namely, that they are taller, have a pointy nose, and present the large forehead characteristic of the people of the Horn of Africa. Hutus were described as being shorter, with darker skin and flat noses, characteristic of the western and central African origins. Twa are descendants of the hunter-gatherers, or Pygmies, indigenous to the Great Lakes Region. While among Burundians themselves these physical characteristics are not easily defined, they have been the basis of divisions and conflicts ever since colonization. The abatare were Tutsi, and consequently, my family is Tutsi, by lineage and ethnic definition.

      French, a relic of colonial rule, ties us to the world outside, while Swahili serves as the language of trade and connection with our neighbors in Tanzania and Congo. And though English is taught in schools, it is a quiet presence compared to the musical tones of French heard in academic halls and Kirundi and Swahili heard in bustling markets and village squares.

      The people of Burundi are bound by a sense of community that transcends hardship. Traditional dancing and the rhythm of royal drums are the heartbeat of our culture. The umuduri, a traditional stringed instrument, sings the stories of our ancestors. The ingoma, or royal drum, roars like the voice of the earth itself. It is more than an instrument; it is a symbol of unity and power, its sound resonating deep within the soul of our nation. When the Royal Drummers perform, it is as if the land itself is alive, vibrating with the energy of all those who have walked it before. The Royal Drummers of Burundi are legendary, their performances an explosive symphony of rhythm and movement. Watching them, you feel the pulse of a thousand generations, a rhythm that transcends the individual and becomes collective, communal, eternal. Every July 1st, the group played at the large provincial stadium in celebration of Burundian Independence Day.

      Family names, a tradition in many cultures, are not part of our heritage. Instead, parents choose last names for their children that reflect the circumstances of their birth or the hopes they carry for their future. It is a tradition that roots us in the moment, reminding us of where we come from and what we hope to become. On the contrary, first names in Burundi are practically picked by the Catholic Church because, ever since the colonial and missionary times, first names are not in Kirundi. We trace family ancestry through knowledge passed down through generations, not family names.

      My mom, born Françoise Romaine Rivuzimana, did not take my father’s name, Venant Maniriyo, and my siblings and I have our own unique names assigned independently based on what our parents wanted the meaning of our names to be. From oldest to youngest, our birth names are: Isidore Niyongabo, Télesphore Ntirandekura, Libère Ndacayisaba, Violette Muhayimana, and Elysé Mpawenimana. None of these last names has any relation to my mom’s or my dad’s names. Our grandparents have their own names as well: Helène Minani and Mathias Gahutu (nicknamed Bigombo) on my father’s side, Louis Ntahondereye and Sophie Nankware on my mother’s side.

      From liber ("free") + -ē‎ (adverbial suffix), my first name etymologically means freedom. Most people tend to pick that up quickly. Well, here is the thing: my parents were not some high-class aristocrats who knew Latin and wanted to name me "freedom." The names the Catholic Church selects are usually saints, Popes, or biblical figures. On my Catholic "birth card" (or rather baptism card), which is different from the government birth certificate, my name reads "Liberius," after Pope Liberius, a fourth-century Catholic Pope known for starting the celebration of Christmas.

      As for my last name, Ndacayisaba is Kirundi for "I am still praying to God," or "I'm still asking God for more." The story goes that my parents were deciding between two last names for me, Siyomvo (which directly translates to 'it's not the reason') and Barandondera (which translates to 'they are trying me') as a response to the ongoing family conflicts about land ownership. Dad wanted to use those names as a jab against the uncles who were causing trouble. While Mom didn't like either of the names, she could only hope and wait for a better name. She would find out later that, on the way to register me at the civil municipality, my dad spoke with my godfather to name me Ndacayisaba, and she was happy with it.

      When people in the US find out I don’t have a family name, many often have confused looks as if it’s a foreign concept. Someone once asked about my brother and me: “How do you know you are really brothers?” Religion is another thread woven deeply into the fabric of Burundian life. Over 70 percent of us are Catholic, a legacy of German and Belgian missionaries, though people also practice Islam, various Christian denominations, and indigenous beliefs.

      Growing up, Sundays were sacred. Mass was not just a ritual but a community gathering, a moment when we came together to reflect, sing, and pray. In Burundi, faith extends beyond houses of worship; the ringing of church bells at the nearby cathedral often echoed at the same time as the Adhan from the local Mosque, and people from the same community head out to their respective religious practices.

      Education and faith are often intertwined. The Catholic Church runs many schools, their halls echoing with the voices of children reciting lessons in French and Kirundi. It was in one such school that I first dreamed of a world beyond the hills of my village.

      I was born in Bihogo, a small village in the northern part of the country, the middle child of five in a regular family of farmers, with land to till and bounty to harvest.

      I was the heaviest baby Mom ever had, and on the day of my birth, she was on her way to a clinic in the nearby province of Karuzi. It became obvious they would not make it to the distant maternity clinic before sundown. There were no other clinics nearby. She took a detour and went to stay with her mother (my grandma), and I was born that sunny evening in Rusagara, a Karuzi village right across from Bihogo. A valley with a small river running through it separates the two villages. As the tale is told, I was born with a gigantic head and was already a pain in the neck for Mom’s postpartum recovery, so we stayed in my grandparents’ care for a few days before returning to Bihogo. In Burundi, births can occur anywhere, and parents have eight days to register them. I was already crossing rivers and provinces in the first eight days of my birth, foreshadowing my eventual nomadic life. Secular minds would call it fate; the religious may call it a biblical predestination.

      As a child, the rhythms of the land shaped our days. We planted beans, peas, bananas, sorghum, and sweet potatoes in the rich red soil. Coffee trees lined our fields, their cherries ripening under the sun, while a canopy of avocado trees shaded our home, their branches heavy with fruit. Pumpkins and cabbages, with large and lush leaves, covered our fields by the river.

      In the village, life was simple but full. We cultivated under the sun, but we also laughed, danced, and gathered around the fire to share stories. We played with butterflies, listened to songs from colorful woodpeckers who made our backyard avocado trees their playground. We watched the dances of dragonflies at night, and admired the beauty of white doves and the majestic flight of ravens who toured above our farms. The land gave us not just sustenance but identity, grounding us in a world that often seemed to shift under the weight of history. My mother’s hands were never still; they were always cooking, weaving, or cradling.

      My father, like his father, sokuru Mathias, was an adventurer who worked in different provinces and sometimes was gone for months at a time. He worked as an environmentalist, planting trees to combat deforestation. He was also stubborn and a strict disciplinarian. Although he only had a fifth-grade education and my mom never even went to first grade, he had made it a directive that every child of his must excel in school. I can still hear the commotion of Isidore and Télesphore being lectured about their homework. The stories of Telesphore crying that Isidore didn’t help him with his primary school homework are still told today. Before I even started school, I had learned the expectations. Whenever my father came home, we all had to report on our daily duties before we could sit down for dinner. When he would return from a long stint in another province, the home felt extra celebratory. At dinner in the little living room, mom and dad danced as we ate and laughed at the stories he told of his adventures. I can still hear the music playing from the little cassette radio and the rhythm of their dancing feet echoing under the dim light illuminated by the petrol gas lamps. Although there is no drinking age and most villagers feed beer to their kids, alcohol was prohibited for the children in our household. The rule was that if we ever craved or felt the need to taste or experiment with it, we would instead go to him and demand anything we desired instead. One day, I used that excuse to secure money for candies. When the freshly brewed banana beer was being served to neighbors who were visiting. I told my father it smelled good, and I wanted some.

      “You know the rules. What are you asking for?”

      “Can I have candy?”

      With no hesitation, he handed me three coins, and I ran to Ndiroreye’s store to buy candy. In the village, neighbors were family, and family extended to anyone who crossed our threshold.

      Nkurikiye, Mom’s goddaughter, lived with us and helped around the house. A charismatic young lady with the most contagious laugh, she was sort of our big sister. She was the conflict resolution expert, the maintainer of peace. A natural protector in her demeanor, her pristine attention only outmatched her commanding presence to our well-being, serving as both disciplinarian and role model.

      Stories of my childhood life in the village before the war are a mixture of what my memory has preserved and stories from my mother and siblings about my curiosity and stubborn ambition. They say I wanted to do everything my way, apparently just like my paternal grandfather, sokuru Mathias as we called him. My older siblings recount how, if anyone tried to get in my way, I would pick up a wooden stick and beat them up, sometimes even chasing them if they tried to outrun me. Mom still tells stories of a stubborn three- to six-year-old me. One recurring tale is me commanding everyone to run home whenever the dark clouds formed.

      “Do you all not see the rain coming? My work is done here and I won’t wait” Mom recalls my commands, as if I was actually helping much on the farm anyway. I’d outrun everyone to evade the tropical downpour.

      There are stories of me, at three years old, saying, “Since Mom is sick, I will cook.” That cooking is “so easy I can do it.” I supposedly had clear instructions on how to light the firewood and prepare ugali, a thick porridge meal made from boiling water with flour. Making it is a task so physically demanding that only young adults could do it. We mostly boiled ingredients in water to prepare food, with occasional sautéed meals for holidays. We were land farmers, and since our diet is heavily vegetarian, we eat meat only on holidays.

      As kids, we walked barefoot everywhere; the ground was kind to our feet, no matter the season, the cool mud, warm dust, smooth paths worn by generations. During the summer months, we would rejoice on the dusty grounds, playing in the dirt and annoying the elders who had to wash our clothes. The rainy season brought the joy of running in the rain and playing in puddles with bare feet. Grandpa, sokuru Mathias, would visit and bring gifts. Once he brought us shoes to wear for Sunday Mass, and special occasions. The last pair I owned before the war was a set of brown Sperrys. Although they were too big, I was promised I would grow into them.

      My maternal uncles often came to visit us from the capital, Bujumbura. They were wealthier and had cars. My cousins’ clothes were immaculately clean; I knew they didn’t play on the red-soiled playground we had in the North. These visits from urban relatives showed me a different way of life.

      We lived in a traditional mud house, where builders used tree trunks as vertical pillars, and added tree branches or bamboo horizontally to hold the mud bricks made from local soil. Stones formed its foundation, and a durable aluminum roof covered the top to withstand the tropical rain. With four rooms, the house was cool in the summer and warm in the winter. Our beds were made of tree trunks and covered with ikirago, a woven mat made from dried papyrus trunks. Thick woven mats covered with a blanket made the bed comfortable, and another blanket was used to cover ourselves when it was cold.

      A rear house extension housed the livestock. We owned goats, rabbits, and chickens. While my older brothers took the goats out for grazing, my responsibility was to watch over the chicken flock. Each morning, I released the chickens and chicks, spent the day watching for hawks that might steal chicks, and counted the flock at sunset to ensure all were present, reporting any missing chicks to Mom immediately. Because otherwise, I’d get in trouble when Dad came back.

      In village life fashion, I was also responsible for taking care of Violette. The practice is that the oldest takes care of the next child and so forth. As soon as a child can eat regular food, they are left in the care of the next older sibling, who isn’t yet working on the farm. My sister was demanding, or maybe just spoiled, for being the youngest and the only daughter. The stories of her being glued to me are still legendary to this day.

      “Ene, Libe, Ene,” she would call, asking me to carry her on my back. The same baby language was the call for food or water. My mom and older siblings still use this to make fun of how spoiled she was, to the amusement of everyone who knows our childhood.

      “I’m tired of carrying her everywhere. Can we have a brother next time?” I would say every time Mom came back home. Part of the challenge was that sometimes I’d get in trouble with my dad for losing chicks when I was taking care of her.

      Once, we had a hen who had just hatched chicks. Unlike her peers, this hen lacked the usual ferocious fighting spirit. It was her first time having chicks. And that day, I was supposed to look over the chicks, but my sister got hungry at some point, and we went inside the house so I could feed her lunch. I heard loud clucking noises around. By the time I ran out to the rescue, the hawk had already taken three chicks. I knew that was a major loss, and I would get in trouble. When my father came home that night to find out we had lost three chicks on day one of hatching, I got the expected lecture to focus on my job.

      What makes growing up in Burundi unique is not just its land or its history, but its people’s ability to hold beauty and pain in the same breath. It is the child who laughs as they chase a butterfly, unaware of the struggles their family faces. It is the old man who sits beneath a mango tree, recounting tales of the Mwami with a voice weathered by time but rich with wisdom. It is the mother who carries a jug of water on her head, her stride steady, her song unwavering. It is the taste of freshly roasted peanuts sold in paper cones by the roadside. It is the smell of rain on dry soil and the sight of jacaranda trees in bloom. It is the sound of laughter carried on the wind across the globe, creating an indelible memory of home.

      Even now, living thousands of miles away in a bustling American metropolitan city, I carry Burundi with me.

      

      
        
        “My emotions are unbridled. A wilderness. In the blood. I share it with my father. And my mother also. We lack the gift of temperance.” – Winston Churchill
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