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To my mother, my wife, my daughters, and my sisters.
To all the victims of sexual violence.
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INTRODUCTION


It’s unusual for a man to campaign for women’s rights. I know this. I’ve sensed it during conversations with friends, at social gatherings, and occasionally in professional meetings. I’ve noted the uncomprehending looks and quizzical expressions. Every once in a while, I encounter hostility, whether open or implied. Some find my choices suspicious or even threatening.


I remember dinner parties earlier in my career, in Congo and in Europe, when my turn would come to talk about my work. I would explain that I was a gynecologist who ran a hospital specializing in treating injuries caused by rape. And that I campaigned for women’s rights. The table would fall quiet afterward, or someone would ask a polite follow-up question and then switch the subject of the conversation.


In the moments of awkward silence, I could sense sympathy in the eyes of other guests, too: what terrible work, and how I must struggle with my identity, I imagined them thinking. I adopted a strategy of emphasizing how I was also happily married and had children, as if this would make me seem more “normal” or easier to relate to.


Upon arriving back home afterward, I’d lie on my bed or in my hotel room, resenting that I’d felt the need to justify myself. This will be familiar to anyone who has felt the sting of not quite “fitting in” for reasons of origin, identity, or experience.


At other times, people around me would be more blunt. I remember a conversation with an old friend of mine, a classmate from school who became a politician in my province. His words still stick in my mind all these years later. “I feel like since you’ve been working on sexual violence, you’ve started thinking like a woman,” he once told me. Though this should have been a compliment, it was not intended as such.


I recall the flush of reassurance and kinship I felt when I first discovered the writings and work of Stephen Lewis, a Canadian diplomat and activist who has been a tireless campaigner for AIDS/ HIV victims in Africa and women’s rights generally. Stephen made me realize that there were other men who thought as I did. I now count him as a dear friend.


You might think that I no longer have to explain my choices after two decades of caring for and treating survivors of sexual violence, but you’d be wrong. And it’s not only men who find it hard to understand.


A few years ago, I attended a meeting with a senior figure at the United Nations in New York City. She agreed to receive me along with fellow campaigners working on women’s rights and conflict resolution in my country, the Democratic Republic of the Congo. We made our way to the upper floors of her building and were shown to her office, with its large meeting table and extraordinary views over the East River to Queens and Brooklyn beyond.


I was caught off guard by an aggressive interrogation. “Why are you here talking about women’s rights in Congo, rather than Congolese women?” our host snapped at me from her place at the table. “Aren’t there Congolese women who can speak for themselves?”


The very reason I was there was to request that the UN support initiatives to promote women’s voices in Congo. My hospital and foundation have helped survivors find strength in unity and supported individuals in developing their public-speaking and advocacy skills. You will meet many of these inspiring women in this book.


One might argue that the UN official was right to be on her guard against a man seeking to claim a platform for himself that belonged to women. That is a legitimate issue and one that I am always happy to address.


For my own part, whenever I have found myself questioned, at dinner parties or in UN offices, I return to my core convictions. I defend women because they are my equals—because women’s rights are human rights, and I am outraged by the violence inflicted on my fellow humans. We must fight for women collectively.


My role has always been to amplify the voices of others whose marginalization denies them opportunities to tell their stories. I stand at their side, never in front.


As you will read, I am in many ways an accidental feminist and campaigner. There was nothing inevitable about my path in life. I set out to become a physician, which was already a lofty ambition for a child born in a shack at a time when Congo was a Belgian colony. But my life has been shaped by events beyond my control, above all the wars since 1996 that have ravaged Congo, and women in particular, under the mostly indifferent gaze of the rest of the world.


Circumstances forced me to become a specialist in treating rape injuries. The stories of the patients I encountered and treated drove me to join a much larger fight against the injustices and cruelties suffered by women. Recognition of my grassroots campaigning has led me to address you in these pages.


My life is intertwined with my war-torn country. Its tumultuous history of exploitation and conflict cries out for much wider understanding. The unrest of the last twenty-five years, the deadliest conflict since World War II, with more than five million dead or missing, has been allowed to metastasize without resolution since 1996. I write of the tragedy of Congo in hopes of encouraging politicians in the West and elsewhere to engage with it, to work toward the peace and justice so desperately desired by the Congolese people. But I have not written an autobiography and still less a book that seeks to explain Congo’s wars in full.


This book is a tribute to the power of all women, and in particular those who have raised, educated, and inspired me. As you will see in chapter 1, I start at the very beginning, with the woman who faced down danger and uncertainty to deliver me—and was then called on just days later to save me from illness. The endurance and bravery my mother displayed at my birth was matched only by her lifelong commitment to me and all of her children. She shaped the attitudes of the young man I became, and she also pushed me, occasionally using the benevolent arts of maternal manipulation, to pursue my dreams of becoming a doctor. She was my first hero.


Joining my mother in these pages are many others who have moved me with their courage and kindness, their resilience and energy. They are activists, lawyers, or academics, but they are also patients of mine or the survivors of sexual violence I have met during my years of work in Congo and my travels to Korea, Kosovo, Iraq, Colombia, or the United States, among other places.


The backdrop might appear bleak, for the lives of many women in this book have, like my own, been overshadowed by violence. But these women are each a light and an inspiration, demonstrating how the best instincts of humanity—to love, to share, to protect others—can triumph in the worst-possible circumstances. They are the reason I have persevered for so long. They are the reason I have never lost my faith and sanity even when my work grappling with the consequences of wickedness risked overwhelming me.


Before going further, I want to explain the language I have chosen to use. This is a tricky area because the terms and labels we use to describe people who have experienced sexual violence are significant yet always imperfect. You will notice that I deploy “patient,” “victim,” and “survivor” to describe many of the women in this book.


“Patient” is the most neutral and requires little explanation. Everyone I have treated is a patient.


The word “victim” is more troublesome because it is associated with weakness and tends to inspire pity. It can make the subject sound passive or fragile and is also the opposite of the word “victor,” with which it shares the same Latin root.


“Survivor” has become popular to describe everyone who has experienced sexual violence. It is more active, spirited, and dynamic. Yet some feminist writers find this term problematic, too, seeing it as equating rape with a traumatic, life-altering event such as an attempted murder or a plane crash. It can also reinforce expectations that a woman has overcome the experience and her injuries when it may not feel that way to her.


I try to use these different labels in very specific ways and whenever they feel most appropriate. Many of my patients arrive as victims, which is how they see themselves. They have been subjected to the most serious forms of sexual assault and often attempted murder. In those early instants, no other word seems appropriate for women who have been battered, gang-raped, shot, mutilated, or starved.


But using their own inner strength, we aim to transform them into survivors, in the most accurate sense of that word. We want them to feel that they have overcome their ordeals. Their attackers might have attempted to take their life or destroy their dignity, but we do everything in our power to restore them physically and mentally. If a woman enters feeling like a victim, we want her to leave with the confidence of a survivor. This process is the very essence of our work at Panzi Hospital, which I founded in 1999.


I have spent years talking to survivors. They have shown great trust in me by confiding intimate details about their experiences, their feelings, their fears and hopes. It has often been distressing work, but what drives me as an activist is the belief that something positive can result from all this hardship: that I might contribute, on the survivors’ behalf, to making the world a safer place for women.


The latter chapters of the book lay out ways to combat violence against women, drawn from my perspective as a doctor who has worked in a conflict zone and as an activist who has traveled widely to listen to women around the world. I encourage you throughout to see Congo, still sometimes referred to as the “rape capital of the world,” as a window onto the extreme end of the global scourge of sexual violence. This is a universal problem that occurs in homes and in businesses, on battlefields and in public spaces, all across the world.


My experience has taught me that the root causes of sexual violence, and its consequences, are the same everywhere. As always, the differences between us in terms of race, nationality, language, and culture are far less significant than what we have in common.


The fight against sexual violence begins with women and men speaking out. One in three women worldwide has experienced either physical or sexual violence at some point in her life, according to UN Women. Nearly one in five women in the United States has experienced completed or attempted rape during her lifetime, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. We cannot fight this without publicly acknowledging the sheer pervasiveness of the problem.


Fortunately, women are rending the veil of silence around this issue in ever greater numbers, thanks to decades of work from feminist groups and recently the groundbreaking #MeToo movement.


Yet many of them are being let down by the criminal justice system. Judging by the extraordinarily infrequent successful prosecutions of rapists, even in countries with well-funded and corruption-free legal systems, rape remains effectively decriminalized across the world. In conflict zones, soldiers use rape as a weapon of war and have even less reason to fear ending up in prison.


Progress has been made, but mostly on paper through stronger domestic laws or international legislation designed to protect women during conflicts. Women everywhere still fear going to the police to lodge a rape complaint or consider it a waste of time. I will discuss ways for law enforcement and policy makers to provide women with reassurance and to deter rapists in the first place.


While this is primarily a book about women, it is not only for women. It is my fervent hope that people of all genders will read it and educate themselves. We need more active participants in the struggle for gender equality. Men should not fear incomprehension or feel the need to justify themselves, as I once did, when they step up to support their sisters, daughters, wives, mothers, friends, and fellow human beings.


Women cannot solve the problem of sexual violence on their own; men must be part of the solution.


Men continue to retain an overwhelming grip on political power in all countries, not just through the presidencies, prime ministers’ offices, and parliaments of the world that set our laws. Their influence extends to the apex of religious bodies and to community-level organizations that often have a more powerful influence on personal behavior and attitudes than distant national leaders.


To reduce sexual violence, we need action and commitment all the way down the pyramid of power in our societies, from the top to the very bottom. As well as looking at the roles of leaders, I will devote one of the latter chapters to the importance of what I call “positive masculinity” and parenting. It will explain how we must educate boys differently to avoid perpetuating the destructive cycle of gender relations that relegates women to second-class citizens.


My work is long term and sometimes frustratingly slow. As a doctor, I can examine a patient, diagnose the source of the problem, and then work to solve it through treatment or surgery. As a campaigner, I face a struggle to change minds, attitudes, and behaviors. It is a battle not with disease or anatomical failure but with far more stubborn adversaries: discrimination, ignorance, and indifference.


Satisfaction comes in rare but uplifting moments of progress. Over the decade and a half of my activism, these have added up to significant gains in our collective understanding of sexual violence.


My hope is that this book helps further one of the greatest causes of the modern era: the campaign for women’s rights. Together we can make the twenty-first century a more equal, fairer, and safer century for all of humanity.





1


MATERNAL COURAGE


My mother had endured and triumphed twice before, for the births of my two older sisters. When the contractions gripped her body this third time, for me, she was familiar with the feeling but no less apprehensive. As she paced our family home, the pain and the phases of labor seemed to be following their usual pattern, but the outcome was anything but certain. Might fate, with all of its indifferent cruelty, inflict the suffering of fetal dystocia, the various birth complications that I would later learn by heart?


If so, there was little hope. My mother was alone, save for a neighbor who had joined her when her waters broke. My sisters had been sent to friends’ homes. My father was away studying in the south of the province.


The neighbor mouthed words of support and encouragement. She walked in step with my mother when she took to her feet and mopped her brow when she lay down. She readied a razor blade for the final act of delivery, but she brought no medical expertise.


It was 1955. Our house was a typical homestead for poor Black families of the era: flimsy wood and brick walls in a rough rectangular shape, with metal sheeting slung over the top to protect us from the tropical rains that fall throughout the year in Congo. It was the most basic of human constructions, still found today wherever families must shelter with little means.


Comprised of a single room, it had been knocked together rapidly next to others accommodating Congolese families who had come to seek a new life in Bukavu. Once a small fishing village on the banks of Lake Kivu, Bukavu had grown into a colonial outpost in what was then known as the Belgian Congo.


Bukavu sits on the far eastern flank of this vast territory, an area the size of western Europe or the United States east of the Mississippi River. Congo is just south of the equator, close to the middle of the world and the heart of Africa, though it never feels this way. Few places have been as fascinating, and become the subject of such dark fantasies, as Congo yet been so misunderstood and overlooked.


As she faced the lottery of childbirth, what went through my mother’s mind as she found herself doubled over in pain or resting between contractions on one of the thin mattresses stuffed with raw cotton that we used to sleep on at the time? Did she allow herself to think of her own mother, who had died after giving birth to her twenty-three years previously? That loss, more than anything else, had shaped her hardscrabble childhood and her stubborn personality.


Her marriage, too, had been influenced by this bereavement. My father’s mother had also died during childbirth, meaning both of them faced deprivations, economic and emotional, as they grew up in their village of Kaziba, an arduous day’s walk through plantations and forests to the southwest of Bukavu. They both had reason to celebrate the gift of having their own children but also to apprehend the difficulties of delivering them.


There are no reliable figures for the number of maternal deaths at this time in Congo, this being an area where the Belgian colonial authorities did not collect data. An estimate from the first national census carried out between 1955 and 1957 concluded that most women did not reach their fortieth birthday. Life expectancy was a mere thirty-eight years, and childbearing was a major killer.


Giving birth without medical care was, and still is for millions of women, a game of Russian roulette. My mother survived this round for me—and a further seven for the births of my younger sisters and brothers. But I nearly did not.


Several days after my birth my cries became piercingly high, then feeble. My skin turned pallid and my body grew feverish. When I refused to feed, it was clear I was gravely ill. My mother, still recovering from the delivery, knew she needed to act quickly and would have to do so alone. Papa was reachable only by letter.


She bundled me up in one of her pagnes, the colorful patterned fabric wraps worn as dresses in Congo, and strapped me to her back, my limp and burning torso pressed tight against her. She left my two sisters, then ages three and seven, with the neighbors again and headed off down the hill outside our home. Her destination was one of the only two medical dispensaries accessible to the Black population in Bukavu at the time, and she knew that being admitted would be difficult.


Both were run by Catholics, and relations between them and Protestant families like ours were still tense. The Catholic Church was one of the pillars of the Belgian colonial system, along with the state administration and the private concessionary companies that were given free rein to organize, police, and extract from large swaths of the country.


Competition between Catholics and Protestants stretched back to the first wave of European arrivals in the late 1870s and 1880s, at the start of the “Scramble for Africa,” the competition among colonial powers for territory and resources. Young white traders and soldiers set out for adventure, lured by accounts of bountiful ivory and abundant precious stones, while in London, Paris, Berlin, Lisbon, and Brussels politicians schemed, plotted, and waged war to thwart their rivals.


A separate and just as consequential scramble also began: one for African souls. In the footsteps of the colonial merchants, vigilantes, and slave traffickers followed the first priests and pastors: evangelicals concerned not with the pursuit of material wealth but with spiritual conquest—although some found themselves distracted by Congo’s riches, too. British Protestants in the form of the Livingstone Inland Mission arrived in 1878, followed by Baptists and Methodists from Sweden and the United States in the years after. Two French Roman Catholic missions, including the White Fathers, were active from 1880.1


The space was vast, the Congolese population mostly hostile, and the dangers obvious to any proselytizer daring to set out in this huge unmapped interior. Initially there was no need for competition among the various religious orders, which all felt they were engaged in the same “civilizing” mission. But this changed in the mid-1880s.


World powers recognized the territory, initially named the Congo Free State, as under the rule of King Leopold II of Belgium. Desperate to demonstrate control over his new colony—for in reality he had established merely a handful of trading points along the Congo River—Leopold enlisted the help of Pope Leo XIII in 1886.


The pope announced that Congo would henceforth be evangelized by Belgian Catholics. The Catholic faith became a tool of the colonization process, and Protestants found themselves squeezed to the margins. This schism split the early white colonizers and Congolese society as more and more people converted to the new faith.


Racked by anxiety, carrying a sick child on her back, and desperate for help, my mother stepped into this sectarian maelstrom when she approached the dispensary, a simple two-story building that offered basic health services such as vaccinations, bandages, and antibiotics. The latter would be needed to save my life.


It was run by Belgian nuns, and my mother asked them for help. She unwrapped me, sobbing as she did so. By then I was having difficulty breathing. She urged the nuns to touch my clammy skin and inspect my yellowing eyes.


But the sisters turned her away, unmoved. The dispensary was for Catholics only, they informed her. Christianity had a history of roughly seventy-five years in Congo at the time, yet the divide had hardened into a wall so thick and insurmountable that it could decide life or death. My mother pleaded with the nurses to no avail.


Did my father’s reputation play a role? Although he was out of town at the time, he had a growing reputation in Bukavu as the first Congolese Protestant pastor. My mother never knew if this explained the hostility of the nuns.


But as she trudged back up the hill in her sandals and her pagne, convinced I would be dead by the morning, she cried hot tears of sorrow and bitterness, and she cursed the stupidity of religious bigotry and her own powerlessness to overcome it.


As she rocked me later that evening at home, my slack body in her arms, she said she felt my life slipping away, that she was losing me under her gaze. She thought about the neighbor who had cut my umbilical cord. My mother was sure that she was responsible for the infection that had drained my body.


“I could see that she was making a mistake,” she later told me. “But I was lying down, I’d just delivered you. I couldn’t do anything.”


From everything she has described of the symptoms and treatment, I’m almost certain that I was suffering from septicemia, a blood infection that is fatal for babies if untreated.


The most common cause of infection is the severance of the umbilical cord, either in the wrong way or with a dirty blade. Once a baby has been delivered, the correct procedure is to clamp the cord in two places to stop the blood flow in both directions, then cut it in the middle, leaving a stump of several centimeters on the baby’s side.


The neighbor had sliced too close to my body, not leaving enough tissue to properly tie off the cord, which had exposed me to bacteria of all kinds. My navel had started oozing and suppurating days after my birth.


It might have been the end of me. I might have become a brief and painful memory for our family. But it wasn’t my time. A second brave woman would enter my life in the first few days of my existence, prefiguring the many others I have encountered since. I owe my survival to her.


Life in Congo often depends on chance encounters. In a moment of need, you might meet a compassionate stranger; when you least expect it, a man with a gun. In a world of chronic unpredictability, the divine hand of Providence appears at work constantly, perhaps explaining why we Congolese are so superstitious and such faithful believers. We all muddle through, trying to protect ourselves and our families, our lives seeming to depend on forces beyond our immediate sight. This was as true in 1955 as it is today.


As my mother feared the knock of Death at our home, someone in the neighborhood had set in motion events that would save me. This person—we never found out who was responsible—walked to the home of a missionary and teacher who lived in a small brick house down the hill. At around three A.M., they delivered a handwritten note explaining my mother’s predicament.


The missionary was from Sweden, a woman then in her late twenties or early thirties named Majken Bergman. She had elected to live in our area of Bukavu, a rare European to choose a Black neighborhood rather than the comfort and familiarity of the white center of town. In the strictly segregated society of the time, she was perhaps the only person locally who could cut through the prejudices at the dispensary.


Majken read how the newborn son of Pastor Mukwege was gravely ill and had been refused treatment. She rose immediately, dressed, and came to the house by flashlight. My mother was dozing with me in her arms. She was initially startled but then sat with Majken and recounted her despair about her experiences earlier in the day when she’d tried in vain to see a nurse.


Majken promised to help.


At first light, she headed to the other dispensary in town, where she informed the nuns that my condition was critical and argued that my death, should they refuse to admit me, would be partly their responsibility. They issued her a red emergency admission slip, which Majken carried to my mother with instructions that she should use it immediately. This document enabled her to skip the long queue outside and head with me straight to the ward.


I was immediately administered a first dose of penicillin, and the nuns asked my mother to return in another six hours’ time. During the wait to go back, my mother watched over me at home, looking for signs of improvement as my small chest rose and fell in a succession of shallow breaths. I’ve seen these symptoms and the anguished look of mothers searching for the dawn of recovery thousands of times since.


At the time of the second dose of antibiotics, my condition had still not improved. The nuns tried to reassure my mother. “It will change, he’ll start reacting,” they told her.


It was only at the end of the day, at the time of the third jab, that I started to breathe more deeply, that the mask of pain began to drop from my features. By the following morning, the fever had receded.


My mother never forgot Majken Bergman. “It’s thanks to her that you’re alive,” she used to tell me. In 2009, when I was invited to Stockholm to receive a Swedish human rights award, my mother suggested that we invite Majken to the ceremony and the gala dinner.


She was by then a frail and elderly lady, well into her eighties, but her memories of Congo were still vivid. When we met, it was like a reunion with a long-lost grandmother. We hugged and laughed. She had become a firm friend of the family after my birth and was touched by the invitation to the ceremony. She reminded me of the games she’d played with me as a child.


My mother made a speech during the dinner and told everyone that the real star in the assembled crowd was Majken, a woman who had devoted her life to helping others and without whom none of us would have been there. Majken looked mildly embarrassed, then teary as the room thundered with applause.


My mother, who was devout to the end of her days in 2019 at the age of eighty-seven, was also convinced that my troubled birth set the course for the rest of my existence. “When we walked into the dispensary, God placed a message in your heart,” she’d say. “You should help others, just as you have been helped yourself.”


I’ve always been uneasy with the idea of fate, because I believe so strongly in the notion of human agency. God created us, I believe, but then left us free to make our own decisions. The idea of destiny implies we are somehow passive creatures, treading selected courses. I believe we constantly face choices, to be active or passive, to follow our conscience or to ignore it, and we use this liberty for good or ill. But my mother was convinced my path was predetermined.


Perhaps she’s right that the tumult of my birth and my family history had an impact on my later life. My first professional focus would be on fighting the deadly lottery of childbirth, in which hundreds of thousands of women perish around the world each year delivering new lives in unsafe conditions. Babies continue to die because of ignorance and neglect. Maternal, neonatal, and child mortality have been reduced to insignificant levels in the West, yet they continue to haunt large swaths of the planet, including Congo.


I still marvel at the courage my mother showed as she delivered me and my other siblings at home, knowing that an infection, a breech birth, or a postpartum hemorrhage could condemn her, like my two grandmothers, to death.


And I continue to admire the selflessness of Majken, who might have ignored the knock at the door in the dead of night or concluded that the life of a poor Black child who had been refused treatment once could not be saved. But she ignored the siren call of apathy or defeatism. She understood that her identity gave her power and responsibility.


My hometown, Bukavu, was originally built on five small peninsulas of land that extend like outstretched fingers into our lake, Lake Kivu. At times of strong sunshine, its waters turn a turquoise blue of the sort seen in the Caribbean or Mediterranean. In perfect stillness at the end of the day, they are a gently shifting mirror, offering up a reflection of the surrounding hills and mountains. At dusk, in a spectacle I could never tire of, they seem to glow orange, then pink, as the sun falls. Then inky blue, then ash and black and every shade in between.


It holds a magnetic and mysterious beauty. In its watery depths, there are believed to be vast reserves of absorbed methane gas, making life there almost nonexistent.


The temperature here averages a warm sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit (twenty degrees Celsius) all year round, owing to the altitude of nearly five thousand feet (fifteen hundred meters). We have none of the stifling heat or thick humidity found in our capital, Kinshasa, twelve hundred miles to the west on the other side of the country.


We live in a permanent springtime, rarely too hot, never properly cold. Plants flower in every month. The only major variable is the rain, which starts abruptly in the wet season, sometimes with a clap of thunder. It gushes down in great sheets, then vanishes just as dramatically as it arrived. Within hours, once the clouds roll on and the strong equatorial sun returns, limp wet grass will be spiky and dry again; roads of thick mud will again be baked hard, covered in fine red dust that gathers on the hair and eyelashes.


The ruddy brown of the mud, like dried blood or deep rust, is one of the elemental colors of the limited palette of eastern Congo. It is everywhere that humankind or nature has exposed the soil. And it contrasts with the luminous green of the thick, creeping vegetation that blankets our hillsides and valleys.


I say “limited palette” because green and brown, the colors of growth and nature, so dominate in Congo. We share our home with the world’s second-biggest tropical rain forest after the Amazon, an often impenetrable blanket stretching from the eastern border to the far west.


Amid the forest are dots of flowers: the yellow inflorescence of the mango tree, the purple corona of the passion fruit vine, the string of red and yellow triangles of the heliconia palm. Yet the eye is dominated by those saturated base colors, the vivid green and rusty brown.


Beneath the canopy fan out the murky streams and waterways that churn toward the mighty, curved spine of our nation, the Congo River. It begins in the southeast, makes it way northward, then bends westward in a giant arc, turning more than ninety degrees toward the Atlantic Ocean, where it empties its frothy, sediment-rich contents with such force that a vast canyon has formed in the seabed.


The landscape around Bukavu rears up abruptly from the jagged shoreline of the lake. Even the five peninsulas of the town are steep sided, a mass of ripples and ravines. Behind them, farther inland, the rock rises in ever greater folds and hills. In the far background lie the mountains—Biéga and Kahuzi at around three thousand meters high—that shift in and out of view as clouds gather around their peaks.


There are active volcanoes, too, including Mount Nyiragongo, sixty miles from Bukavu, a rumbling cauldron that erupts periodically, spewing lava and ash into the lake. It is believed that volcanic activity around twenty thousand years ago reversed the direction in which Lake Kivu drains, sending its waters southward toward Lake Tanganyika instead of north.


The landscape of my homeland and the riches that lie beneath it were shaped by tectonic activity that has invested the region with both its unique beauty and its abundant raw materials. The tearing and renewal of the earth’s surface over hundreds of millions of years explains why Congo is endowed with so much mineral wealth, so tantalizingly close to the surface. One colonial surveyor called Congo a “geological scandal.”


Bukavu at the time of my birth was strictly segregated in an apartheid-like system. The central European neighborhood was a place of waterfront villas, white men in suits with slicked-back hair, and women in cotton dresses. There was a soccer field, a library, and art deco buildings.


The center was built in a replica of Belgian towns—quiet, ordered, clean—only with bigger homes and tropical gardens. Grand schools set in large, leafy grounds served the children of European settlers. Our cathedral with its large, curved white arches and domed roof was added at the end of the 1940s.


Around this central area was the so-called Asian quarter, home to Indian and Pakistani merchants who lived and traded from their homes. Farther from the lake, up in the hills, were two distant Black suburbs: Kadutu, where we lived, and Bagira.


Each morning from first light, thousands of men would stream from these zones to their jobs as porters, guards, cleaners, and gardeners in the center of town or as laborers in the local brewery, pharmaceutical plant, or fabric factory. Farther out of town lay the vast commercial plantations growing citrus fruits, bananas, coffee, and tea for export.


The colonialists—les colons, as they are known in French—had swapped a life under leaden skies in northern Europe for the warmth of the tropics. Despite the threat of disease—malaria was still a major killer, as was yellow fever—many Europeans thought they had found paradise.


From the 1950s, adventurous foreign tourists began heading out to Bukavu for holidays, sitting under bougainvilleas and sipping imported wine in scenery that resembled a tropical Côte d’Azur. The town was known at the time, and until 1954, as Costermansville, after a Belgian officer and vice governor.


The vacationers were driven around in imported American and European cars with gleaming chrome that sped on smooth roads fringed by flower beds and palm and coral trees. Their Belgian hosts took them out on the water in their speedboats or yachts. Waterskiing on Lake Kivu was a popular pursuit.


It was cheap, safe, sunny, and exotic. When visitors tired of the lake views in Bukavu and refreshing morning swims, they could take a paddleboat to Goma at the northern tip of the lake to gaze at Mount Nyiragongo, which looms beautifully and ominously over the population. There were safaris to see gorillas, lions, and wild elephants in Virunga National Park, which contains some of the most magnificent scenery in all of Africa.


After my sickly beginnings in 1955, my early years were spent with my doting and resourceful mother, my hardworking father, and our ever-growing family. As my father’s church grew, so did our social standing, which brought improved living conditions.


We moved several times and in my late childhood settled into a larger wood-clad home with electricity and running water that had been built as part of a major public works scheme by the Belgian authorities to improve the living conditions of the Black population.


I remember the wooden dining table and chairs with their cotton cushions, our sofa, and the shelves with my father’s Bibles and religious books. My parents had a gramophone and radio that we would tune to the national or local Bukavu station with the aid of a large central dial. There were three bedrooms, one for my parents, one for us boys, and another for my sisters. It was rudimentary, austere, singularly lacking in the comforts of modern-day homes. But for the time, and above all for a family of our background, it was the height of luxury.


Bukavu is unrecognizable today from the town of my childhood. I still remember walking on well-maintained pavements by the side of the asphalt roads, which were so smooth I could roller-skate down them with my sister—which we did at great risk to our lives. Each home had a fruit tree planted in its garden.


Independence upended this life and the strict racial order of the era. I was five at the time and remember only fragments. I have faint recollections of being taken by my parents in 1960 to a political speech in Bukavu, the first of my life. Though the words meant nothing to me, the experience of being among a vast crowd of Congolese left a mark. The orator was the hero of the time and now an icon in parts of Africa: Patrice Lumumba, a wiry man with a goatee beard and half-framed black glasses.


Shortly afterward, sooner than anyone expected, he became the first prime minister and democratically elected leader of the independent Republic of the Congo. Seventy-five years of Belgian rule were over.


For the first twenty years of this, Congo had been considered the private property of King Leopold II, giving him vast wealth and, for a time, prestige as a great humanitarian. Once the tyranny and rapaciousness of his regime were revealed, his African estate made him an international pariah.


On the day of independence, June 30, I can remember the dancing and music. For four days, the country celebrated. The new flag—blue with yellow stars—was hung everywhere. There were fireworks and bicycle races, music and beer. The significance was lost on me, a five-year-old, but I was happy to join in the festivities.


In fact, Lumumba and the other postindependence leaders inherited a state whose coffers had been emptied and a country of fifteen million people that could count only a few dozen university graduates. Belgium left Congo woefully unprepared for independence. And the former colony would be granted freedom only insofar as its resources and territory remained accessible and firmly in the Western orbit.


When Lumumba made overtures to the Soviet Union, seeking help with a mutiny in the armed forces, immense economic problems, and a secessionist movement in the south, his fate was sealed. He spent only three months in office. Within six months, he would be dead: abducted and assassinated, with Belgian and American connivance.


At the moment of independence, while the Black neighborhoods in Bukavu celebrated, the center of town mourned and moved. Houses emptied, removal vans arrived, and there was an unusual buzz of aircraft as families scrambled for places to fly to the safety of Europe.


This was the start of a great exodus of Europeans who reacted to the growing hostility toward them, as well as reports and rumors—some true, others exaggerated—of attacks on the white community. Their time in an African idyll would be remembered with nostalgia back home.


With their departure, the country lost the vital skills, administrative knowledge, and know-how needed to run a new and immature nation-state.


My grandparents and great-grandparents had witnessed the movement in the opposite direction: the first European arrivals in our native village of Kaziba. Populated by our community, known as the BaziBaziba, the valley of Kaziba is ringed by high, forested ridges and is wealthier than others in the area thanks to the local metal industry.


The BaziBaziba were historically skilled artisans who worked with copper and iron ore to make agricultural implements and jewelry sold throughout the Great Lakes region that comprises modern-day eastern Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, and Uganda. Our other specialty was manufacturing the tools of war, such as arrowheads and spears.


This latter skill, coupled with the fiercely independent spirit of the valley, enabled the BaziBaziba to hold off raids by Arab ivory and slave traders who pushed into eastern Congo from the early nineteenth century from the east coast of Africa. But they were no match for the guns of the European invaders.


My ancestors witnessed profound economic, political, and social shock. One decree held that all the mineral riches of the substrate belonged to the new colonial administration. Local mines were thereafter the property of Leopold II’s Congo Free State, and the “indigenous population” was forbidden from owning them.


At a stroke, the local metal industry was killed off. Many artisans moved into the trading of precious metals, particularly gold, which is found in abundance in the area. Still today you will see people standing knee-deep in the streams and rivers around Kaziba panning for gold.


Any traditional chief who resisted the new colonial regime, whether the government or a private concessionary company, could be sure of retribution. Our chief was banished to the village of Kalehe one hundred miles away, where he died in jail. Others were murdered outright. In each case, the effect was profoundly destabilizing for societies built around the respect and veneration of tribal figureheads, known as mwamis.


As a child, I remember my parents talking about the time the chief was sent away. A measure of the impact can be heard in an expression still in use in Kaziba a hundred years later: Mboje-Kalehe is used when someone wants to swear something is true—on pain of being banished to Kalehe.


With the withering of the local manufacturing industry, villagers were forced to buy imported machetes, metal tools, and wheels, even though only years before they had been produced locally.


The colonial system also changed gender relations in Kaziba. The Europeans brought with them a new monetary system that gradually supplanted the barter economy in which agricultural goods and cattle had served as the main means of exchange. Under the former system, women were responsible for storing and managing the family’s annual farming production under the strong matriarchal traditions of the community.


With the introduction of the Congolese franc from 1887, economic power gradually switched to men. Managing money came to be seen as a male competency. And when men went to work as porters and laborers in mines or on plantations, they earned wages that they distributed and controlled. Women lost the power they had once possessed to manage the resources of the family.


The other major import was brought by a group of Protestant Norwegian evangelicals who arrived in 1921 and asked to build a mission. Their decision to settle in Kaziba would have a profound bearing on village life, and particularly on my parents and, in turn, on me.


The Norwegian delegation, with the backing of the Belgian administration, went to present themselves at the home of our mwami, who listened to their offer to help the village. Maybe feeling he had no choice, or motivated by a sense of hospitality, he consented to grant the missionaries a scrap of land at the far end of the valley, a swampy, uncultivated area next to the river. Knowing the difficulties they would face, perhaps our chief assumed these curious white visitors would find the privations too great and move on or return home.


With a determination he had not accounted for, and funded by their congregations back home in Norway, the missionaries gradually established a permanent presence. Viewed initially with hostility, they were able to integrate thanks largely to medicine and education.


Word soon got around that the muzungu (literally “white man”) could heal wounds and treat fevers much more effectively than the local witch doctor with his ointments and invocations. The missionaries had antiseptics, antipyretics to treat fever, medicine for ringworm and intestinal parasites, and a stock of clean bandages.


With each visit to their makeshift clinic, they evangelized. They took a particular interest in local children, including the orphaned and those trapped in poverty such as my parents. They also built a small chapel out of wood and thereafter began a school, which for the first time offered pupils the chance to learn to read and write in order to study the Bible. Though many parents were suspicious—sending their children to school meant they were not available to work in the fields or tend to cattle—some could see the benefits of literacy.


The number of baptisms was initially low, but the congregation grew until almost everyone had converted. The missionaries, like King Leopold II and the Belgian state, saw themselves as part of a great civilizing force by which European thinking and traditions would replace backward African practices.


Before their baptism, converts were required to remove the copper and gold bracelets and necklaces passed down from generation to generation as family heirlooms. These had been part of local tradition for centuries. Converts promised to jettison their beliefs in the spirits of their ancestors and the god they had worshipped: Namuzinda, “He who is at the end of everything.” The smoking of locally grown tobacco in pipes, a popular pastime for men, was seen as sinful, as was drinking banana wine.


Village life had also revolved around the Aha-Ngombe, a public place where men would meet to discuss the affairs of the village, settle disputes, and transmit the history of the area to younger generations through our oral tradition of storytelling. It was also a place of music where you could hear the local guitar, the lulanga, the karhero flute, or the likembe, a sort of metal handheld piano instrument. The music and our musicians were condemned as satanic.


The arrival of Christianity resulted in a rupture with this past, even though the new faith was willingly adopted by the community, including my parents. But this early form of Christianity sought not to enrich or fuse with local spiritual and social traditions but to replace and supplant them outright. It was a cultural catastrophe in many ways, in which so much of what was precious and ancient was condemned as primitive and degenerate.


I wish there could have been an accommodation, an exchange, a recognition that both sides, the European and African, could learn from each other. But that was not in the spirit of the times. Had it been, you might still hear the sound of the lulanga or the karhero in churches today, not the organ.


Papa was one of the first to convert. Born in 1922 to a poor family of former metalworkers with no cattle or land, he was orphaned at the age of four. After his mother died in childbirth, his father lived only another few years before succumbing to illness himself.


Papa was taken in by his aunt, who did her best to provide and care for him while looking after her own children. He grew up feeling like an outsider in the only home he could remember. And as he emerged as a young man, his future looked bleak: with no land, he might eke out a living as a farm laborer at best. Because he was unable to pay a proper dowry, his marriage prospects were equally dim.


The church provided the outlet. He studied at the mission school and, once baptized, stayed on with the missionaries. He became one of the first Congolese evangelists to emerge from this tiny station at the marshy end of the valley. In the early 1940s, my mother arrived as a pupil at the school at the age of ten.


She had been sent by her brothers to get an education as the youngest and weakest of the four siblings. They had all had to fend for themselves after their mother—my grandmother—died while giving birth to my mother. Their father had remarried, and his second wife had issued an ultimatum: it was either her or his previous children. She wanted nothing to do with them.


As a result, my mother was brought up by her older brothers. They would do their best to provide scraps of food, including the occasional fish or frog. She suffered from constant health problems as a child, something that would continue for the rest of her life.


At the end of her schooling, in her middle teens, she agreed to marry my father, who had by then decided to become a pastor. He continued his evangelizing in the village, but after several years he began traveling more widely, including over the border into what is now modern-day Rwanda. In the first few years of their marriage, he was away for long periods, working for a time at a Swedish-run mission on the Rwanda-Congo border. But he finally settled in Bukavu in 1949, and my mother joined him the same year.


He was the first Congolese pastor in Bukavu, and he worked initially from the homes of fellow Protestants, using the property of a local judge for a time to conduct services. As more and more people converted, they began worshipping together in public outside, in the shade of a tree in one of the Black suburbs. In the early 1950s, he and a Swedish missionary received a green light from the colonial administration to build a church.


Times were tough, both materially and spiritually. He was paid only a modest salary, and he struggled throughout my childhood to pay the school fees for all of us children. He was also caught up in the chaos that enveloped Congo in its first years of independence after 1960.


In 1961, as boy of six, I sat in his church with my mother and sisters as heavily armed troops interrupted the service and dragged out a Swedish colleague of my father’s on the orders of the local governor, who wanted to accelerate the departure of European settlers.


I still recall the sound of military boots on the concrete floor, the frightened grimace of the Swedish pastor, and being too scared to turn around to look at the troops as they left. It was my first experience of violence. Papa was arrested a few days later and had a gun held to his head in the police station.


Three years later, in 1964, antigovernment rebels overran Bukavu, shooting several people in the courtyard of the church. Three years after that, it was the turn of white mercenaries to occupy the town, forcing us once again to seek safety on foot in the countryside.


Abandoning our home was a wrenching experience on both occasions, for my parents but particularly for us children. I remember the anxiety first for our safety and then about what would happen in our absence and whether we would ever go back. In 1967, our house was mistakenly bombed by a Congolese air force plane, killing two young friends of our family, Leah and Job, thirteen and twenty, who were sleeping in my room.


These events would prepare me for other evacuations and periods of exile, for there have been many since then. I lost the illusion early that my parents, or our community, and still less the Congolese state, could shield me from danger. If there is anything positive to say, it is only that it focused my mind on what was important: the health and safety of my loved ones. Perhaps this explains why I’ve never been interested in accumulating possessions, knowing that they could be lost at any moment.


In times of peace, Papa found himself on the front lines of the spiritual struggle that nearly cost me my life as a newborn baby. He was viewed as a threat by some Catholics, and I can still recall my terror as a child when rocks thrown from outside would land on the tin roof of the church in the middle of a service, making a thunderous crash. Sometimes the doors would be flung open and stones would be pelted at the congregation, forcing us to dive under the rough wooden pews for protection. Thefts, too, were a constant problem.


My primary schooling in Bukavu began at an institution run by Swedish missionaries, which required a uniform in blue and yellow, the colors of the Swedish flag. This made us instantly recognizable as Protestants—and a target for local Catholic boys. Returning home was like running the gauntlet—there were insults, threats, and sometimes worse—and going out to run errands was an act of courage. Nowadays this sort of daily antagonism is a thing of the past, although prejudice can still rear its head. I had to battle deep reservations among my own community when one of my daughters chose to marry a Catholic.


My father was not a fire-and-brimstone preacher of the sort found in some modern churches and on television stations. He was soft-spoken, serious, and profoundly spiritual. His authority flowed from his knowledge of scripture and the example he set with his compassion for others. He was comfortable addressing people in public and advising them in private but was also an attentive listener.


As a young boy, I would accompany him during parish visits as often as possible, particularly on Sundays. As well as officiating at his fledgling church, he was permitted to attend to a handful of Protestant soldiers at a chapel on the main military base in Bukavu. He would start at four thirty A.M. and was under strict instructions to be finished by six A.M. when the Catholic mass would begin.


We would both get up at around three A.M. in the dark and start the five-mile walk to the other end of town. After the military, we’d travel to a police compound for another service. I was constantly in my father’s shadow, looking up and listening to his sermons from the front pew or carrying his brown leather bag when we were on the move.


He was always impeccably dressed in a dark suit and tie, while I was always in a short-sleeved shirt and shorts, with polished leather shoes. I’d hold his hand as we walked. Sometimes he’d give me his Bible to carry, and I’d tuck it tightly under my arm.


One of these busy Sundays changed the course of my life.


After the services in the morning, Papa went on rounds in Bukavu and would frequently stop by to visit the infirm or unwell. I always listened to him intently. He had a way of encouraging the sick to have faith, not just in God but in themselves and their ability to recover.


He would sit close and lead them in prayer. He would hold their hands or put his on top of their head, speaking softly but firmly. He would implore them to find their inner courage and ask for God’s help.


He was completely committed. He’d often return late and exhausted. No caller at our home was turned away and no request for help was ever denied. He was always available, dressing and leaving at three or four in the morning if necessary to support a sick family or deliver the last rites.


And yet at some point I realized, as all boys must do about their fathers, that he had human limitations. Against typhoid, malaria, yellow fever, polio, or cholera, a whole range of pathologies that sickened people then as they do now, the power of prayer had its limits.


One Sunday evening when I was eight years old, we were called to a small family house in a poor area near our home. We were led to a brick-and-wood construction with a single living space. It was dark and difficult to see inside. In the gloom, we found a mother cradling a baby. Her child was seriously ill, which was clear even to my young eyes.


I remember the whimpers, the tense atmosphere of worry and grief. I remember being filled with intense pity for this helpless bundle and being moved by the distressing noise. The scene was reminiscent of my own sickly start in life. I wanted desperately for my father to intervene; I willed him to take away the suffering.


He listened to the family and examined the child. He offered advice in his usual fashion: the medical dispensary was closed, he said, but he suggested they go in the morning and ask for a nurse. He prayed with the family and offered reassurances. And then we left.


We took the same route back home. I was lost in my thoughts, filled with remorse for the baby as well as incomprehension and disappointment at what I had witnessed.


“Papa, why didn’t you give that child some medicine like you give to me when I’m sick?” I asked after a few minutes. My words broke the silence that had settled between us since leaving the family.


My father stopped walking and turned to face me. I looked up at him, seeing his features in the light of a nearby streetlamp. Our shadows stretched out in the otherwise quiet street.


“I do what I know to do: I pray,” he replied. “The people who give out medicine, the mugangas, have been trained to do that. That’s their job.”


I had no idea how doctors or nurses worked or what prescriptions were. I had only vague notions about “jobs.” But I’d seen the nuns in white blouses at the dispensaries who gave the medicine to my parents when I or my siblings had fevers. In the years after my birth, they became more welcoming for people of all faiths. We called the nuns mugangas in Swahili, the most commonly spoken language in eastern Congo. It means “people who look after the sick.”


“In that case, I’m going to be a muganga,” I told my father a touch indignantly.


“Perfect,” he replied, smiling. “We can work as a team. You’ll give out the medicine and I’ll pray for the patients.”


It felt as though a pact had been made at that spot on the road. When we arrived home, I burst in and told my mother. I don’t remember her reaction. Perhaps she smiled to herself, sensing me taking the first step toward fulfilling my destiny. She told me much later that she used to pray I would become a doctor. From this point on, I had an objective in life; whenever I faltered, my mother would remind me of it.





2


A WOMEN’S HEALTH CRISIS


It would take me nearly twenty years to honor my pact with Papa. As an adult, I never did the rounds of his parish with him to visit the sick and infirm, as I had once imagined. But at the end of his career, by which time he had helped build the biggest Protestant church in Bukavu with capacity for seven thousand people, I was finally working as a doctor. In our separate ways, we were each focused on the well-being of our communities, as we had agreed, although never as the twosome of my childhood fantasies.


My first experiences came as a student doctor at a hospital run by the Swedish Pentecostal Mission in Congo, about forty miles south of Bukavu. It was in a remote village called Lemera, which is set back among hills that rise up beyond the steep-sided valley of the Ruzizi River. To reach it, I would take the bus along a slow, winding road that runs roughly parallel to the river, which forms the border between Congo and our neighbors Rwanda and Burundi. I’d stop after an hour and a half and complete the last stretch of the journey on foot—a four-hour strenuous hike up slippery paths.


The hospital comprised a series of single-story buildings, the former dormitories of a colonial-era school, built among palm trees and rich vegetation on a gently sloping plot. Staff buzzed between the separate outhouses, offering maternal health care, pediatrics, general medicine, and surgery. It had two hundred beds and was the only facility for a poor and inhospitable area of 120,000 people.
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