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  INTRODUCTION




  Is genocide a suitable subject for literature? Or is genocide, in Saul Friedlander’s words, a history ‘too massive to be forgotten, and too repellent to be

  integrated into the normal narrative of memory’: a fact which renders erudition, irony, humour and poetry impossible?




  In the spring of 1994, Rwanda was – as Philip Gourevitch insists with his characteristic interest in accuracy of vocabulary – ‘decimated’: at least one in ten of the

  population was killed. Hundreds of thousands of Rwandans participated in the killing, with machetes and clubs, murdering about a million people, including seventy per cent of the entire Tutsi

  population, in six weeks. Fergal Keane, a BBC correspondent in Rwanda at the time, insists that no description is appropriate or adequate for such horror. Genocide is something inexpressible, and

  incomprehensible:




  

    

      

        In writing about Rwanda, I am conscious that my words will always be unequal to the task . . . what I encountered was evil in a form that frequently rendered me

        inarticulate . . .


      


    


  




  But Gourevitch’s book insists on being always articulate. In the hardest situations, his reactions can remain uncannily precise: even while claiming to be baffled, for example, he

  pinpoints six, exact, separate reactions, carefully arranged: ‘revulsion, alarm, sorrow, grief, shame, incomprehension’. He is also prepared to be leisurely, indirect, and even

  witty.




  The book opens in a bar in the African hills where our narrator is alone with a group of drunken soldiers, and a man in a track-suit.




  

    

      

        He asked my name in stern, robotic English, each syllable precise and abrupt. I told him, “Philip.”




        “Ah.” He clutched my hand. “Like in Charles Dickens.”




        “That’s Pip,” I said.




        “Great Expectations,” he pronounced. . . . His lips bunched up tightly and he considered me with his humorless stare. Then he said, “I am a pygmy from the

        jungle. But I learned English from an Anglican bishop.”


      


    


  




  The book begins then, not with a scene of death but with what seems – at first – to be a literary comedy. There is no reference to Tutsis or Hutus. Instead a pygmy – with no

  direct connection to the genocide – is discussing how to imagine the Dutch. Or more specifically a Dutch girl, who has wisely escaped to bed. His insistence on Great Expectations in

  the African night recalls Evelyn Waugh’s A Handful of Dust, in which the hero is condemned to spend the rest of his life, with the works of Charles Dickens, in the jungle. The pygmy

  opens, however, the central question of the book: the exact nature of man’s inhumanity.




  + + +




  It is only in chapter four – after immersing us in intimately reported stories of the mindset and mechanism of the killing in Rwanda – that Gourevitch begins to

  analyse the causes of the genocide.




  At the heart of the genocide was repetition, which is so often the enemy of understanding. In every hamlet, in every province, the machete or club rose and fell, again and again – not once

  or twice, but a million separate times. Writing the forenames and family names of the victims down, with no other detail of age, or place, would fill twenty books. To begin to study the individual

  deaths would consume a hundred lifetimes. Which is why one of our deepest instincts can be simply to record names – individual lives, equally specific, equally valuable – never

  emphasizing one for fear of disrespecting another: listing them, as it were on a single stone wall – and steering away from blame or analysis.




  The New York Times tried to avoid moral judgements at the time, saying in articles ‘no-one’s hands are clean’ or quoting approvingly the expert view that

  ‘it’s not a story of good guys and bad guys.’ But Gourevitch is clear that there were better guys and worse guys – much better and much worse. And it seems that for

  Gourevitch a stance of moral ambivalence, and a refusal to judge, is a ‘useless notion’ – and even implies complicity with the worst. He believes that a foreign observer has

  – like Rwandans themselves – ‘no choice’ other than to make political and moral judgements. He, therefore, plunges into nineteenth-century accounts (and racial prejudice),

  the work of 1950s Belgian colonels, of anthropologists, and human-rights reports. And he combines this research with contemporary reportage: visiting the Rwandan town where a massacre occurred, and

  then travelling to a small town in South Texas to find the pastor who ordered the killings.




  He goes into the prisons, in which tens of thousands were crowded, waiting years for a trial. He records the post-genocide strongman, Paul Kagame, lying to him. He looks directly, and in detail,

  at the massacre at the Kibeho displaced-persons camp, and includes the eye-witness accounts of aid workers, who had to stamp across the bodies of dying babies to save men, women and children

  seeking refuge from Kagame’s forces. And he also records Kagame admitting that Rwandan refugees were similarly killed in the Congo. Gourevitch makes no excuses for these atrocities. He

  concludes, however, that the assault on refugee camps was justified (because they were powerful military bases for genocidaires) and even as he calls Kagame ‘ruthless’, he makes claims

  for him he does not make for anyone else in this bloody chapter of history: ‘He was a man of rare scope—a man of action with an acute human and political intelligence.’




  In the nearly twenty years since Gourevitch’s book was published, and established by overwhelming acclaim as a contemporary classic of political reportage, Kagame emerged not only as the

  dominant figure of post-genocide Rwanda – he has been president since 2000 – but also as one of the most polarizing figures in global public opinion. Because of his authoritarian rule,

  and the accumulating death toll that followed Rwandan interventions in Congo, some observers have disagreed strongly with Gourevitch’s nuanced portrait of Kagame. Others have praised

  Gourevitch for his prescience and courage in allowing for the possibility of a positive future for Kagame’s Rwanda, at a time when it seemed almost unimaginable that it could recover from the

  genocide. Knowing that he was writing in the throes of contested history – at a moment when essential facts about the genocide and its broader regional and geo-political contexts were still

  being disputed in the press, in the corridors of power, and on the battlefields of Africa, Gourevitch was careful to conclude his book with the dates on which his reporting began and his writing

  ended: May 1995–April 1998.




  His account holds up, however, and his central arguments remain very powerful. His basic portrait of Rwanda – as a place not naturally split, but instead unified through one language, one

  religion, one territory – is compelling. So too is his conclusion: that there were many contributing factors – resentments from the colonial period, massacres in the 1960s, a civil

  war/invasion – but none of them led inevitably to genocide. The genocide was an entirely gratuitous crime, planned by the Hutu government, and executed through the channels of the state.

  Rwanda was often presented as ‘a failed state’. But in fact ‘the genocide was the product of order, authoritarianism, decades of modern political theorizing and indoctrination,

  and one of the most meticulously administered states in history.’




  He gives full form to the small cadre of people who directed the killing, their use of radios, their reliance on poorly armed villagers, and the role France played in backing the genocidal

  regime. And today, at a moment when intervention has never seemed so unpopular – and is reserved for disrupting terrorist networks – Gourevitch’s book provides one of the clearest

  illustrations of the way the West might have stopped the Rwandan genocide. If France had backed off, and if the US hadn’t; if the UN had agreed to the proposal of its commander General

  Dallaire for simple acts such as shutting down the radio station, or seizing weapons caches; if the US and the UK had deployed troops to protect displaced people, and if the international system

  had not sustained the genocidal regime, its army and militias in the refugee camps of Zaire – hundreds of thousands of lives could have been saved, and at relatively little risk or cost to

  the West.




  + + +




  But the book should not be treated simply as a primer on Africa; nor should Gourevitch be criticized or revered simply as a policy analyst (as he has been in countless

  university courses on human rights or intervention). We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families is an exercise not in political science, but in the

  imagination. Gourevitch insists on the exact features of the individual experience, and evokes a million stories by following a dozen. He is not interested in simply telling the chronological

  narrative of the genocide. Instead, he constructs a difficult, ingenious, and intricate structure. He leaps from the pygmy, to a scene a year after the genocide, to a class with the

  gorilla-researcher Dian Fossey at Cornell University in the early 1990s, and then back to Rwanda in the early 1960s, via a digression to a German essay on post-Cold War civil wars, and V. S.

  Naipaul, weaving between six separate visits, hundreds of interviews, and autobiographical digressions.




  At times the tone is immensely leisured, even comic. Chapter eleven, for example, begins by trying to list every dog he has seen in Rwanda, ‘a pair of toy poodles . . . a fat golden

  retriever . . . some German shepherds’, and realizing they are all owned by foreigners. ‘I began to wonder whether, in Rwanda, cats had won their eternal war with dog-kind.’

  Finally, he finds a Rwandan dog. Except, it transpires, ‘that dog might have just slipped over the border from Zaire a few hundred yards away’, and it is soon repatriated by a cook

  ‘and a whack of a long wooden spoon.’ This shaggy-dog story about the absence of dogs finds its punchline in the devouring of human corpses.




  He never conceals how difficult it is for him to be sure of his information, as in his conversation with Girumuhatse, a Hutu killer, who had personally chopped down and killed at least eleven

  people:




  

    

      

        “I know of six people who were killed before my eyes by my own orders.”




        “Did you never kill with your own hands?”




        “It is possible that I did,” Girumuhatse said. “Because if I didn’t they’d have killed my wife.”




        “Possible?” I said. “Or true?”




        Bosco, the translator said, “You know what he means,” and didn’t translate the question.


      


    


  




  Many hours of patient interviews allow him to describe every hour of one family’s experience through a single day. The story of a doctor, Jean-Baptiste, who decides against his better

  judgement to put on pyjamas and delay escaping the killers for an extra night, his attempt to bribe the police with traveller’s cheques, his sudden pre-dawn flight from the capital, his

  family’s confusion in the papyrus reeds by the river bank, the scream of their hidden child, their sister-in-law ripped from their group and hacked to death, their hard decision to retrace

  their steps back into the centre of the killing in the capital, despite all that it had cost them to try to leave, is almost impossible to forget.




  Sometimes the most moving and troubling images emerge indirectly and unexpectedly. There is the title – one of the longest in world literature – and its mystifying first person

  plural voice. It echoes a bureaucratic announcement: ‘We wish to inform you that . . . (the 17:23 to Oxenholme will be delayed, due to staff shortages at Preston).’ It can be read as a

  statement about the immediate future, made in the past. The reader can guess that the people making this appeal with their curiously formal diction have already been killed, with their families.

  Only later, however, does Gourevitch reveal the full letter these words come from, and give us its precise context.




  At other times, he moves from indirect, allusive passages, to troublingly blatant prose. The 1,500 children, men and women who were hacked to pieces in and around the church of Nyarubuye have

  been left unburied, as they fell, as a memorial. Fergal Keane, who arrived on the scene a few weeks after the massacre, argues that it’s natural ‘to write about Nyarubuye . . . as

  simply as possible. This is not a subject for fine words.’ And he describes it, in the way one might expect, cataloguing the atrocities, with a few unremarkable adjectives:




  

    

      

        A woman . . . is wearing a red cardigan and a blue dress but the clothes have begun to rot away, revealing the decaying body underneath . . . I look down to my left and

        see a child who has been hacked almost into two pieces. The body is in a state of advanced decay and I cannot tell if it is a boy or a girl. Here the dead have no dignity.


      


    


  




  But Gourevitch, visiting the memorial site a year later, doesn’t feel that he has to avoid ‘fine words’. Instead, he writes so elegantly about the scene that his description

  risks offending much of what we feel ‘should’ be felt, thought or said:




  

    

      

        . . . The dead at Nyarubuye were, I’m afraid, beautiful. There was no getting around it. The skeleton is a beautiful thing. The randomness of the fallen forms, the

        strange tranquillity of their rude exposure, the skull here, the arm bent in some uninterpretable gesture there—these things were beautiful, and the their beauty only added to the

        affront of the place.


      


    


  




  Gourevitch will not allow us to turn away. He repeats, insists (‘no getting around it’), on a beauty in a way that seems almost irresponsible. The elegance and rhythm of the passage

  – moving from the language of art criticism to poetry – is itself beautiful; and that beauty also only adds to the affront of the passage. He implicates us, the reader, uncomfortably in

  the scene, through a classical reference, an assumption of voyeuristic desires, and a formal prose. (‘Like Leontius, the young Athenian in Plato, I presume that you are reading this because

  you desire a closer look, and that you, too, are properly disturbed by your curiosity’). He refuses to be discreet or polite. He insists on the necessity of overcoming our impulse to look

  away, and instead to come to grips with even the most troubling material.




  + + +




  We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families is based on nine months of travel over three years, in dangerous, and very disturbing places. It

  includes a hundred separate reflections on the human imagination: from the inability of victims to reflect on life outside the genocide (‘in normal times we lived normally’) to the

  incongruous heroism of Paul Rusesabagina (‘a mild-mannered man, sturdily-built and rather ordinary looking—a bourgeois hotel manager, after all—and that is how he seemed to regard

  himself as well, as an ordinary person who did nothing extraordinary in refusing to cave in to the insanity that swirled around him’).




  It relies on the most scrupulous pursuit of witnesses, thousands of miles apart, the careful recording and reconciling of contradictory accounts, and the patience to piece together the most

  confusing, and unpleasant incidents. But what makes it distinctive is not the aphorisms or the research but the literary form. And this is not only a question of striking vocabulary, or the

  vigorous rhythm of the prose, but also of unexpected juxtapositions, a willingness to outrage the reader, and dissect the most ambiguous and bewildering situations.




  Fergal Keane concludes after seeing the first hundred bodies at Nyarubuye:




  

    

      

        I do not know what else to say about the bodies because I have already seen too much. I cannot imagine it because my powers of visualisation cannot possibly encompass the

        magnitude of the terror.


      


    


  




  Gourevitch is never lost for words. He is not willing to accept the impossibility of visualising terror, just as he won’t accept that Rwanda is ‘an impossible country.’ He will

  not be turned away, suspend judgement, or fall back on discreet evasions. Instead, he has brought all his education, irony, ‘civilization’, analytical power, and tough-mindedness to the

  task of unlocking the incomprehensible. He asserts that nothing – even the Rwandan genocide – need be alien to human understanding. His greatness as a writer lies in bringing such a

  sensibility to a subject of such immensity, in tackling it so exactingly, and in having the confidence never to moderate his prose. Or shut his eyes.




  Rory Stewart
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  Decimation means the killing of every tenth person in a population, and in the spring and early summer of 1994 a program of massacres decimated the Republic of Rwanda.

  Although the killing was low-tech—performed largely by machete—it was carried out at dazzling speed: of an original population of about seven and a half million, at least eight hundred

  thousand people were killed in just a hundred days. Rwandans often speak of a million deaths, and they may be right. The dead of Rwanda accumulated at nearly three times the rate of Jewish dead

  during the Holocaust. It was the most efficient mass killing since the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.




  





  




  IN THE SOUTHERN hill town of Gikongoro, the electricity had failed for the night; the Guest House bar was lit by a half dozen candles, and the eyes of

  the three soldiers who invited me to drink glowed the color of blood oranges. A single glass of beer was passed, from which I was the last to sip—a ritual signifying that I was not to be

  poisoned. The soldiers were too drunk for conversation, but a civilian among their party, a man in a shiny black training suit, appeared determined to demonstrate his sobriety. He sat stiffly

  straight with his arms folded over his chest and his eyes fixed in a hard squint, aloof and appraising. He asked my name in stern, robotic English, each syllable precise and abrupt. I told him,

  “Philip.”




  “Ah.” He clutched my hand. “Like in Charles Dickens.”




  “That’s Pip,” I said.




  “Great Expectations,” he pronounced. He dropped my hand. His lips bunched up tightly, and he considered me with his humorless stare. Then he said, “I am a pygmy from

  the jungle. But I learned English from an Anglican bishop.”




  He didn’t say his name. The soldier beside me, who had been leaning forward, propped on the upturned barrel of his machine gun, fell suddenly into his own lap, asleep, then jerked awake

  and smiled and drank some more. The pygmy took no notice. “I have a principle,” he announced. “I believe in the principle of Homo sapiens. You get me?”




  I took a guess. “You mean that all humanity is one?”




  “That is my theory,” the pygmy said. “That is my principle. But I have a problem. I must marry a white woman.”




  “Why not?” I said. Then, after a moment, I said, “But why, if we’re all the same? Who cares what color your wife is?”




  “She must be a white woman,” the pygmy said. “Only a white woman can understand my universal principle of Homo sapiens. I must not marry a Negro.” The

  unalloyed disgust with which he spoke this last word inclined me to agree, for the future wife’s sake. “This is my problem,” he went on. “How am I to attain this goal? You

  have the opportunity. I have not.” He looked around the dark, nearly empty room and held out an empty hand. A sour look came over him, an atmosphere of accustomed disappointment, and he said,

  “How am I to meet the white woman? How do I find the white wife?”




  The question was not entirely rhetorical. I had entered the bar with a Dutch woman, then lost track of her—she had gone to bed—but she had made an impression; I believe the pygmy

  wanted me to fix him up. “I have an idea,” he said. “The Netherlands. The bishop, my teacher, had traveled through all the world. To me, the Netherlands is just imagination. But

  it is real to me.”




  I’M TELLING YOU this here, at the outset, because this is a book about how people imagine themselves and one

  another—a book about how we imagine our world. In Rwanda, a year before I met the pygmy, the government had adopted a new policy, according to which everyone in the country’s Hutu

  majority group was called upon to murder everyone in the Tutsi minority. The government, and an astounding number of its subjects, imagined that by exterminating the Tutsi people they could make

  the world a better place, and the mass killing had followed.




  All at once, as it seemed, something we could have only imagined was upon us—and we could still only imagine it. This is what fascinates me most in existence: the peculiar necessity of

  imagining what is, in fact, real. During the months of killing in 1994, as I followed the news from Rwanda, and later, when I read that the United Nations had decided, for the first time in its

  history, that it needed to use the word “genocide” to describe what had happened, I was repeatedly reminded of the moment, near the end of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,

  when the narrator Marlow is back in Europe, and his aunt, finding him depleted, fusses over his health. “It was not my strength that needed nursing,” Marlow says, “it was my

  imagination that wanted soothing.”




  I took Marlow’s condition on returning from Africa as my point of departure. I wanted to know how Rwandans understood what had happened in their country, and how they were getting on in

  the aftermath. The word “genocide” and the images of the nameless and numberless dead left too much to the imagination.




  I BEGAN VISITING Rwanda in May of 1995, and I hadn’t been there long before I met the pygmy in Gikongoro. I wouldn’t have guessed that he

  was a pygmy: he was nearly five and a half feet tall. By declaring himself, he seemed to be setting himself apart from the matter of Hutu and Tutsi, and relating to me as a fellow outsider—an

  observer at large. Still, although he never said a word about the genocide, I came away with the impression that that was the true subject of our exchange. It may have been possible to talk of

  something else in Rwanda, but I never had a conversation of substance there in which the genocide did not figure, at least quietly, as the point of reference from which all other understandings and

  misunderstandings stemmed.




  So the pygmy spoke of Homo sapiens, and I heard a subtext. Pygmies were Rwanda’s first inhabitants, a forest people, who were generally looked down upon by Hutu and Tutsi alike as

  a vestigial, aboriginal lot. In the precolonial monarchy, pygmies served as court jesters, and because Rwanda’s kings were Tutsis, the memory of this ancestral role meant that during the

  genocide pygmies were sometimes put to death as royalist tools, while elsewhere they were enlisted by Hutu militias as rapists—to add an extra dash of tribal mockery to the violation of Tutsi

  women.




  Quite likely, the Anglican bishop who had instructed the man I met in the Guest House bar would have regarded the education of such an original savage as a special trophy challenge to the

  missionary dogma that we are all God’s children. But perhaps the pygmy had learned his lessons too well. Clearly, in his experience, the oneness of humanity was not a fact but, as he kept

  saying, a theory, a principle—a proposition of the white priest. He had taken this proposition to heart as an invitation, only to discover that it had forbidding limits. In the name of

  universalism, he had learned to despise the people and the jungle he came from, and to love himself for disdaining that inheritance. Now he had conceived that a white wife was the missing link

  required to prove his theory, and the improbability of such a match was sorely testing his faith.




  I sought to ease the pygmy’s frustration by suggesting that even for white men surrounded by white women—even in the Netherlands—finding a sympathetic mate can prove a great

  challenge. “I am talking about the African,” he said. “The African is sick.” He managed, for the first time, a twisted little smile.




  “There is a novel,” he went on. “The book is Wuthering Heights. You get me? This is my larger theory. It doesn’t matter if you are white or yellow or green or a

  black African Negro. The concept is Homo sapiens. The European is at an advanced technological stage, and the African is at a stage of technology that is more primitive. But all humanity

  must unite together in the struggle against nature. This is the principle of Wuthering Heights. This is the mission of Homo sapiens. Do you agree?”




  I said, “I hear you.”




  “Humanity’s struggle to conquer nature,” the pygmy said fondly. “It is the only hope. It is the only way for peace and reconciliation—all humanity one against

  nature.”




  He sat back in his chair, with his arms crossed over his chest, and went silent. After a while, I said, “But humanity is part of nature, too.”




  “Exactly,” the pygmy said. “That is exactly the problem.”
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          Part One


        


      


    


  




                              




  





  




  Leontius, the son of Aglaion, was coming up from the Peiraeus, close to the outer side of the north wall, when he saw some dead bodies lying near the executioner, and he

  felt a desire to look at them, and at the same time felt disgust at the thought, and tried to turn aside. For some time he fought with himself and put his hand over his eyes, but in the end the

  desire got the better of him, and opening his eyes wide with his fingers he ran forward to the bodies, saying, “There you are, curse you, have your fill of the lovely

  spectacle.”




  —PLATO, The Republic




  





  




  1




  IN THE PROVINCE of Kibungo, in eastern Rwanda, in the swamp- and pastureland near the Tanzanian border, there’s a rocky hill called Nyarubuye with

  a church where many Tutsis were slaughtered in mid-April of 1994. A year after the killing I went to Nyarubuye with two Canadian military officers. We flew in a United Nations helicopter, traveling

  low over the hills in the morning mists, with the banana trees like green starbursts dense over the slopes. The uncut grass blew back as we dropped into the center of the parish schoolyard. A lone

  soldier materialized with his Kalashnikov, and shook our hands with stiff, shy formality. The Canadians presented the paperwork for our visit, and I stepped up into the open doorway of a

  classroom.




  At least fifty mostly decomposed cadavers covered the floor, wadded in clothing, their belongings strewn about and smashed. Macheted skulls had rolled here and there.




  The dead looked like pictures of the dead. They did not smell. They did not buzz with flies. They had been killed thirteen months earlier, and they hadn’t been moved. Skin stuck here and

  there over the bones, many of which lay scattered away from the bodies, dismembered by the killers, or by scavengers—birds, dogs, bugs. The more complete figures looked a lot like people,

  which they were once. A woman in a cloth wrap printed with flowers lay near the door. Her fleshless hip bones were high and her legs slightly spread, and a child’s skeleton extended between

  them. Her torso was hollowed out. Her ribs and spinal column poked through the rotting cloth. Her head was tipped back and her mouth was open: a strange image—half agony, half repose.




  I had never been among the dead before. What to do? Look? Yes. I wanted to see them, I suppose; I had come to see them—the dead had been left unburied at Nyarubuye for memorial

  purposes—and there they were, so intimately exposed. I didn’t need to see them. I already knew, and believed, what had happened in Rwanda. Yet looking at the buildings and the bodies,

  and hearing the silence of the place, with the grand Italianate basilica standing there deserted, and beds of exquisite, decadent, death-fertilized flowers blooming over the corpses, it was still

  strangely unimaginable. I mean one still had to imagine it.




  Those dead Rwandans will be with me forever, I expect. That was why I had felt compelled to come to Nyarubuye: to be stuck with them—not with their experience, but with the experience of

  looking at them. They had been killed there, and they were dead there. What else could you really see at first? The Bible bloated with rain lying on top of one corpse or, littered about, the little

  woven wreaths of thatch which Rwandan women wear as crowns to balance the enormous loads they carry on their heads, and the water gourds, and the Converse tennis sneaker stuck somehow in a

  pelvis.




  The soldier with the Kalashnikov—Sergeant Francis of the Rwandese Patriotic Army, a Tutsi whose parents had fled to Uganda with him when he was a boy, after similar but less extensive

  massacres in the early 1960s, and who had fought his way home in 1994 and found it like this—said that the dead in this room were mostly women who had been raped before being murdered.

  Sergeant Francis had high, rolling girlish hips, and he walked and stood with his butt stuck out behind him, an oddly purposeful posture, tipped forward, driven. He was, at once, candid and briskly

  official. His English had the punctilious clip of military drill, and after he told me what I was looking at I looked instead at my feet. The rusty head of a hatchet lay beside them in the

  dirt.




  A few weeks earlier, in Bukavu, Zaire, in the giant market of a refugee camp that was home to many Rwandan Hutu militiamen, I had watched a man butchering a cow with a machete. He was quite

  expert at his work, taking big precise strokes that made a sharp hacking noise. The rallying cry to the killers during the genocide was “Do your work!” And I saw that it was

  work, this butchery; hard work. It took many hacks—two, three, four, five hard hacks—to chop through the cow’s leg. How many hacks to dismember a person?




  Considering the enormity of the task, it is tempting to play with theories of collective madness, mob mania, a fever of hatred erupted into a mass crime of passion, and to imagine the blind orgy

  of the mob, with each member killing one or two people. But at Nyarubuye, and at thousands of other sites in this tiny country, on the same days of a few months in 1994, hundreds of thousands of

  Hutus had worked as killers in regular shifts. There was always the next victim, and the next. What sustained them, beyond the frenzy of the first attack, through the plain physical exhaustion and

  mess of it?




  The pygmy in Gikongoro said that humanity is part of nature and that we must go against nature to get along and have peace. But mass violence, too, must be organized; it does not occur

  aimlessly. Even mobs and riots have a design, and great and sustained destruction requires great ambition. It must be conceived as the means toward achieving a new order, and although the idea

  behind that new order may be criminal and objectively very stupid, it must also be compellingly simple and at the same time absolute. The ideology of genocide is all of those things, and in Rwanda

  it went by the bald name of Hutu Power. For those who set about systematically exterminating an entire people—even a fairly small and unresisting subpopulation of perhaps a million and a

  quarter men, women, and children, like the Tutsis in Rwanda—blood lust surely helps. But the engineers and perpetrators of a slaughter like the one just inside the door where I stood need not

  enjoy killing, and they may even find it unpleasant. What is required above all is that they want their victims dead. They have to want it so badly that they consider it a necessity.




  So I still had much to imagine as I entered the classroom and stepped carefully between the remains. These dead and their killers had been neighbors, schoolmates, colleagues, sometimes friends,

  even in-laws. The dead had seen their killers training as militias in the weeks before the end, and it was well known that they were training to kill Tutsis; it was announced on the radio, it was

  in the newspapers, people spoke of it openly. The week before the massacre at Nyarubuye, the killing began in Rwanda’s capital, Kigali. Hutus who opposed the Hutu Power ideology were publicly

  denounced as “accomplices” of the Tutsis and were among the first to be killed as the extermination got under way. In Nyarubuye, when Tutsis asked the Hutu Power mayor how they might be

  spared, he suggested that they seek sanctuary at the church. They did, and a few days later the mayor came to kill them. He came at the head of a pack of soldiers, policemen, militiamen, and

  villagers; he gave out arms and orders to complete the job well. No more was required of the mayor, but he also was said to have killed a few Tutsis himself.




  The killers killed all day at Nyarubuye. At night they cut the Achilles tendons of survivors and went off to feast behind the church, roasting cattle looted from their victims in big fires, and

  drinking beer. (Bottled beer, banana beer—Rwandans may not drink more beer than other Africans, but they drink prodigious quantities of it around the clock.) And, in the morning, still drunk

  after whatever sleep they could find beneath the cries of their prey, the killers at Nyarubuye went back and killed again. Day after day, minute to minute, Tutsi by Tutsi: all across Rwanda, they

  worked like that. “It was a process,” Sergeant Francis said. I can see that it happened, I can be told how, and after nearly three years of looking around Rwanda and listening to

  Rwandans, I can tell you how, and I will. But the horror of it—the idiocy, the waste, the sheer wrongness—remains uncircumscribable.




  Like Leontius, the young Athenian in Plato, I presume that you are reading this because you desire a closer look, and that you, too, are properly disturbed by your curiosity. Perhaps, in

  examining this extremity with me, you hope for some understanding, some insight, some flicker of self-knowledge—a moral, or a lesson, or a clue about how to behave in this world: some such

  information. I don’t discount the possibility, but when it comes to genocide, you already know right from wrong. The best reason I have come up with for looking closely into Rwanda’s

  stories is that ignoring them makes me even more uncomfortable about existence and my place in it. The horror, as horror, interests me only insofar as a precise memory of the offense is necessary

  to understand its legacy.




  The dead at Nyarubuye were, I’m afraid, beautiful. There was no getting around it. The skeleton is a beautiful thing. The randomness of the fallen forms, the strange tranquillity of their

  rude exposure, the skull here, the arm bent in some uninterpretable gesture there—these things were beautiful, and their beauty only added to the affront of the place. I couldn’t settle

  on any meaningful response: revulsion, alarm, sorrow, grief, shame, incomprehension, sure, but nothing truly meaningful. I just looked, and I took photographs, because I wondered whether I could

  really see what I was seeing while I saw it, and I wanted also an excuse to look a bit more closely.




  We went on through the first room and out the far side. There was another room and another and another and another. They were all full of bodies, and more bodies were scattered in the grass, and

  there were stray skulls in the grass, which was thick and wonderfully green. Standing outside, I heard a crunch. The old Canadian colonel stumbled in front of me, and I saw, though he did not

  notice, that his foot had rolled on a skull and broken it. For the first time at Nyarubuye my feelings focused, and what I felt was a small but keen anger at this man. Then I heard another crunch,

  and felt a vibration underfoot. I had stepped on one, too.




  RWANDA IS SPECTACULAR to behold. Throughout its center, a winding succession of steep, tightly terraced slopes radiates out from small roadside

  settlements and solitary compounds. Gashes of red clay and black loam mark fresh hoe work; eucalyptus trees flash silver against brilliant green tea plantations; banana trees are everywhere. On the

  theme of hills, Rwanda produces countless variations: jagged rain forests, round-shouldered buttes, undulating moors, broad swells of savanna, volcanic peaks sharp as filed teeth. During the rainy

  season, the clouds are huge and low and fast, mists cling in highland hollows, lightning flickers through the nights, and by day the land is lustrous. After the rains, the skies lift, the terrain

  takes on a ragged look beneath the flat unvarying haze of the dry season, and in the savannas of the Akagera Park wildfire blackens the hills.




  One day, when I was returning to Kigali from the south, the car mounted a rise between two winding valleys, the windshield filled with purple-bellied clouds, and I asked Joseph, the man who was

  giving me a ride, whether Rwandans realize what a beautiful country they have. “Beautiful?” he said. “You think so? After the things that happened here? The people aren’t

  good. If the people were good, the country might be OK.” Joseph told me that his brother and sister had been killed, and he made a soft hissing click with his tongue against his teeth.

  “The country is empty,” he said. “Empty!”




  It was not just the dead who were missing. The genocide had been brought to a halt by the Rwandese Patriotic Front, a rebel army led by Tutsi refugees from past persecutions, and as the RPF

  advanced through the country in the summer of 1994, some two million Hutus had fled into exile at the behest of the same leaders who had urged them to kill. Yet except in some rural areas in the

  south, where the desertion of Hutus had left nothing but bush to reclaim the fields around crumbling adobe houses, I, as a newcomer, could not see the emptiness that blinded Joseph to

  Rwanda’s beauty. Yes, there were grenade-flattened buildings, burnt homesteads, shot-up facades, and mortar-pitted roads. But these were the ravages of war, not of genocide, and by the summer

  of 1995, most of the dead had been buried. Fifteen months earlier, Rwanda had been the most densely populated country in Africa. Now the work of the killers looked just as they had intended:

  invisible.




  From time to time, mass graves were discovered and excavated, and the remains would be transferred to new, properly consecrated mass graves. Yet even the occasionally exposed bones, the

  conspicuous number of amputees and people with deforming scars, and the superabundance of packed orphanages could not be taken as evidence that what had happened to Rwanda was an attempt to

  eliminate a people. There were only people’s stories.




  “Every survivor wonders why he is alive,” Abbé Modeste, a priest at the cathedral in Butare, Rwanda’s second-largest city, told me. Abbé Modeste had hidden for

  weeks in his sacristy, eating communion wafers, before moving under the desk in his study, and finally into the rafters at the home of some neighboring nuns. The obvious explanation of his survival

  was that the RPF had come to the rescue. But the RPF didn’t reach Butare till early July, and roughly seventy-five percent of the Tutsis in Rwanda had been killed by early May. In this

  regard, at least, the genocide had been entirely successful: to those who were targeted, it was not death but life that seemed an accident of fate.




  “I had eighteen people killed at my house,” said Etienne Niyonzima, a former businessman who had become a deputy in the National Assembly. “Everything was totally

  destroyed—a place of fifty-five meters by fifty meters. In my neighborhood they killed six hundred and forty-seven people. They tortured them, too. You had to see how they killed them. They

  had the number of everyone’s house, and they went through with red paint and marked the homes of all the Tutsis and of the Hutu moderates. My wife was at a friend’s, shot with two

  bullets. She is still alive, only”—he fell quiet for a moment—“she has no arms. The others with her were killed. The militia left her for dead. Her whole family of

  sixty-five in Gitarama were killed.” Niyonzima was in hiding at the time. Only after he had been separated from his wife for three months did he learn that she and four of their children had

  survived. “Well,” he said, “one son was cut in the head with a machete. I don’t know where he went.” His voice weakened, and caught. “He disappeared.”

  Niyonzima clicked his tongue, and said, “But the others are still alive. Quite honestly, I don’t understand at all how I was saved.”




  Laurent Nkongoli attributed his survival to “Providence, and also good neighbors, an old woman who said, ‘Run away, we don’t want to see your corpse.’ ” Nkongoli, a

  lawyer, who had become the vice president of the National Assembly after the genocide, was a robust man, with a taste for double-breasted suit jackets and lively ties, and he moved, as he spoke,

  with a brisk determination. But before taking his neighbor’s advice, and fleeing Kigali in late April of 1994, he said, “I had accepted death. At a certain moment this happens. One

  hopes not to die cruelly, but one expects to die anyway. Not death by machete, one hopes, but with a bullet. If you were willing to pay for it, you could often ask for a bullet. Death was more or

  less normal, a resignation. You lose the will to fight. There were four thousand Tutsis killed here at Kacyiru”—a neighborhood of Kigali. “The soldiers brought them here, and told

  them to sit down because they were going to throw grenades. And they sat.




  “Rwandan culture is a culture of fear,” Nkongoli went on. “I remember what people said.” He adopted a pipey voice, and his face took on a look of disgust: “

  ‘Just let us pray, then kill us,’ or ‘I don’t want to die in the street, I want to die at home.’ ” He resumed his normal voice. “When you’re that

  resigned and oppressed you’re already dead. It shows the genocide was prepared for too long. I detest this fear. These victims of genocide had been psychologically prepared to expect death

  just for being Tutsi. They were being killed for so long that they were already dead.”




  I reminded Nkongoli that, for all his hatred of fear, he had himself accepted death before his neighbor urged him to run away. “Yes,” he said. “I got tired in the genocide. You

  struggle so long, then you get tired.”




  Every Rwandan I spoke with seemed to have a favorite, unanswerable question. For Nkongoli, it was how so many Tutsis had allowed themselves to be killed. For François Xavier Nkurunziza, a

  Kigali lawyer, whose father was Hutu and whose mother and wife were Tutsi, the question was how so many Hutus had allowed themselves to kill. Nkurunziza had escaped death only by chance as he moved

  around the country from one hiding place to another, and he had lost many family members. “Conformity is very deep, very developed here,” he told me. “In Rwandan history, everyone

  obeys authority. People revere power, and there isn’t enough education. You take a poor, ignorant population, and give them arms, and say, ‘It’s yours. Kill.’ They’ll

  obey. The peasants, who were paid or forced to kill, were looking up to people of higher socio-economic standing to see how to behave. So the people of influence, or the big financiers, are often

  the big men in the genocide. They may think that they didn’t kill because they didn’t take life with their own hands, but the people were looking to them for their orders. And, in

  Rwanda, an order can be given very quietly.”




  As I traveled around the country, collecting accounts of the killing, it almost seemed as if, with the machete, the masu—a club studded with nails—a few well-placed

  grenades, and a few bursts of automatic-rifle fire, the quiet orders of Hutu Power had made the neutron bomb obsolete.




  “Everyone was called to hunt the enemy,” said Theodore Nyilinkwaya, a survivor of the massacres in his home village of Kimbogo, in the southwestern province of Cyangugu. “But

  let’s say someone is reluctant. Say that guy comes with a stick. They tell him, ‘No, get a masu.’ So, OK, he does, and he runs along with the rest, but he doesn’t

  kill. They say, ‘Hey, he might denounce us later. He must kill. Everyone must help to kill at least one person.’ So this person who is not a killer is made to do it. And the next day

  it’s become a game for him. You don’t need to keep pushing him.”




  At Nyarubuye, even the little terracotta votive statues in the sacristy had been methodically decapitated. “They were associated with Tutsis,” Sergeant Francis explained.
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  IF YOU COULD walk due west from the massacre memorial at Nyarubuye, straight across Rwanda from one end to the other, over the hills and through the

  marshes, lakes, and rivers to the province of Kibuye, then, just before you fell into the great inland sea of Lake Kivu, you would come to another hilltop village. This hill is called Mugonero, and

  it, too, is crowned by a big church. While Rwanda is overwhelmingly Catholic, Protestants evangelized much of Kibuye, and Mugonero is the headquarters of the Seventh-Day Adventist mission. The

  place resembles the brick campus of an American community college more than an African village; tidy tree-lined footpaths connect the big church with a smaller chapel, a nursing school, an

  infirmary, and a hospital complex that enjoyed a reputation for giving excellent medical care. It was in the hospital that Samuel Ndagijimana sought refuge during the killings, and although one of

  the first things he said to me was “I forget bit by bit,” it quickly became clear that he hadn’t forgotten as much as he might have liked.




  Samuel worked as a medical orderly in the hospital. He had landed the job in 1991, when he was twenty-five. I asked him about his life in that time that Rwandans call “Before.” He

  said, “We were simple Christians.” That was all. I might have been asking about someone else, whom he had met only in passing, and who didn’t interest him. It was as if his first

  real memory was of the early days in April of 1994 when he saw Hutu militiamen conducting public exercises outside the government offices in Mugonero. “We watched young people going out every

  night, and people spoke of it on the radio,” Samuel said. “It was only members of Hutu Power parties who went out, and those who weren’t participants were called

  ‘enemies.’ ”




  On April 6, a few nights after this activity began, Rwanda’s long-standing Hutu dictator, President Juvénal Habyarimana, was assassinated in Kigali, and a clique of Hutu Power

  leaders from the military high command seized power. “The radio announced that people shouldn’t move,” Samuel said. “We began to see groups of people gathering that same

  night, and when we went to work in the morning, we saw these groups with the local leaders of Hutu Power organizing the population. You didn’t know exactly what was happening, just that there

  was something coming.”




  At work, Samuel observed “a change of climate.” He said that “one didn’t talk to anyone anymore,” and many of his co-workers spent all their time in meetings with a

  certain Dr. Gerard, who made no secret of his support for Hutu Power. Samuel found this shocking, because Dr. Gerard had been trained in the United States, and he was the son of the president of

  the Adventist church in Kibuye, so he was seen as a figure of great authority, a community leader—one who sets the example.




  After a few days, when Samuel looked south across the valley from Mugonero, he saw houses burning in villages along the lakefront. He decided to stay in the church hospital until the troubles

  were over, and Tutsi families from Mugonero and surrounding areas soon began arriving with the same idea. This was a tradition in Rwanda. “When there were problems, people always went to the

  church,” Samuel said. “The pastors were Christians. One trusted that nothing would happen at their place.” In fact, many people at Mugonero told me that Dr. Gerard’s father,

  the church president, Pastor Elizaphan Ntakirutimana, was personally instructing Tutsis to gather at the Adventist complex.




  Wounded Tutsis converged on Mugonero from up and down the lake. They came through the bush, trying to avoid the countless militia checkpoints along the road, and they brought stories. Some told

  how a few miles to the north, in Gishyita, the mayor had been so frantic in his impatience to kill Tutsis that thousands had been slaughtered even as he herded them to the church, where the

  remainder were massacred. Others told how a few miles to the south, in Rwamatamu, more than ten thousand Tutsis had taken refuge in the town hall, and the mayor had brought in truckloads of

  policemen and soldiers and militia with guns and grenades to surround the place; behind them he had arranged villagers with machetes in case anyone escaped when the shooting began—and, in

  fact, there had been very few escapees from Rwamatamu. An Adventist pastor and his son were said to have worked closely with the mayor in organizing the slaughter at Rwamatamu. But perhaps Samuel

  did not hear about that from the wounded he met, who came “having been shot at, and had grenades thrown, missing an arm, or a leg.” He still imagined that Mugonero could be spared.




  By April 12, the hospital was packed with as many as two thousand refugees, and the water lines were cut. Nobody could leave; militiamen and members of the Presidential Guard had cordoned off

  the complex. But when Dr. Gerard learned that several dozen Hutus were among the refugees, he arranged for them to be evacuated. He also locked up the pharmacy, refusing treatment to the wounded

  and sick—“because they were Tutsi,” Samuel said. Peering out from their confines, the refugees at the hospital watched Dr. Gerard and his father, Pastor Ntakirutimana, driving

  around with militiamen and members of the Presidential Guard. The refugees wondered whether these men had forgotten their God.




  Among the Tutsis at the Mugonero church and hospital complex were seven Adventist pastors who quickly assumed their accustomed role as leaders of the flock. When two policemen turned up at the

  hospital, and announced that their job was to protect the refugees, the Tutsi pastors took up a collection, and raised almost four hundred dollars for the policemen. For several days, all was calm.

  Then, toward evening on April 15, the policemen said they had to leave because the hospital was to be attacked the next morning. They drove away in a car with Dr. Gerard, and the seven pastors in

  the hospital advised their fellow refugees to expect the end. Then the pastors sat down together and wrote letters to the mayor and to their boss, Pastor Elizaphan Ntakirutimana, Dr. Gerard’s

  father, asking them in the name of the Lord to intercede on their behalf.




  “And the response came,” Samuel said. “It was Dr. Gerard who announced it: ‘Saturday, the sixteenth, at exactly nine o’clock in the morning, you will be

  attacked.’ ” But it was Pastor Ntakirutimana’s response that crushed Samuel’s spirit, and he repeated the church president’s words twice over, slowly: “Your

  problem has already found a solution. You must die.” One of Samuel’s colleagues, Manase Bimenyimana, remembered Ntakirutimana’s response slightly differently. He told me that the

  pastor’s words were “You must be eliminated. God no longer wants you.”




  In his capacity as a hospital orderly, Manase served as the household domestic for one of the doctors, and he had remained at the doctor’s house after installing his wife and

  children—for safety—among the refugees at the hospital. Around nine o’clock on the morning of Saturday, April 16, he was feeding the doctor’s dogs. He saw Dr. Gerard drive

  toward the hospital with a carload of armed men. Then he heard shooting and grenades exploding. “When the dogs heard the cries of the people,” he told me, “they too began to

  howl.”




  Manase managed to make his way to the hospital—foolishly, perhaps, but he felt exposed and wanted to be with his family. He found the Tutsi pastors instructing the refugees to prepare for

  death. “I was very disappointed,” Manase said. “I expected to die, and we started looking for anything to defend ourselves with—stones, broken bricks, sticks. But they were

  useless. The people were weak. They had nothing to eat. The shooting started, and people were falling down and dying.”




  There were many attackers, Samuel recalled, and they came from all sides—“from the church, from behind, from the north and south. We heard shots and cries and they chanted the slogan

  ‘Eliminate the Tutsis.’ They began shooting at us, and we threw stones at them because we had nothing else, not even a machete. We were hungry, tired, we hadn’t had water for more

  than a day. There were people who had their arms cut off. There were dead. They killed the people at the chapel and the school and then the hospital. I saw Dr. Gerard, and I saw his father’s

  car pass the hospital and stop near his office. Around noon, we went into a basement. I was with some family members. Others had been killed already. The attackers began to break down the doors and

  to kill, shooting and throwing grenades. The two policemen who had been our protectors were now attackers. The local citizenry also helped. Those who had no guns had machetes or masus. In

  the evening, around eight or nine o’clock, they began firing tear gas. People who were still alive cried. That way the attackers knew where people were, and they could kill them

  directly.”




  ON THE NATIONAL average, Tutsis made up a bit less than fifteen percent of Rwanda’s population, but in the province of Kibuye, Tutsis counted for

  a much higher proportion of the citizenry. It is estimated that on April 6, 1994, at least one out of three people in Kibuye was Tutsi. A month later most of them had been killed. In many of

  Kibuye’s villages, no Tutsis survived.




  Manase told me that he was surprised when he heard that “only a million people” were killed in Rwanda. “Look at how many died just here, and how many were eaten by

  birds,” he said. It was true that the dead of the genocide had been a great boon to Rwanda’s birds, but the birds had also been helpful to the living. Just as birds of prey and carrion

  will form a front in the air before the advancing wall of a forest fire to feast on the parade of animals fleeing the inferno, so in Rwanda during the months of extermination the kettles of

  buzzards, kites, and crows that boiled over massacre sites marked a national map against the sky, flagging the “no-go” zones for people like Samuel and Manase, who took to the bush to

  survive.




  Sometime before midnight on April 16, the killers at the Mugonero Adventist complex, unable to discover anybody left there to kill, went off to loot the homes of the dead, and Samuel in his

  basement, and Manase hiding with his murdered wife and children, found themselves unaccountably alive. Manase left immediately. He made his way to the nearby village of Murambi, where he joined up

  with a small band of survivors from other massacres who had once more taken shelter in an Adventist church. For nearly twenty-four hours, he said, they had peace. Then Dr. Gerard came with a convoy

  of militia. Again there was shooting, and Manase escaped. This time, he fled high up into the mountains, to a place called Bisesero, where the rock is steep and craggy, full of caves and often

  swaddled in cloud. Bisesero was the only place in Rwanda where thousands of Tutsi civilians mounted a defense against the Hutus who were trying to kill them. “Looking at how many people there

  were in Bisesero, we were convinced we could not die,” Manase told me. And at first, he said, “only women and children were killed, because the men were fighting.” But in time

  tens of thousands of men fell there, too.




  Down in the corpse-crowded villages of Kibuye, live Tutsis had become extremely hard to find. But the killers never gave up. The hunt was in Bisesero, and the hunters came by truck and bus.

  “When they saw how strong the resistance was, they called militias from far away,” Manase said. “And they did not kill simply. When we were weak, they saved bullets and killed us

  with bamboo spears. They cut Achilles tendons and necks, but not completely, and then they left the victims to spend a long time crying until they died. Cats and dogs were there, just eating

  people.”




  Samuel, too, had found his way to Bisesero. He had lingered in the Mugonero hospital, “full of dead,” until one in the morning. Then he crept out of the basement and, carrying

  “one who had lost his feet,” he proceeded slowly into the mountains. Samuel’s account of his ordeal following the slaughter at his workplace was as telegraphic as his description

  of life in Mugonero before the genocide. Unlike Manase, he found little comfort at Bisesero, where the defenders’ only advantage was the terrain. He had concluded that to be a Tutsi in Rwanda

  meant death. “After a month,” he said, “I went to Zaire.” To get there he had to descend through settled areas to Lake Kivu, and to cross the water at night in a

  pirogue—an outrageously risky journey, but Samuel didn’t mention it.




  Manase remained in Bisesero. During the fighting, he told me, “we got so used to running that when one wasn’t running one didn’t feel right.” Fighting and running gave

  Manase spirit, a sense of belonging to a purpose greater than his own existence. Then he got shot in the thigh, and life once again became about little more than staying alive. He found a cavern,

  “a rock where a stream went underground, and came out below,” and made it his home. “By day, I was alone,” he said. “There were only dead people. The bodies fell down

  in the stream, and I used those bodies as a bridge to cross the water and join the other people in the evenings.” In this way, Manase survived.
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  RWANDA HAS GOOD roads—the best in central Africa. But even the roads tell a story of Rwanda’s affliction. The network of proper two-lane

  tarmac that spokes out from Kigali, stitching a tidy web among nine of the country’s ten provincial capitals, excludes Kibuye. The road to Kibuye is an unpaved mess, a slalom course of steep

  hairpin switchbacks, whose surface alternates between bone-rattling rocks and red dirt that turns to deep, slurping clay in the rain, then bakes to stone-hard ruts and ridges in the sun. That the

  Kibuye road is in this condition is no accident. In the old order—“Before”—Tutsis were known in Rwanda as inyenzi, which means cockroaches, and, as you know, Kibuye

  was teeming with them. In the 1980s, when the government hired road builders from China, the Kibuye road was last on the list for a makeover, and when its turn finally came, the millions of dollars

  set aside for the job had vanished. So beautiful Kibuye, pinned east and west between mountains and lake, hemmed in north and south by swaths of primeval forest, remained (with a hotel full of idle

  Chinese road builders) a sort of equatorial Siberia.




  The seventy-mile trip from Kigali to Kibuye town could normally be accomplished in three to four hours, but it took my convoy of four-wheel-drives twelve. A downpour began just after we started,

  around three in the afternoon, and by six, when the slick, shin-deep mud of a mountain pass sucked the first of our vehicles into the ditch, we had made only half the journey. Night fell and clouds

  of rippling mist closed in, amplifying the darkness. We didn’t see the soldiers—a dozen men with Kalashnikovs, in slouch hats, trench coats, and rubber Wellington boots, picking their

  way through the mud with long wooden staffs—until they tapped on our windows. So it was no comfort when they informed us that we should shut off our lights, gather in one vehicle, and keep

  quiet, while we waited for rescue. This was in early September of 1996, more than two years after the genocide, and Hutu militiamen were still terrorizing Kibuye almost nightly.




  On one side of the road, the mountain formed a wall, and on the other side, it plunged into an apparently vertical banana plantation. The rain dwindled to a beady mist, and I stood outside the

  designated vehicle, listening to the arrhydimic plink and plonk of water globules bouncing among the banana leaves. Unseen birds clucked fitfully. The night was a sort of xylophone, and I stood

  keenly alert. “You make a nice target,” one of the soldiers had told us. But, so long as our periphery held, I was glad to be out there, on an impassable road in an often

  impossible-seeming country, hearing and smelling—and feeling my skin tighten against—the sort of dank, drifting midnight that every Rwandan must know and I had never experienced so

  unprotectedly.




  An hour passed. Then a woman down in the valley began to scream. It was a wild and terrible sound, like the war whoop of a Hollywood Indian flapping his hand over his mouth. Silence followed for

  as long as it takes to fill lungs with air, and the ululating alarm rang out again, higher now and faster, more frantic. This time, before the woman’s breath broke, other voices joined in.

  The whooping radiated out through the nether darkness. I took it that we were under attack, and did nothing because I had no idea what to do.




  Within moments, three or four soldiers materialized on the road, and went over the shoulder, pitching down through the banana trees. The continuous whooping knotted around a focal point, reached

  a peak of volume, and began to subside into shouting, in which the voice of the original woman stood out with magnificently adamant fury. Soon the valley fell quiet, except for the old plink and

  plonk among the banana leaves. Another hour elapsed. Then, just as cars arrived from Kibuye to escort my halted party to our predawn beds, the soldiers climbed back onto the road, leading a half

  dozen ragged peasants who carried sticks and machetes. In their midst walked a roughed-up, hang-dog-looking prisoner.




  A Rwandan in my convoy made inquiries and announced, “This fellow was wanting to rape the woman who cried.” He explained that the whooping we’d heard was a conventional

  distress signal and that it carried an obligation. “You hear it, you do it, too. And you come running,” he said. “No choice. You must. If you ignored this crying, you would have

  questions to answer. This is how Rwandans live in the hills.” He held his hands up flat, and tipped them against each other this way and that, shuffling them around to indicate a patchwork,

  which is the way the land is parceled up, plot by plot, each household well set off from the next within its patch. “The people are living separately together,” he said. “So there

  is responsibility. I cry, you cry. You cry, I cry. We all come running, and the one that stays quiet, the one that stays home, must explain. Is he in league with the criminals? Is he a coward? And

  what would he expect when he cries? This is simple. This is normal. This is community.”




  It struck me as an enviable arrangement. If you cry out, where you live, can you expect to be heard? If you hear a cry of alarm, do you add your voice and come running? Are rapes often averted,

  and rapists captured, in this way in your place? I was deeply impressed. But what if this system of communal obligation is turned on its head, so that murder and rape become the rule? What if

  innocence becomes a crime and the person who protects his neighbor is counted as an “accomplice”? Does it then become normal for tear gas to be used to make people in dark hiding places

  cry so that they can be killed? Later, when I visited Mugonero, and Samuel told me about the tear gas, I remembered the woman’s cry in the valley.




  IN MID-JULY of 1994, three months after the massacre at the Mugonero Adventist complex, the church president, Pastor Elizaphan Ntakirutimana, fled with

  his wife to Zaire, then to Zambia, and from there to Laredo, Texas. It wasn’t easy for Rwandans to get American visas after the genocide, but the Ntakirutimanas had a son named Eliel in

  Laredo, a cardiac anesthesiologist who had been a naturalized United States citizen for more than a decade. So the pastor and his wife were granted green cards—“permanent resident

  alien” status—and settled in Laredo. Shortly after they arrived, a group of Tutsis who lived in the Midwest sent a letter to the White House, asking that Pastor Ntakirutimana be brought

  to justice for his conduct during the Mugonero massacre. “After several months,” one of the letter’s signers told me, “an answer came from Thomas E. Donilon, Assistant

  Secretary of State for Public Affairs, expressing sympathy for what happened and then just stating the terms of all the foreign aid America was giving to Rwanda. We were saying, here are one

  million people killed, and here’s one man—so we were kind of upset.”




  On the second anniversary of the Mugonero massacre, a small group of Tutsis descended on Laredo to march and wave signs outside the Ntakirutimanas’ residence. They hoped to attract press

  coverage, and the story was sensational: a preacher accused of presiding over the slaughter of hundreds in his congregation. Serbs suspected of much less extensive crimes in the former

  Yugoslavia—men with no hope of American green cards—were receiving daily international coverage, but aside from a few scattered news briefs, the pastor had been spared such

  unpleasantness.
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