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“This book offers a window into the real-life experience of those who hid in the Hotel des Mille Collines during the 100 days of the genocide. For those who have learned of this story only through the famous movie Hotel Rwanda, the story of Edouard Kayihura is a privileged opportunity to put reality to the Hollywood dramatization.”


—LIEUTENANT-GENERAL ROMÉO DALLAIRE (RETIRED)
Force Commander of the United Nations peacekeeping force for Rwanda between 1993 and 1994, founder of The Roméo Dallaire Child Soldiers Initiative, Senior Fellow at the Montreal Institute for Genocide and Human Rights Studies, and Co-Director of the Will to Intervene Project


“Truth and reality should never come as a surprise to anybody, especially to those caught up with them. Sooner or later they will always come out. I would like to thank the authors of the book Inside the Hotel Rwanda: The Surprising True Story…and Why It Matters Today for providing an honest account of the daily challenges experienced inside the Hotel Mille Collines during the Genocide Against the Tutsi. It stands apart from the tales of those who have abused, manipulated, and diverted public attention and opinion from what has been endured.”


—BERNARD MAKUZA,
Vice President of the Rwandan Senate, former Rwandan Prime Minister, and Rwanda’s former ambassador to Germany and Burundi


“Historical truth is a slippery thing—even more so when the mass media is involved. The story of ‘Hotel Rwanda’ is complex and fascinating. This book adds new depth to our understanding of the Rwandan genocide and the episode that has become its best known symbol.”


—STEPHEN KINZER,
award-winning foreign correspondent; author of A Thousand Hills: Rwanda’s Rebirth and the Man Who Dreamed It; and teacher of journalism, Brown University


“Everyone who saw the movie Hotel Rwanda MUST read this book in which true survivors tell their story. While the movie indisputably raised awareness of genocide against Rwandan Tutsi, its distortion of facts created one of the most virulent platforms championing trivialization of that tragedy through theories of double genocide and related tactics.”


—EGIDE KARURANGA,
PhD, professor at the Laval University School of Business in Quebec; President of Rwandan Diaspora of Canada, and genocide survivor from the Hotel Mille Collines


“I will never forget the eight days my family and I spent in hiding at Hotel des Milles Collines. I was only 13 at the time, but I remember like it was yesterday. Twenty years later, it’s important that we continue to acknowledge and commemorate the events that took place during those 100 days through stories such as those captured in Inside the Hotel Rwanda. Also important is that we give thanks to HE President Paul Kagame whose leadership has inspired us all, and has helped turn the country around to become the success story it is today. The 1994 genocide is an important part of Rwanda’s history and will shape the country for many years to come.”


—ASHISH J. THAKKAR,
Africa’s youngest billionaire, Founder of Mara Group and Mara Foundation, a nonprofit social enterprise that focuses on emerging African entrepreneurs


“Inside the Hotel Rwanda reveals the real story of the events at the Hotel Mille Collines during the genocide in Rwanda. It exposes the untruths and inaccuracies of the Hollywood depiction of the exploits of Paul Rusesabagina. It lays bare how Rusesabagina has been able to fuel his own dangerous political ambitions as a result of the twisted facts of the film. Inside the Hotel Rwanda is important for finally setting the record straight, and doing so authoritatively from the perspective of a survivor of the events. It is this heroic effort, and the continuing achievements of the survivors of the genocide to triumph over adversity, that we should truly applaud.”


—DAVID RUSSELL,
former Director of Survivors Fund (SURF) and Founder of The Social Enterprise


“Inside the Hotel Rwanda: The Surprising True Story…and Why It Matters Today is a gripping first-person testimony of life inside the famous hotel that served as a sanctuary for over 1,000 souls during the 1994 Rwandan genocide. Author Edouard Kayihura is a genocide survivor who sought refuge in the hotel during a time when extremist Hutu militias, government troops, and civilian death squads brutally slaughtered over one million people. The author artfully blends his personal memoir with a cri de coeur for the future of his nation. Kayihura presents an investigative and thought-provoking case against the skewed Hollywood version of life inside ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ Beyond a personal account, this work attempts to debunk some myths surrounding life inside the hotel and uncover the truth. Along the way, the author strives to set the record straight regarding past and present-day politics in Rwanda. Kayihura tackles the dangers of genocide denial and elevates the role of everyday citizens and UN peacekeepers—not just those created by Hollywood—in saving lives during that turbulent period. Inside the Hotel Rwanda aims to depose genocide revisionism by showing that it is up to the everyday citizen to commit to never again be a bystander to such atrocities. It provides a beacon of light for those seeking to eradicate genocide around the world.”


—MELANIE TOMSONS,
Executive Director and CCO of Never Again International-Canada


“For more than a decade, the film Hotel Rwanda has come to define a particular story and understanding of Rwanda. In this heartfelt work, Kayihura provides a moving tale from within that hotel and seeks to set the record straight on the events there and since. For all craving authenticity about that horrific time, this is essential reading.”


—JOSH RUXIN,
PhD, Truman Scholar, Fulbright Scholar, Marshall Scholar, and author of A Thousand Hills to Heaven: Love, Hope and a Restaurant in Rwanda


“I thank the author for this genuine and true recount of the daily fears and threats, hopes and despairs, joys and sufferings experienced by refugees in the Hotel des Milles Collines. Edouard is presenting with humility and a heart-breaking accuracy the reality of what happened in the hotel, unlike those who abused, misused, manipulated, and diverted the world opinion with a far-fetched story for their own interests, fame, and self-aggrandizing agenda. To those, I say, just as Einstein said so pertinently well: ‘Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will spend its whole life thinking it’s stupid.’ To Edouard, you deserve due recognition in general, and particularly from those who were at the Hotel des Milles Collines for this tribute paid to their courage, endurance, and resilience despite the test of tribulations.”


—WELLARS GASAMAGERA,
Director General of Rwanda Management Institute and former Rwandan Senator


“Edouard Kayihura’s memoir about the actual events inside the famed ‘Hotel Rwanda’ serves as multifaceted rejoinder to the mythology that emerged from Hollywood’s fictionalized version of the 1994 genocide. Kayihura, a survivor who took refuge in the hotel, skewers the self-proclaimed ‘real-life hero’ who supposedly saved thousands from slaughter. The actual heroic acts are countless, but they were not performed by the inspiration for Don Cheadle’s character, Paul Rusesabagina. Instead, among those fighting against the genocidal extremists were UN peacekeepers like Lt. Gen. Roméo Dallaire, French ambassador Bernard Kouchner, and selfless citizens like Victor Munyarugerero and a refugee named Maria. Kayihura helps dispel the romanticized savior image spawned by Hotel Rwanda and inflated by Rusesabagina’s publicity machine. We see how a taxi driver turned celebrity came to fancy himself a rival of the actual saviors of the Tutsi: the Rwandan Patriotic Army and then-General Kagame. This important book demonstrates the dangers of seduction by media-generated history lessons and the resulting damage done to the sacred memory of the victims of the genocide. If you want to become a better-informed global citizen and go beyond glossy feel-good images, read Kayihura’s account of how twisting a story can spiral into a maelstrom of deception and divisiveness.”


—GERISE HERNDON,
PhD, Director of Gender Studies and English professor at Nebraska Wesleyan University


“This is a serious and well-written reappraisal of the events at ‘Hotel Rwanda’ in 1994. Kayihura’s survivor account demonstrates the gulf between media portrayals and reality, and shows how myth-making has done nothing to resolve the polarity of perceptions of the genocide.”


—DAVID WHITEHOUSE,
a journalist in Paris, editor with Bloomberg, and author of In Search of Rwanda’s Génocidaires: French Justice and the Lost Decades


“A chilling account by a Rwandan who was targeted by name and narrowly escaped death during Rwanda’s time of genocide, his desperate flight seeking safety into the real ‘Hotel Rwanda,’ and his firsthand report on who really kept him and the other refugees in the hotel from being slaughtered.”


—JOHN QUIGLEY,
LL.B. Harvard University, President’s Club Professor Emeritus of Law at Moritz College of Law, Ohio State University


“Edouard Kayihura and Kerry Zukus’s extraordinary first-hand account of the Hutu genocide of the Tutsi in Rwanda describes the violence of the genocide the struggles of the survivors, and both the community-building efforts and the corruption encountered by those who sought shelter in ‘Hotel Rwanda.’ The book dismantles and challenges some of the heroic accounts in the film on the topic and instead exposes some of the dark episodes in which some people profiteered from the misery of others, some betrayed others, and some risked their lives for others. Like The Diary of Anne Frank, this book provides a glimpse into the day-to-day life of people combating the insanity of genocide. The hotel became a safe zone for the Tutsi, the Hutus who did not want to participate in the genocide, the Hutus who needed a place to stay while they planned their departure from the country, and the UN peacekeepers. Interaction among these groups was complex, and the authors describe the delicate negotiations they managed in the face of constant fear and diminishing life-sustaining resources. The book is above all a story of humanity in the midst of an insane genocide. In the end, there are no heroes; there are only people willing to take a risk for the sake of humanity”


—AMY SHUMAN,
PhD, professor at Ohio State University
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FOREWORD


THAT THE 1994 Genocide Against the Tutsi of Rwanda was allowed to proceed unhindered, accompanied by near universal indifference, will remain one of the greatest scandals of the twentieth century. The failure to intervene even amid revelations about the speed, scale, and brutality of the killing and the suppression of information about what was actually happening is a shocking indictment of those governments and individuals who could have made a difference and yet chose not to do so.


In April 1994 as the genocide got under way, I was in New York at the United Nations Secretariat, completing a book on the fifty-year history of the organization. My first interviews to investigate the circumstances of the genocide took place then. It soon became obvious that no tragedy was ever heralded to less effect, and my research showed just how many warnings of the danger to the Tutsi there had been. I would discover how the ideologues of Hutu Power had managed to seize the levers of power in order to put in place their plan to exterminate the Tutsi, mobilizing and manipulating the machinery of state for their campaign—even in the presence of a UN peacekeeping mission.


In the course of my research, I was fortunate to have access to a number of important archives. One set of documents comprised hundreds of UN cables sent from the headquarters of the UN Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). These were given to me by a Polish military intelligence officer, Major Stefan Stec, a UN military observer who had stayed in Rwanda during the genocide from April to July 1994. He had been a member of a tiny garrison of volunteers who, with their force commander Lieutenant-General Roméo Dallaire, had refused to withdraw with the bulk of the peacekeeping mission. The cables revealed how a core group of blue helmets, including Stec, had risked their lives to save as many Rwandans as possible. It was an inspiring story of sacrifice and bravery. Stec told me how UN protection had been provided for sites in the capital city where terrified Rwandan Tutsi had sought sanctuary—including in churches and schools. The site that afforded the most protection was the five-star Hotel des Mille Collines, located in the zone occupied by the deadly Hutu Power forces. It was designated a protected area with military observers providing a permanent UN presence and where the blue UN flag had flown for as long as the genocide lasted.


It was Stec who had stood in the lobby of the Hotel des Mille Collines early on and read the names of those who were to be evacuated to the airport.


“I had a Schindler’s list of the people we were allowed to save,” he said, “only those with the right visas to enter Belgium.” A few blocks away, at the St. Famille Church, 5,000 starving people were trapped. Every night militia came to kill. Stec said, “We did nothing for them because no one there had any visas …”


It was with some dismay, therefore, that in 2004 I watched the film Hotel Rwanda, released for the tenth commemoration of the Genocide Against the Tutsi. The film was purportedly a true story and yet it did not once recognize the righteous stand and heroism of Stec and his fellow UN officers. It made a hero instead of the hotel’s Rwandan manager, Paul Rusesabagina, who claimed that he alone had been responsible for saving the lives of hundreds of people who had sheltered there.


While being presented as unequivocally true and unenhanced, this dramatization did not tally at all with any of my research. Stec told me that he believed sparing the people sheltering in the hotel had been expedient for the génocidaires. The hotel had been a favorite with expatriates and had been the focus of Western press attention. There were several high-profile people sheltering in the crowded rooms, including prominent opposition politicians—both Hutu and Tutsi—doctors, lawyers, and a senator. Stec told me that exempting the people in the hotel from slaughter had been part of a strategy by the interim government, a way to obscure the fact that genocide was underway. With these people left alive, it was harder to claim that a targeted and determined genocidal campaign was taking place.


It was clear that there had been three components of the protection afforded the hotel refugees: the presence of the UN military observers, the attention of the Western press, and most of all, the discreet action of a senior French government official and a career diplomat in the Elysée Palace, Bruno Delaye, who headed the Palace’s Africa Unit. On April 23, 1994, a military siege on the hotel was suddenly lifted within half an hour of making contact with an official in the French foreign ministry. The timely French intervention was later confirmed by French journalist Alain Frilet, quoting an anonymous, guilt-ridden foreign office personnel who had admitted that the rescue was proof, if any were needed, of the French authorities’ influence over events in Rwanda.1 Frilet later described being in Delaye’s office during a grenade attack on the hotel and that he had personally witnessed Delaye make a call to Kigali. After the call, Delaye told Frilet the attack had been halted.2


Eventually, the advancing Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) forces became the fourth and final component of the safety and eventual freedom of the hotel’s refugees.


This, then, is a danger to avoid: the mixing of fact with fiction. The Rusesabagina story has served only to obscure reality. It has usefully diverted attention from what really happened. And that is why this book, Inside the Hotel Rwanda, is so important and why I heartily recommend it to all those who seek a better understanding of what happened in Rwanda. Written by someone trapped in the hotel, it is a truthful and heartbreaking memoir. The stories of the targeted refugees’ solidarity and courage are awe inspiring. The role of the hotel manager is shockingly exposed.


Yet Inside the Hotel Rwanda is much more than a sensitive and poignant memoir, for it also seeks to address an important and pressing issue: the exact nature of the relationship between Rusesabagina and those who had carried out the genocide.


Some years ago Rusesabagina came to London to give evidence in court to try to prevent the extradition to Rwanda of four alleged génocidaires. During his testimony, he described the chief of staff of the Rwandan army, General Augustin Bizimungu, as “a good man” and he denied there had ever been “a systematic government-driven genocide.”3 The judge later decided that Rusesabagina’s testimony in court had gone against all facts and evidence. He determined that Rusesabagina was “strongly allied to the extremist Hutu faction.”4 The judge’s damning opinion of Rusesabagina added to serious questions about his links with Hutu Power—a subject this book powerfully addresses.


The revelations it presents are deeply disturbing, and the book provides enough evidence for those who have bestowed Rusesabagina with honors and awards to seriously question their judgement in this matter.


Fictional accounts dressed as fact do not advance our knowledge and understanding of this awful crime. Indeed, they set it back. The Genocide Against the Tutsi in Rwanda is a terrible story, but it is made worse because its true nature continues to be deliberately distorted and confused.


—LINDA MELVERN


London


December 2013


          Professor Linda Melvern is a widely published British investigative journalist and author. She is the second Vice President of the International Association of Genocide Scholars. Her book on the Genocide Against the Tutsi, A People Betrayed: The Role of the West in Rwanda’s Genocide (Zed Books, 2000), is in its sixth printing. In April 2004, Melvern published her second book on the genocide, Conspiracy to Murder: The Rwandan Genocide (Verso), a detailed account of genocide planning, those who were responsible, and how the genocide was perpetrated.


____________


1 Alain Frilet, “La France prit au piege de ses accords,” Libération, May 18, 1994.


2 Jacques Morel, “La France au coeur du génocide des Tutsi,” L’Esprit Frappeur.


3 The Government of the Republic of Rwanda v. Bajinya, Munyaneza, Nteziryayo and Ugirashebuja, (2008), http://www.trial-ch.org/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/trialwatch/Rwandan4Decision.pdf, para. 388–429.


4 Ibid.




GLOSSARY OF ORGANIZATIONS AND TERMS














	African Great Lakes Region


	Rwanda, Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania







	APC


	Armored Personnel Carrier







	AVEGA Agahozo


	Association of Widows of the Genocide







	AVP


	Association des volontaires de la paix, or Association of Peace Volunteers







	BBC


	British Broadcasting Corporation







	BK


	Bank of Kigali







	CDR Party


	Coalition for the Defense of the Republic







	CICR


	Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, or International Committee of the Red Cross







	CJC


	Canadian Jewish Conference







	CLADHO


	Federation of Leagues and Associations for the Defense of Human Rights in Rwanda







	CND


	Conseil national de développement; the House of Parliament







	Conseiller


	Sector authority







	CPPCG


	United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide







	DRC


	Democratic Republic of the Congo, formerly Zaire, formerly Congo







	Entrée


	Entrance







	FAR


	Forces armées rwandaises; the regular Rwandan army







	FARG


	Fund for Support to Genocide Survivors







	FDLR


	Forces démocratiques de la libération du Rwanda, or the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda







	G2


	Rwandan military intelligence







	Gacaca


	Traditional system of community justice







	GAERG


	National Survivors Association of Graduate Students
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	Police officer







	Génocidaires
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	GPI


	Global Peace Index







	HRRF


	Hotel Rwanda Rusesabagina Foundation







	Humura


	Canadian Association of Rwandan Genocide Survivors







	IBUKA


	Kinyarwanda word for “remember”; umbrella body of genocide survivor associations







	Ibyitso


	Kinyarwanda for “intelligent people working for the enemy”







	Impuzamugambi


	Extremist Hutu militia group







	Inkotanyi


	Kinyarwanda for “invincible warrior”







	Interahamwe


	Extremist Hutu militia group







	Inyenzi


	Kinyarwanda for “cockroaches.” Derogatory term used by Hutu to describe Tutsi or those who supported them during and prior to the genocide







	Kangura


	Extremist Hutu Power newspaper







	Kinyarwanda


	Native language of Rwanda, spoken by all three ethnic groups: Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa







	Kubohoza


	Kinyarwanda for “the taking over of unknown property”







	Kurth Lampe


	PR firm for Paul Rusesabagina







	LIPRODHOR


	League for Promotion and Defense of Human Rights







	MDR


	Republican and Democratic Movement; the MDR Party







	MDR Power


	Hard-line Hutu Power branch of MDR Party







	Médecins sans Frontières


	Doctors Without Borders (NGO)







	MILOB


	International Military Observer







	MRND


	National Republican Movement for Democracy and Development







	Muhabura Radio


	Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) Radio







	NGO


	Nongovernmental organization (generic)







	NRC


	National Human Rights Commission







	ODR


	Democratic Opposition Rwandan







	PAGE-Rwanda


	Association of Parents and Friends of Genocide Victims in Rwanda







	PDR-Ihumure


	Party for Democracy in Rwanda







	Presidential Guard


	Elite fighting unit separate from the regular Rwandan (FAR) army







	Radio Rwanda


	National radio of Rwanda







	RFI


	Radio France International







	RPA


	Rwandan Patriotic Army, military arm of the RPF







	RPF


	Rwandan Patriotic Front







	RTLM


	Radio télévision libre des Mille Collines, or Radio Television of Mille Collines







	RUD/RPR


	Rally for Unity and Democracy/Rally for the Rwandan People







	RUD-Urunana


	Ralliement pour l’unité et la démocratie-Urunana, splinter group of the FDLR







	SURF


	The Survivors Fund







	Umuganda


	A form of nationalistic community service under Rwandan President Habyarimana







	UNAMIR


	United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda







	UNDP


	United Nations Development Programme
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	The United Nations Children’s Fund







	United Nations Foundation
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[image: ]


Map of Africa


[image: ]
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INTRODUCTION


IN A SPACE of just one hundred days, approximately one million Rwandans—one-seventh of my homeland’s total population—were murdered by their fellow countrymen, slaughtered at close range with low-tech weaponry: machetes, spears, clubs, handguns, and rifles. The phrase “blood on their hands” was never more true than during those harrowing hundred days, for human blood splattered all over the killers and their clothing as they hacked at the objects of their hatred.


This genocide in the small east-central African nation of Rwanda, perpetrated from April 6 to July 14, 1994, by certain fanatical leaders and members of the Hutu, the largest ethnic group in Rwanda, against the Tutsi, a much smaller ethnic group, was by far the bloodiest chapter in the conflict between the two. The nearly one million who perished represents only the death toll of unarmed innocents.


The killing of civilians finally ended when the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), an army of Rwandans organized primarily in diaspora in Uganda and led by future Rwandan President Paul Kagame, marched into Rwanda’s capital city of Kigali and drove out the génocidaires.


With a death sentence staring them in the face if they remained in their homes or in public places, Tutsi desperately attempted to hide or flee. I, along with a scant few other Tutsi, was fortunate enough to survive the brutal genocide. I am among an estimated 1,268 Rwandans who sought refuge at the Hotel des Mille Collines, a luxury hotel in Kigali, one of a handful of places where large numbers of refugees found sanctuary. For years, the name “Hotel des Mille Collines” did not mean anything to anyone other than Rwandans, unless you were a foreigner who had stayed there, a United Nations soldier who had guarded the hotel during the genocide, or an affiliate with the hotel’s Belgian parent company at the time, Sabena. But in September 2004, ten years after this holocaust, Hollywood released the movie Hotel Rwanda, purportedly based on what transpired at the Hotel des Mille Collines during the genocide. The film, which received much acclaim from film critics and garnered three Academy Award nominations, claimed to show the lives of those who sought refuge in the hotel as a microcosm of the genocide itself.


By the time this film debuted, I had been living in the United States for four years. Though I had stayed abreast of developments in my native country and had kept in touch with many others who had survived the genocide by staying at the hotel, I knew nothing of the making of this movie, so I was surprised when I learned of its existence. My curiosity was unbridled: Would the film be a documentary? A work of fiction? No Rwandan I talked to had the remotest idea. Neither the film’s director and co-screenwriter, future Academy Award winner Terry George, nor his screenwriting collaborator, Keir Pearson, contacted any of the survivors I had befriended, with the exception of Odette Nyiramilimo (portrayed in the movie by South African actress Lebo Mashile). Yet before I learned about the movie, months before its release, Odette and I had not spoken for quite some time.


Few people are ever placed in a situation like this. Hotel Rwanda was not going to depict the entire genocide but only a small fraction of the story, involving a relatively tiny number of real people. It would be limited to the events that occurred in the hotel that had been my personal refuge during the genocide, much like a World War II film that focuses on the experiences of one army battalion, barricaded within the same foxhole for a hundred days.


It had only been ten years. The wounds, which will never go away, were still raw and fresh. The political analysis that historians normally do was still underway. Many questions had not yet been answered, and some remain unanswered today. I wondered how I would feel seeing this movie in a theater in the United States, sitting among Americans, watching something that, for all but me, would be depicting horrors that happened to others, far away, far removed from their comfortable world. Americans, if they so chose, could erase the horrible images once the closing credits ran. For me, though, it would be like watching a home movie of the worst nightmare of my entire life.


Hotel Rwanda was promoted as a story about “the quiet heroism of one man, Paul Rusesabagina, during the Rwandan Genocide.”5 I knew Paul Rusesabagina. All the people who survived inside the Hotel des Mille Collines during the genocide knew Paul Rusesabagina. No one among us has ever thought of him as altruistic, let alone heroic. On the contrary, of all the people who were within the hotel during the genocide, he would quite possibly be considered the furthest from a hero any of us could imagine. Rusesabagina had been a war profiteer, a friend to the architects of the genocide, a man willing to starve those without money while hoarding piles of food, drink, and riches for himself and his friends.


Given this, I couldn’t help but wonder: How in the world did someone manage to put this film together and make this man a hero? Truth would not be served. I say this not because I believe myself to be a hero of this episode in time. I am merely a survivor. Perhaps all survivors of horrific circumstances could be considered heroes, but I tend to believe heroism requires much more than that. Heroism is the selfless pursuit of justice and right, the willingness to lay down one’s life for the lives of others. Many people consider themselves to have this quality without ever having their resolve tested. Inside the real “Hotel Rwanda,” some were placed in just that position: to see if we would act heroically when an opportunity was before us. I was not tested in that way, and for that I make no excuse or apology. But it is my honor to describe the actions of those who did find themselves at the crossroads of true heroism.


Shortly after Hotel Rwanda opened in theaters, I managed to find someone who sold DVDs of movies and purchased a copy. The film had not yet been released for purchase, and I did not realize at the time he had sold me a bootleg copy. I was a civil servant for the Rwandan government prior to coming to the United States and I would not have purchased something I knew to be illegal. Yet at that moment, excited, tentative, and unaware of the legalities, I took the film home to watch. I was with my wife as well as two young Rwandan friends—students who were only about twelve years old during the genocide. Just as I feared, the drama hit far too close to home for us. It was too much too soon. The students could not finish it because they remembered what had happened during the genocide, how many people close to them they had lost. At the end, I was watching the film alone, the only one able to stay bolted to my chair, refusing to give in to emotion and turn away from the horror.


As the film ended, I was filled with several strong, conflicting emotions. On the one hand, I was glad the movie had been made. It was educational, although inaccurate. So many people, particularly here in America, knew nothing of this genocide. They knew of the slaughter of white people at the hands of the Nazis during the Holocaust. They knew of the slavery of American black people before and during the Civil War. But Hotel Rwanda was about black people in Africa. Nothing could be more foreign to most Americans. Thus I was glad the movie introduced Americans to this tragic part of Rwanda’s recent history.


On the other hand, the movie presented a story filled with falsehoods. I called many genocide survivors, both in the United States as well as back in Rwanda: Alexandre Nzizera, Isidore Munyakazi, Jean Marie Vianney Rudasingwa, Egide Karuranga, Augustin Karera, Tatien Ndolimana, and Eugene Kitatire—all of whom had found refuge in the Hotel des Mille Collines. I told them about the movie, and every one of them wanted to watch it. Once they did, their reaction was the same as mine: Although it was good to see the movie raise awareness of the Genocide Against the Tutsi, as we have come to refer to it, the specific story about the hotel and Rusesabagina was wildly inaccurate.


After watching the film, we all felt the need to correct the record, to let the world know where the film had gone wrong. But who would listen?


Besides wanting to clearly present our vision of what really happened, we were, and are, concerned about the effects of the movie in regard to Rusesabagina. The “hero” of the Hollywood story, Paul Rusesabagina, in real life became an international sensation as a result of the film, a living saint on par with Oskar Schindler. Only unlike Schindler, Rusesabagina’s cinematic tale was released while he was still alive, so he was able to reap the financial benefits by selling his life rights to the movie’s director, Terry George; writing his memoir, An Ordinary Man; and public speaking, as the movie launched him as a person important enough for his opinions on politics and world affairs to be considered worth hearing. In fact, Rusesabagina has become a very popular speaker on college campuses and at major houses of worship across America and the world, speaking to audiences who saw his movie and are now anxious to hear his spin on African current events. For these talks he fetches upward of $15,000 per speech, plus first-class airfare and expenses, according to the American Program Bureau, his Massachusetts-based speakers’ agency.


He has risen in prominence throughout the United States. The University of Michigan bestowed upon him the Wallenberg Medal, awarded to outstanding humanitarians whose actions on behalf of the defenseless and oppressed reflect the heroic commitment and sacrifice of Raoul Wallenberg, the Swedish diplomat who rescued tens of thousands of Jews in Budapest during the closing months of World War II. President George W. Bush gave him the Presidential Medal of Freedom, America’s highest civilian award, presented for meritorious achievement in public service. He was even interviewed and glowingly praised by media icon Oprah Winfrey.


He has also been given a place in world history. Today Hotel Rwanda appears on school curriculums alongside such American and Eurocentric educational perennials as A Raisin in the Sun, A Man for All Seasons, All the President’s Men, and Of Mice and Men. In educators’ efforts to expand multicultural studies in the United States, Hotel Rwanda is now the African film to which high school and college students are exposed. It is one of only four films recommended by Amnesty International USA for human rights education, for which the organization has even created a curriculum guide.


In discussions with those who know nothing of the genocide except what they saw in the movie, some survivors are asked, “Are you jealous of his fame?” or “Are you angry the film has made him rich?” In truth, no; however, we wonder how someone could become rich and famous for something he did not do. In that sense, the movie could have been made about any one of us, with the same bounty as the end result. While this leaves a bitter taste in the mouths of many survivors, such feelings can in time be overcome by prayer and meditation. What is less easy to swallow is Rusesabagina’s denial of the Genocide Against the Tutsi, which made him famous, as well as his threat to the peace and stability of our mother country, and it is because of this we cannot remain silent.


We should be concerned that, because of this error-filled movie, Rusesabagina has become a wealthy icon and has used that status to become a dangerous, divisive political figure, spewing false truths not only about himself, but about the past, present, and future of Rwanda. In public forums as well as in his memoir, Rusesabagina continually refers to himself as nonpolitical. Rwandans know this assertion is starkly untrue. Rusesabagina has always been political, not just since the events of the genocide, but also before and during it. While the film portrays him as a bon vivant hotelier, which gives him access to and relationships with the evil men who planned and executed the genocide, the truth is he was always active in the same political parties and movements as they were, present at meetings and conventions where their hate philosophy was discussed openly.


In speech after speech before audiences around the world, Rusesabagina has used his influence to champion “Hutu Power” politics (an ethnic hate-mongering against the Tutsi), raising money for causes that have less to do with peace than with revenge against current Rwandan President Paul Kagame. Most flagrant of the words Rusesabagina speaks are his attempts to paint the murderous actions of the Hutu Power extremists during what we came to call the Hundred Days as a natural byproduct of civil war and not genocide. Rusesabagina even testifies at trials on behalf of those who took up machetes against the unarmed, all the while blaming the victims and claiming they were the true murderers. As one of the most famous men in Rwanda today, Rusesabagina is the smiling public face of the murderous opposition groups who were driven out of Rwanda to end the genocide.


Shortly after the genocide, Rusesabagina left Rwanda and settled in Belgium, a nation that was the final colonialist ruler of Rwanda and that has been accused of exacerbating much of the hatred between the Hutu and Tutsi that led to the extreme violence of the latter half of the twentieth century. After the release of Hotel Rwanda, he also established homes in the United States. Rusesabagina has recently been charged by Rwandan authorities with using his nonprofit, American-based Hotel Rwanda Rusesabagina Foundation to raise money for his personal political ambitions, which include assisting in the creation of and having leadership roles in at least two political parties, and arming the terrorist army known as the FDLR—the Forces démocratiques de la libération du Rwanda or the “Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda.” The FDLR is the primary anti-Rwanda, anti-Tutsi rebel group, composed almost entirely of ethnic Hutu opposed to Tutsi political representation and influence in the African Great Lakes region (Rwanda, Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo [DRC], Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania). The group counts among its number the original members of the Interahamwe, one of the armed civilian militias that carried out the Genocide Against the Tutsi, and is regarded by the United Nations as a terrorist organization. It is composed of child soldiers and uses rape as one its main tools of oppression and terror. In June 2011, Rusesabagina was arrested by Belgian authorities and questioned on these charges as part of the process of repatriating him to Rwanda for trial.


With this book, I want to shine a light on what really happened at Hotel des Mille Collines: who and what got us there, who and what sustained us, and who and what really saved us and how. It is a story with no singular hero, for while there were heroes without whom all of us would certainly be dead, it is really about us as a group sharing horrific days in the same metaphorical foxhole, wondering how and when we would die. As for Paul Rusesabagina, each time we survivors hear him speak today it takes us back to our most primal fears, the recollection of a divided society where murderers faced no consequence and the protection of law excluded many. Everyone is entitled to his or her political opinion and philosophy. But fortune and fame give some people a louder voice. It is one thing when that fortune and fame are honestly earned. But Paul Rusesabagina is a fraud. He did not “single-handedly prevent the slaughter of more than 1,200 refugees at the Mille Collines Hotel for one hundred days during the Tutsi genocide from April to July 1994,” as he advertises when he makes personal appearances.


His voice has been heard. Now is the time for the voices of the other survivors.


____________


5 “Center for Diversity,” Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology, accessed http://www.rose-hulman.edu/diversity/events07-08.htm.
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DIVIDE AND RULE


I WAS BORN IN 1965 and raised in Gitesi Commune, Kibuye Prefecture, which is today referred to as the district of Karongi in the Western Province of Rwanda. Gitesi is an attractive city on the eastern shore of Lake Kivu, well known because of the beauty of its landscape, the sparkles of its waves, and the lushness of its islands. I grew up in a family of seven children—three sisters, three brothers, and me. I was baby number six. My family lived much the same as the average Rwandan family of the day. We were subsistence farmers. Corn, beans, peas, and potatoes or sweet potatoes were our daily main meal.


There was never a time in my life when ethnicity was not a dominant part of my existence, or the existence of any Rwandan of my generation. All Rwandans were mandated to carry a national ID card with them at all times. The most important piece of data on the card consisted of three words: Hutu, Tutsi, or Twa—the three native ethnic groups of our land. Two of the three words were crossed out. The one word remaining defined your total experience in Rwanda, much like a caste system, though, during my lifetime, far more evil. This, I had no choice but to accept. The sorts of tactics Hitler had used, with his various colored cloth badges sewn onto the clothing of citizens his Third Reich viewed unfavorably, had always been a part of my daily living. I knew no other way.


The Twa were the first indigenous people of Rwanda. Better known to the world as “pygmies,” they are the least numerous in terms of population, and politically, they have been dealt with indifferently on the whole.


It has been said that the Hutu and the Tutsi of Rwanda are different ethnic groups, yet even something as simple and basic as this is open to debate. The physical differences between the two are often negligible due to generations of intermarriage. They also share a common language. There are no significant or relevant religious differences. Gerald DeGroot, a professor of history at the University of St. Andrews, wrote in the April 28, 2008, Christian Science Monitor, “those labels, ‘Tutsi’ and ‘Hutu,’ were meant to define the number of cows a family owned”—nothing more, despite anthropological theories that they were, indeed, different tribes. “During [Rwanda’s] colonial period [particularly after World War I], the Belgians turned those otherwise fluid divisions into rigid ethnic identities as part of a strategy of divide and rule.”6 Unfortunately, the “divide and rule” attitude continued even after the Europeans were gone, but DeGroot’s basic premise, repeated by many other Western academics, is questioned by us Rwandans. I asked people older than me about it and none confirmed this theory about cows. During much of Rwanda’s history, Tutsi lived by their cows, while Hutu tended to farm. But no one ever said those who had cows were Tutsi and those without cows became Hutu. To be Tutsi or Hutu was a designation given at birth based on your father’s ethnicity.


According to a 1991 census, Rwanda was 90 percent Hutu, 9 percent Tutsi, and 1 percent Twa.7 I am Tutsi. Thus, I spent my entire life as a minority; and worse yet, because of when I lived during my formative years in Rwanda, I was part of an oppressed minority.


During my lifetime, a culture of strategic disenfranchisement and dehumanization was entrenched among our nation’s leaders, even down to our schoolteachers. As children in school, we Tutsi were asked to stand up separately, while the Hutu were sitting down. Or Hutu were asked to stand up while the Tutsi were told to stay down. While this did not cause anyone physical harm, it followed the classic pattern of how genocide breeds. Step one is classification: “us” versus “them.” In my native Rwanda, I was “them.”


In 1962, a few years prior to my birth, Rwanda became an independent nation, no longer a colony of Belgium. Just like in America, the 1960s were a time of social revolution in my country, though I was far too young to comprehend it. Beginning in 1959 and continuing throughout my lifetime, unrest between Hutu and Tutsi was a major part of our rebirth as a nation ruled solely by Rwandans. That year, 1959, marked the real beginning of upheaval, the throwing off of the shackles of Belgian colonialism, which finally culminated in full Rwandan independence in 1962. But a large portion of the rallying cry among the Hutu in our nation was that, in their opinion, the Tutsi were seen as an extension of the Belgians, and in freeing themselves of Belgium, Hutu had to take out their frustrations on all Tutsi. This was the wreckage of the Belgian-sponsored ethnic divisionism and its Indialike caste system imposed upon us. Belgians could return to their own nation unscathed, but we Tutsi unfairly bore the full brunt of Hutu fury.


We Tutsi suffered greatly during those days. Some Tutsi were killed, while others were driven out of the land of their birth. Still others left voluntarily, hoping to keep one step ahead of those who would mean them harm. Because I was so young, whatever I came to discover about this time I learned from schools or from what I was told by my parents. Some of my father’s family was killed during those days, while others fled to Congo—later known as Zaire, and later still known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo—but I never got to know them.


I witnessed true violence against my family for the first time at the age of eight. It was in 1973 and I was in the third grade. We had early release from school, and our teachers didn’t tell us why we had to leave early.


When we arrived home, all the Tutsi men had gathered together to protect their homes. Women and children were asked to go hide in the bushes. Some men gathered on the nearby hill of Gitwa to watch assailants coming from far away toward our neighborhood. That is one of the things that stuck in my childhood memory—that the really bad people who meant us the most harm were strangers to us, rather than the people we saw every day. Our closest neighbors, the Hutu who lived in the same village with us, were less violent toward us. Perhaps that is what happens once people actually get to know one another.


A group of Hutu armed with machetes and spears overran our village. The Tutsi men soon went into the bushes when they saw the attack was so overwhelming and cruel that they could not put up adequate resistance. All night we could only see the smoke and flames of burning houses. It was a time of great harvest, but the assailants focused on burning our homes and spoiling our properties. We spent a week in the forest—frightened and scared. When we came out, we could only see the ashes. Our homes had been burned. Cows, goats, and everything we owned had been taken away. We spent many days in a shelter before a new, modest house was built to replace our old one.


My oldest brother, Alphonse Butera, the second oldest child in our family, was in his third year of high school. The violence of 1973 became intense in high schools and universities, and my brother was lucky to survive the roving bands of young thugs who spent much of their days beating those they labeled as their enemy, sometimes to death. Eventually he was expelled from school and wasn’t given a chance to go back again.
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