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This book is dedicated to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and to my hero: my mother, Annie Baruti, who protected me and never left my side while going through some of the worst moments of my life.





PROLOGUE


“And you may ask yourself . . . How did I get here?”—Talking Heads


APRIL 19, 2017—


HOLLYWOOD—


Did you know that the red carpet is not always red? Sometimes, like tonight, at the Dolby Theatre, it is purple. I had no idea! Then again, I had never attended a world premiere of a Hollywood movie. Not even as a spectator. So please forgive both my ignorance and enchantment; this is all a bit overwhelming.


Lights are flashing, stars are dazzling as the crowd outside the theater gasps and applauds at the seemingly endless parade of limousines that stretches before the theater, disgorging one celebrity after another. Chris Pratt, Sylvester Stallone, Vin Diesel, Kurt Russell and his partner, Goldie Hawn, just to name a few. They are all here to celebrate the premiere of Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2, the latest blockbuster in the Marvel Comics cinema franchise. And I am here with them, as part of the team, which in itself is something of a miracle.


As with all Marvel movies, the production was shrouded in secrecy and heavily laden with special effects, and I have yet to see a final print. So I do not even know how much screen time will be devoted to my character, a villain named Huhtar. Frankly, it does not matter in the least. It is enough to have earned a role in one of the year’s biggest movies; it is, in fact, more than enough. As the movie unspools for the audience and I get the first glimpse of Huhtar, I must stifle the urge to shout, but I hear it in my head.


“I made the cut!”


Yes, that is me up on the screen. Blondy Baruti.
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A 6-FOOT-8 FORMER REFUGEE from the Democratic Republic of the Congo; a basketball-player-turned-actor whose life story is only marginally less fantastic than a Marvel film. Not only shouldn’t I be here, in Hollywood, I shouldn’t be anywhere at all. I could have died many times over—as a child living in poverty in the Congo, or especially as a young boy fleeing the violence of a nation ravaged by war on a harrowing five-hundred-mile odyssey for survival.


Imprinted on my brain are images impossible to erase, and memories I cannot shake, and do not want to shake, for they have shaped me into the man I am today, a man of unwavering faith and hope. I will carry scars for the rest of my days, residual damage from the sheer volume of violence I encountered; the odor of death that burns the nostrils and seeps into your lungs; the screeching of machetes and unmistakable cocking of AK-47 rifles; the whistling of bullets as they cut through the jungle. My God, the savageness of it all. I can still feel the driving rain—only in the tropics is it so ceaseless and loud, and hear the harsh rustling of wind through the tall mahogany trees, a sound I could never differentiate from the sound of soldiers walking through the high grass.


Is it a cliché to say that children are resilient? I don’t believe so. I believe it is true in the most fundamental sense of the word. What the boy lacks in physical strength—in size and musculature—he compensates for with a purity of spirit, and the blessedness of naïveté. Surrounded by cruelty and violence, the child is still capable of happiness and love. He can smell the rotting flesh all around him; he can hear the anguished cries of his mother; he can suffer for days on end with dysentery and fever, and emerge from it with a smile and an eagerness to play with his friends as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.


Even when surrounded by death and confronted daily by the inescapable reality of the depths to which mankind can sink, the boy remains filled with life and light, his heart capable of feeling goodness and optimism in even the bleakest of situations.


Sometimes, the memories of the ordeals of my childhood come back to me at the strangest of times: not just in the early morning fog of a terrifyingly vivid dream, but when I least expect it. The hot, sticky smell that follows a summer rain will fill my nostrils, and suddenly I am back in the jungle, crawling on all fours, listening to my mother’s urgent whisper:


Keep down, Blondy. Stay low. Stay quiet. They are close.


A car that backfires or a firecracker tossed casually on the Fourth of July—a joyous holiday that reminds me of the great fortune I have to now call America my home—can easily trigger an episode of post-traumatic stress, and I have to fight the urge to drop to the ground and seek cover from the crackling gunfire. In that moment, I am catapulted back in time. I can feel the jungle all around me. I can hear the cries of friends and loved ones. I can sense the danger deep in my marrow; it feels almost more real now than it did then.


But then I am back. As quickly as it comes, the anxiety dissipates, and I remember where I am, and that all of this happened a very long time ago, in another part of the world. A place of both uncommon beauty and brutality. A place I once called home.


I don’t know what it is that allows some of us to survive the worst of horrors with our souls intact—with an ability to still see the innate goodness in our fellow man when experience shouts at us to be wary and cynical. But I am one of those people, and I thank God that he has made me this way.


I was raised Christian, but I believe wholeheartedly in karma. I have experienced violence and bloodshed on an epic scale. I have seen the worst that humans can do to each other. But I have also been touched repeatedly by the warmth of human generosity, and I choose to embrace this side of my species. Unlike so many of my friends, I survived the horrors of war. I got out of the Congo and came to America, a country so miraculous that it once seemed to exist only in my dreams. And along the way I made countless new friends and was welcomed into homes by families that had no reason to open their doors. I have lived when I should have died; I have succeeded against profound odds.


So you see, I am the luckiest man on earth.


My name is Blondy Baruti . . . and this is my story.





CHAPTER 1






The Africa of my ancestors, I am told by the elders in whose footsteps I follow, was a glorious and magnificent place. And the Congo, in particular, was as beautiful and bountiful as any region shaped by God’s hand, as lush as Eden itself. A description of my homeland makes it sound like nothing less than paradise. Rich, fertile soil capable of sustaining vast and varied farmlands; geological richness producing thick veins of precious minerals and metals—copper, cobalt, gold, and diamonds, to name just a few; verdant forests and sub-Saharan plains sustaining a vast array of wildlife; jungle canopies so dense and fruitful one could simply raise a hand and pluck a veritable buffet of sweet sustenance. A land of brotherhood and peace.


This was the Congo of my people . . . the Congo shared wistfully in stories handed down from generation to generation.


The Congo of my dreams.


Alas, it is not the Congo I call home. The Congo of my youth was (and sadly remains today) a place of pestilence and poverty; of vengeance and violence so indiscriminate as to be almost beyond comprehension. How do you reconcile the tales of beauty and innocence I heard with the things that actually happened? How did the supposed Utopia of my ancestors become a land riven by chaos and bloodshed? A land where preteen boys are conscripted into military gangs and become drug-fueled killers; a land where rape is so ubiquitous that it is barely noticed as a crime; a land in which more than five million people have died since the outbreak of civil war in the mid-1990s. There is a reason the Congo is sometimes referred to as the “Trigger of Africa,” and it is not simply because of geographic appearance.


There are no easy answers or explanations. But I can tell you the story as I know it, and my place in it. This, too, is in my blood, the tradition of finding one’s place and identity through oral history. There is, among my people, an unwritten burden of responsibility to disclose one’s past by discharging the truth with unflinching honesty and candor. A journey anywhere—whether across the village or to a distant land—must necessarily commence with a single step forward. And rarely is that journey made alone. There is an African proverb that says, “An ox’s hind hoof treads where the front hoof has stepped.” I stand and walk today where I am because my kin once stood and walked before me. Ugly or pretty. For better or worse. I am a product of the Congo, and of the people it has reared.


The family structure of any African society is blatantly and indisputably patriarchal. The man—the father and husband—is the head of the household. No one debates this hierarchy, and no one attempts to enforce upon it modern Western philosophies of equality and partnership. The man is the king of his castle, no matter how humble it might be. It has been that way from time immemorial.


My maternal grandfather, as the custom of the day dictated, was named Baruti Batilangani Boto Leyande. He was born in the Yangambi region of the Congo on May 28, 1939, when much of the world was being drawn into the vortex of World War II. This was a period well documented as one of the most turbulent in the annals of Congolese history, as the country continued to wrestle with the devastating consequences of the twenty-three-year reign of Belgium’s King Leopold II, and his iron-fisted colonial oppression of Africans. Following the Conference of Berlin in 1885, Leopold acquired the rights to the territory of the Congo, and in a gesture of stunning grandiosity, took it as his personal property. As a result, Leopold personally “owned” a region that today is the second largest country in Africa and the eleventh largest nation in the world, a region nearly ninety times larger than Belgium itself. (This, too, was a sign of things to come, for the Congo remains even today a nation bullied and exploited by smaller and crueler neighbors and occupiers.) Leopold renamed the territory the Congo Free State. This was a cruel and oxymoronic name, as there was nothing “free” about it.


For every horror story captured by the media outlets of the West, untold tribulations were being perpetrated with vicious and unchecked recklessness in the Congo: epic construction and infrastructure projects undertaken with ferocious commitment, ostensibly designed to enhance and modernize life in the Free State, but in reality undertaken for purely venal purposes—to expand the wealth of Leopold himself. Railroad lines and roads were carved out of the jungle with breathtaking speed; rubber was extracted to help meet a rapidly expanding global market spurred by the burgeoning popularity of the automobile. Had the Congolese people profited in some way from this industrial movement, perhaps history might view Leopold differently. But in the land of my people he is rightfully considered an exploitative tyrant who viewed them as merely tools to be used in the procuring of resources, and then cast aside like rubbish. Natives who resisted the colonists’ orders were beaten or butchered, their limbs hacked off by bloodthirsty soldiers in a terrifying and unforgettable show of might.


Untold millions of my people died during this period, the victims of violence or sickness or starvation. And so it became a part of Congo lore to accept with stoicism the cruelty of invaders, to understand that freedom was not our birthright.


The Congress of Berlin marked the germination point of the turmoil that later enveloped the continent, where European powers carved up Africa like a jigsaw puzzle, and divided it among themselves for their own profit and glory. When 1939 rolled around, and the world became embroiled in a war that affected every part of Africa, the Congo was among those nations pillaged to its core. Its young men were enlisted to fight enemies they didn’t know. Family structures were permanently disrupted. The sixty years before my grandfather’s birth was the incubation period for the harrowing unrest and violence that would plague the Congo from then on.


This was the world into which my grandfather was born. He was originally from Yawenda, a city in the territory of Isangi, not far from the Congo River. He was the son of Baruti Boyoma and Banzanza Sophie. In stark contrast to the expectations of the period, my grandfather was fortunate to receive a Western-styled formal education. Erudite and accomplished, he eventually graduated with a degree in law from what was then known as the University of Lovanium (the school later merged with other institutions of higher learning under the moniker of the University of Zaire; it subsequently became known as the University of Kinshasa). Through a combination of diligence, ambition, intelligence, and guile, my grandfather developed a lucrative business enterprise in the Congo, the fruits of which provided him the leverage and latitude to travel extensively.


As his accomplishments ballooned (along with his ego), Baruti bestowed upon himself the two last names and middle name, Batilangandi Boto Leyande, which in the vernacular means Bazali na maw ate moto na moto na oyo yaye. There is no direct English translation for this phrase, but the closest approximation is as follows: “They do not have sympathy (No mercy); every man for himself.” It is a survivor’s credo, befitting not only the spirit of the war-ravaged Congo, but of a man who endured and ultimately thrived in spite of a series of betrayals at the hands of friends and family members and business associates. Baruti was unique among his siblings in etching out a sustainable and successful business enterprise. While the fierce individuality of his name might suggest a coldness of the heart, for a time Baruti’s generosity appeared to know no bounds. It was commonly known that he would readily disburse his massive wealth to anyone in need. I have been told that he spread his good fortune among both friends and strangers in virtually equal allotment. To his core, Baruti was apparently a good-hearted man who preferred to share rather than shun; a man who was charitable, compassionate, and sympathetic. I would like to believe so, anyway.


Baruti had left his hometown as a young man to go to Kisangani, before ending up in the capital, Kinshasa. There, he procured a sizable plot of land and erected a house for his sister Albertine Basasa. The house, which was affectionately referred to as “The Huge House,” was a central and unifying locale for not only family, but for folks from all walks of life. True to tradition, Baruti’s parents, my great-grandparents, found him a worthy wife, Christine Lofo Boyale. She was sixteen years old when they married in 1962, seven years younger than Baruti. While this age difference might raise eyebrows in Western culture, it was at the time normal in Africa. Indeed, tradition dictated that the woman in a marriage should be at least five years younger than her partner; a gap of as much as fifteen years was not uncommon. The purpose was primarily to demonstrate power and control on the part of the man, and to prolong and maximize the child-bearing years of his wife. If a young man fell in love with a young woman his own age, the two would undoubtedly face resistance from their families if they wanted to marry. This was no small thing, as parental blessing and approval is crucial to African marriages.


Cultural norms vary wildly from place to place, and are sometimes lost in translation. What is perfectly acceptable in one culture is deemed outrageous or even perverse in another, like polygamy, which was and remains commonplace in my homeland. And so it was that Baruti, following a long and protracted period of monogamous marriage with my grandmother, took a second wife. Like most African men, my grandfather had dreamed of raising a large family. (And by large, I mean very large!) Unfortunately, my grandmother was unable to fulfill this desire. Stemming from endless battles with health issues and periodic fertility complications, Christine did her best, but only (only?) managed to birth three children: my mother, Annie, as the firstborn, and then my uncles, Desire and Joseph Baruti.


My grandmother was the personification of a selfless African wife, driven by love for her husband and an unwavering commitment to family and tradition. It was in this spirit of generosity and cultural acceptance that she allowed my grandfather to take other women. I should point out that none of this occurred in a vacuum. Baruti consulted with family elders, as well as with his wife. Difficult as it might be for Westerners to understand, all agreed that my grandfather should wed a second time. Does this make my grandmother a fool or a saint? Perhaps neither: she was merely a product of her time and culture, and she did what she felt was in the best interests of her family. Christine’s magnanimous presence and generous spirit opened the doors for her husband to bring his second and third wives into her house, under her roof, and accommodate them with their own rooms. While my grandfather went on to multiple marriages thereafter, these other new women lived in different parts of the city largely because, as my grandmother would later say, “The ‘Huge House’ only had five bedrooms!”


If the family dynamics were amicable and cordial (and from what I have been told, this was mostly the case), it was primarily because of my grandmother’s munificence, and the warm and loving environment she cultivated as the first wife. She was inclusive and loving, but sensible in establishing boundaries. Christine slept with her children, my mother and uncles, in one part of the house, while the other wives shared sleeping quarters with their children. My grandfather, meanwhile, grazed nomadically, as befitting his stature as head of the household. His job was to sire children and to provide for them and their mothers financially. The spiritual and emotional care was left to the women, and my grandmother, true to form, embraced this role with all her heart. She took care of all the children as if they were her own, and the wives as if they were her sisters. They lived lovingly among each other as though they were biologically linked. Not surprisingly, the other women developed genuine admiration and respect for my grandmother, their natural trepidation and jealousy giving way to something like love as the years wore on.


Discretion was vital to the success of such an arrangement. Vast, sprawling homes filled with people related to one another either through blood or marriage were not uncommon, and unless you were to ask the women involved about their relationships, you never would have known that they were all wives. Indeed, they might have been sisters or cousins, so peaceful was their coexistence. The bickering and contention that could easily have ensued (and did, in many African households similarly structured) was mitigated also by my grandfather’s own tactfulness, as well as his wealth, which naturally alleviated some of the complexities of such a diverse family arrangement. He had the means to provide everyone with a comfortable existence. It is a simple truth: poverty exacerbates all manner of problems, while money helps heal otherwise festering wounds. Baruti made sure that his children and wives were cared for; additionally, when any of the other wives gave birth, my grandmother would liberally expend her own resources to celebrate the arrival of a new family member. This was the type of woman she was: unfiltered and exceedingly giving of herself. Thus, while my grandfather may have been viewed as the head of the family, my grandmother was in a very real sense the lifeblood that pulsated through the organism and made it not just functional, but healthy.
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AND THEN, BEFORE MY mother even reached her teenage years, my grandfather disappeared. Slowly at first, and then altogether. As the story is told, he aligned himself with a team of business colleagues and left the Congo for greener pastures in Ghana. His Ghana adventure, undertaken as a way to expand his business empire and care for his family, became long and unwieldy, and veiled in secrecy. Communication with his family in the Congo all but ceased; the once surging river of financial resources slowed to a trickle, and then dried up entirely. To say this threw the family into chaos would be an understatement. With not enough money to go around, and with many mouths to feed, the household fell apart, bit by bit. The wives Baruti had brought into the big home soon left, along with their children, and remarried. My grandmother, however, steadfastly refused to leave or to find another husband. Instead, she focused her efforts on taking care of her children and ensuring that they would have a loving and stable home, even in the absence of their father.


Many years later, while researching my family’s story, I asked my grandmother about this period in her life. A dignified and private woman, she at first demurred, unwilling for whatever reason to discuss the inner workings of her heart. Like many grandmothers, though, she had a soft spot for her grandchildren, and I was not easily dissuaded. Why did you not leave? I asked. Why did you not move on with your life, away from the huge home with five bedrooms, most of them now sad and empty? Why did you not find another man to take the place of Baruti . . . a man who could have eased your financial and emotional burden? No one would have judged you harshly. Not even your own children, who by this point barely knew their own father.


My grandmother merely smiled and shook her head. And then, in a tone that somehow managed to reflect both the sweetness of a grandmother and the sternness of an army general, she offered an explanation.


“I did not marry your grandfather because of the lure of fame or money, but because of the love I felt for him. And that love was extended to our family and our home. Why would I leave? Just because the rains came and washed everything downhill? It was still my home and he was still my husband. And we still had children who needed me there. No, no, no. There was no reason to leave. None at all.”


And so, when it was all said and done, when the brightness had faded away, only the first and legitimate wife, my grandmother, remained vigilant to the very end. She lives to this day in the home her husband built for her, the home in which her children, including my mother, were raised.


In 1990, word reached our family that Baruti had died in Ghana, leaving behind twelve children—seven males and five females—that we knew of. Later my grandmother discovered that while he was working in Ghana, my grandfather had also had at least two other children.


There is a West African proverb that seems appropriate to this situation: “Matters within the house are only known to mice.” I do not know how my grandfather died, whether through sickness or accident or retribution from a wronged business associate or lover. Any of these possibilities seem plausible. But I would like to believe that in his final moments on this planet, perhaps he may have reflected upon the life he had lived, and in those moments, as darkness fell for the last time, he saluted with the firmness of a strong and determined hand the wife and woman he left behind: my grandmother, Christine Lofo, who did not wilt in the face of adversity, and who never vacillated in her loyalty to family and faith. Her roots were deep and firm, providing stability for generations.


And I am a limb that has branched from that tree.





CHAPTER 2






While the Congo is a place of great and undeniable natural beauty, it is also a harsh and unforgiving place that demands courage of its citizenry; only the strong survive.


I was barely two years old when my tiny body was ravaged by a mysterious virus. My mother watched helplessly as the fever soared and I lapsed into a state of delirium. I was rushed to the closest hospital, where doctors conducted a battery of tests and determined that I had contracted some sort of disease that was siphoning off my blood supply, preventing healthy cells from replacing dead ones, as is the normal physiological way of things. I do not remember this, of course, and I do not know the official diagnosis. I know only that my mother and grandmother told me repeatedly that they did not expect me to survive the devastation. Nor did anyone on the hospital staff.


But I did survive! To this day, there are pictures of me at the hospital—before-and-after photos of an emaciated toddler, alongside another photo of a healthy and smiling little boy. The photos are marked with the words: “Miracle Baby.” And so it has been through much of my life—sadness juxtaposed with joy, survival beating back death.


I was born in Kinshasa. Like much of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it is, on one hand, a bountiful city surrounded by river basins and magnificent vegetation rooted in dark fertile soil. But it is also a land of staggering heartbreak and unfathomable cruelty.


Even today, the drumbeat of horrifying news continues—dismal headlines about a country ripped apart by a seemingly endless civil war and the repeated encroachment of brutal and venal outside forces. A country where roadsides are littered with rotting, mutilated corpses; where the horrors of rape and torture go beyond the merely criminal to the outright inhuman (do some research, if you dare, and behold the nearly incomprehensible savagery of teenage boys violating elderly women with knives and guns and other instruments of mayhem; of disemboweling pregnant mothers and forcing them to eat their own fetuses). This is the stuff of horror movies. And it is utterly, shockingly real.


Indeed, the Congo often seems like some post-apocalyptic nightmare of death and desolation plaguing a region that has never known peace or prosperity—at least not in my lifetime. This is the Africa that I grew up in—the epicenter of some of the most appalling episodes of human mutilation within the last half century.


But while there is great poverty and violence in the Congo, there is also wealth, and my father, like my grandfather, was in fact a wealthy man. However, Francois Nseka, a banker and government official, was not a very good man, or at least not much of a father.


By the time I was three years old (and my sister ten), my father had officially and completely disappeared from our lives, and our family had relocated to Goma, a city in the far eastern portion of the country, on the Rwandan border. Goma is a city that has been largely shaped by violence, in particular the Rwandan genocide of the 1990s that resulted in millions of refugees flooding across the border. And yet, my early childhood was relatively uneventful. We scraped by as best we could. It wasn’t easy, but neither was it unsafe. At least not in the early years of my life. My earliest memories are probably no different than those of most children. I was outdoors from sunrise to sundown. Like many in my community, I had dreams of becoming a professional soccer player. The absence of a father notwithstanding, it seemed like a normal childhood; I did not realize the enormous effort my mother expended in making sure that I felt safe and secure, and above all else, loved.


Like my grandmother, she talked often of the importance of education and hard work, and of making an honorable living. As testament to my grandmother’s sturdy guidance, one of my uncles had become a successful attorney, and another had become a judge. My mother worked long hours in a local market selling goods, while at the same time raising her children, a burden that began when she was quite young, and that effectively prevented her from obtaining a high school diploma. She never complained, but she did make it quite clear that she wanted something better for her own children.


“Dream big,” my mother used to say. “Anything is possible.”


While a photograph is merely a glimpse of a particular time and place, and thus only a small piece of the story, there is undeniable truth in the image. Peruse the tattered and dusty pages of an old photo album of my family, and you will see a gorgeous young woman in her adolescent years. This is Annie Baruti. In these pictures, she is slender and erect, with deep-brown, confident eyes perfectly imprinted on a smooth mahogany face. Perhaps she is looking to the future with the same enthusiasm and promise as her male siblings, unaware of the harshness that lay ahead.


Regardless, my mother was, quite simply, a strikingly beautiful young woman, and not surprisingly the target of an endless stream of suitors. No doubt the absence of a reliably watchful father in her own life created a void wherein she’d later crave attention from an older and presumably strong male figure. I was born out of an illegitimate promise that started a chain reaction of oaths left unfulfilled by Francois Nseka. As he left when I was a toddler, I never knew my father nor his family. My mother, to the best of her ability and with the unfailing support of my grandmother, raised us amid a myriad of difficulties. She was a single mother who never gave up on her children, persevering mightily within a cultural environment that shunned women who bore children out of wedlock, and treated as second-class citizens the innocent and unfortunate offspring of these ill-advised unions.


My mother’s resilience notwithstanding, our lives were unrelentingly difficult. Without the financial support and stability of a father, money was scarce. Most, if not all, of my birthdays as a toddler and youngster were spent in the corrosive seclusion of need and want. I can recall on several occasions witnessing my mother trying to make something special out of nothing in the weeks and days leading up to my birthday; or, worse, selling her own meager possessions—her clothes or furniture—to pay for some type of present. Her face, bowed down by the sheer weight of the needs of her children, couldn’t mask the burden she carried. Her naturally erect posture would devolve into a defeated slump, as though to hide her face. Having nothing for my birthday was commonplace to the point that I barely even noticed. If anything, I felt for my mother, and the obvious stress that the impending day would bring. I wanted only for her to be happy, and on some level, I knew that my birthday provoked feelings of sadness, and so I wanted it merely to pass quickly.


If poverty is harsh, though, it is nothing compared to the grim reality of life during wartime, and war has sadly shaped the Congo for much of its existence. The Rwandan genocide of 1994 began with a brutal and determined effort by the ruling Hutu tribe to exterminate the Tutsi, a minority tribe, but one that wielded considerable wealth and power. In a little more than three months the marauding Hutu forces, armed with machetes, hacked their way across the country, invading villages and slaughtering more than 800,000 Tutsis, along with more moderate Hutus who refused to cooperate with the genocidal madness. Eventually, Tutsi forces who had been exiled to neighboring Uganda regrouped and pushed the Hutus out of Rwanda, ending the slaughter but prompting the mass exodus of an estimated two million refugees, most of whom settled in the eastern Congo. Refugee camps became de facto military training grounds for the exiled Hutus, who terrorized the local population, in particular Congolese nationals who were of Tutsi descent. In essence, the people of my country were subjected to ethnic cleansing as a fallout of the Rwandan genocide.


But as is often the case, tribalism was little more than an excuse to obtain power and wealth. In 1996 military forces from Rwanda and neighboring Uganda allied in an effort to invade the Congo and expel or destroy the Hutu forces that had been responsible for the Rwandan genocide, and in the process overthrow the government of President Joseph Mobutu. Also at stake were the vast natural resources and untapped mineral reserves of the Congo. So you see this was a practical war, as well as one born of nationalism and vengeance. With the help of Congolese oppositional forces led by Laurent Desire Kabila, the Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo marched into Kinshasa. Mobutu fled the country and Kabila anointed himself president.


Kabila was hardly a man of great intellect or patience, but rather an impulsive drunk who quickly turned on his allies; in 1998 he enlisted help from Zimbabwe, Angola, and other neighboring countries to expel Rwandan and Ugandan forces from the Congo, which led to the First Congo Civil War, which in turn gave way almost immediately to the Second Congo Civil War, a massive and multinational confrontation involving multiple countries—indeed, it is with good reason that the first and second Congo wars are often referred to as “Africa’s World War.” Together these conflicts involved nine nations and resulted in the deaths of some five million people. At the dawn of a new century, war, that most evil of man’s creations, was raging like wildfire across the continent on a scale and brutality not seen since Hitler’s extermination of six million Jews more than a half century earlier. In the Congo, neighbors became adversaries; friends and relatives took up arms against each other as chaos and bloodshed engulfed the region.


In January of 2001, Kabila was assassinated—by one of his own bodyguards, no less—and succeeded by his son, Joseph, who despite being only thirty years of age and having spent most of his formative years in Tanzania and Zimbabwe, was better suited temperamentally to the job. By late 2002 he engineered a cease-fire and by 2003 the Second Congo Civil War had come to an end; four years after that, Kabila was elected president following the first democratic elections held in the Congo in more than four decades. The Congo has continued to be plagued by political and economic unrest and remains one of the most unstable regions in the world. But it was in the late 1990s and the early 2000s that the bloodshed and violence reached a peak.
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I WASN’T QUITE TEN years old when the war finally reached my backyard; when rebel soldiers spilled over the border and made their way into Goma, and our lives instantly devolved into chaos and a nightmarish exodus into the jungle, where survival was the only goal. There was little warning or preparation. In the preceding months, my mother had become more cautious about making sure we did not stray far from the home, especially at night, but if she was expecting some sort of attack, she did not share her concern. Indeed, this day was much like any other. I had come from school and played soccer with some friends from the neighborhood; my sister and I were both doing homework when my mother came into the house and began screaming.


“We have to leave now!” She offered no further explanation, but it was clear from her tone that something was very wrong. I had never seen her in such a state.


I tried to pack up some clothes, but my mother said there wasn’t time. Instead, I took my sister by the hand and ran out into the street, where panic reigned. People were running everywhere. I could hear the sound of bullets echoing in the distance. And then something louder, more ominous: the rumble of rocket-propelled grenades.


Though I was just a child the day we left Goma, I remember it vividly—the look of fear on my mother’s face, the way my sister’s hand felt in mine, so clammy and tight, the way the whole world seemed to be falling apart in front of me. Instinctively, almost as if she had anticipated such an act and therefore had an escape plan in mind, my mother hurriedly led us to the outskirts of town, away from where the fighting was heaviest. I remember her pushing me to the ground, driving my face into the brush, and holding a finger to her lips.


Quiet . . .


For several hours we stayed there, silent and practically motionless, like prairie rabbits frozen by fear and self-preservation, until darkness fell and the crackling of automatic gunfire began to ebb. I realize now we were more fortunate than clever, but of course there is no small measure of luck involved in surviving the indiscriminate whims of war.


When the moon rose high in the sky, my mother pulled me and my sister from the ground and with a simple nod of her head implored us to begin walking. In an instant, she had been compelled to choose between two ghastly outcomes: remain in Goma and face the likelihood—if not certainty—of being overrun by rebel forces; or disappear into the dark, immeasurable jungle. What I knew at the time was only fear—crippling and unexplainable; fear of pain and death in that rudimentary way of childhood. I knew what guns could do. I knew that bombs and grenades could destroy homes and families.


But my mother? She was driven by more than just the possibility of death, or even the maternal instinct that compels a mother to do anything to protect her children. My mother knew there were worse things than death, and it was this possibility—of witnessing her children subjected to torture or rape—that led us out of Goma and into the jungle. She heard the gunfire and grenades and recognized the inevitable outcome: Not merely a bullet to the head or a machete blade cleaving her children before her eyes. More likely, she knew that my sister would be raped and mutilated before being left to die. And me, her only son? The soldiers might have been quick and callous in their snuffing of my life; or, more likely, they would have conscripted me into their ranks, put a gun in my hand, and ordered me to fight, or even to kill my own friends and family. Facing this Hobson’s choice, which was really no choice at all, my mother opted to flee, and to take her chances with the jungle.


And so, as though in a scene from a documentary about the great Serengeti migrations, a mass evacuation ensued: an exodus of black, downtrodden faces filing out of the city and into the vast and unforgiving African wilderness—a trek out of Goma.


The plan, such as it was, involved simply running away from the center of the violence, hugging the Congo River as we made our way to the northwest, our destination being Kisangani in the north-central portion of the Congo (Goma is actually about 325 miles from Kisangani if you can take the most direct route. But by following the river we lengthened our journey by a considerable distance, heading first to the south, and then north to Kisangani). Kisangani was our goal largely because, my mother explained, a handful of our extended family members lived in the city. They would take us in and provide us with food and shelter; they would help us rest and recover; and then from Kisangani, we would take a boat down the Congo River, all the way to Kinshasa, where there would be more family and we would hopefully be a safe distance from Rwanda and the fighting in the east.


I had no idea how long the journey would take or what we would encounter along the way. There were thousands of people trying to escape the city, with approximately one hundred in our initial group. I knew some of these people, but most were strangers thrown together by desperate circumstances. We were civilians, trained in neither wilderness survival nor combat. We were, for the most part, unarmed and unprepared for the rigors of life in the jungle. Forget about GPS devices or cell phones—we did not even have the most basic of outdoor equipment. We had no shelter, no food, no weapons, no medicine, no clothing beyond that which we wore on our backs. Under these conditions, it would be difficult to survive more than a few days in the jungle.


Sure enough, very quickly people began to die. Some had been wounded before the journey even began. I saw them in our group, staggering along, ashen and sickly; at first, I was uncertain of what had happened. Were they ill? Exhausted? I did not know. And then I would look down and see a gangrenous stump where a hand had been, or notice a shirt soaked with blood. These were people who had been hacked with machetes or knives on their way out of Goma, and while they may have escaped the city, they did not last long.


There were, it seemed, a thousand ways to die: starvation, dysentery, malaria, just to name a few. There was the ever-present threat of being shot or maimed by soldiers, which was only slightly more terrifying than the prospect of being killed by one of the jungle’s apex predators. I would wade into the river sometimes, just to cool off, only to be scared off by the sight of a crocodile’s snout breaking the surface of the water. Sometimes I would step over a corpse in the jungle and wonder for a moment how he had met his end. I would stand there and stare, my senses assaulted by the stench of rotting flesh and the buzzing of flies. The first few times this happened, naturally, I was so overcome by revulsion that I vomited onto my feet. After a while, though, these encounters became so commonplace that they barely provoked a rumble of nausea. In such a cold and brutal world, it’s easy to understand how children become reluctant warriors; how they are compelled to take up arms against their neighbors and become hardened killers at an age when they should be playing soccer or basketball with their friends.


The loss of innocence is at once heartbreaking and terrifying.


We trekked from village to village, stopping to sleep or to ask for sustenance. Sometimes it was provided, oftentimes not. Most nights we slept outside, under the stars, our bellies empty and aching. Five hundred miles might not seem like a long journey, but on foot, through the jungle, while hiding from armed soldiers? It might as well have been five thousand miles. We crept along quietly, almost stealthily, our progress as slow and thick as the muddy banks of the Congo River itself.


Desperate for food, we would eat rotten fruit. Delirious with thirst, we would drink from fetid swamps and rivers, ingesting water polluted not merely with human and animal waste, but with the disintegrating corpses that floated forever downstream, like a horrible moving graveyard. “I don’t know how you made it,” my mother said to me repeatedly in the months that followed. “You were so sick, fevers every week. Vomiting . . . diarrhea. You were so weak.”


But no, I was not weak. I was strong. Stronger than I ever imagined. Or maybe just blessed. I don’t know. In the beginning, I cried every day; I cried for my home and for food and shelter. I cried out of fear and discomfort. But soon I hardly cried at all, no matter how terrible the sights placed before me.


A bomb went off in a village where we were staying. It happened with no warning whatsoever. One moment everything was peaceful, and the next moment there was carnage everywhere. Body parts dangling from trees; a pink mist hanging in the air. Mothers crying for lost children; children crying for missing parents. I was sick and exhausted, and sadly accustomed to the sight and smell of death, and so I barely reacted. My mother found me, pulled me to my feet, and off we ran.


Days turned to weeks and weeks to months, as we walked and walked and walked some more, for hundreds of relentless miles toward our destination. We did this despite the fact that we did not know, and could not have known, whether Kisangani was any safer or less turbulent than Goma. We had no way of communicating with anyone outside of our small and ever diminishing circle of travelers. But still we trekked on, buoyed only by hope and faith that things would somehow be better.


A full year passed before we arrived at our destination. I remember my mother being excited as we approached the city, the way she allowed herself to smile for the first time in months. There was a bounce in her step, and a quickening of pace as she dragged me along, not for safety, it seemed, but because a goal was in reach.


“Here will be different,” she whispered. “We will be safe.”


But as the jungle receded and Kisangani came into view, I could tell that something was amiss. At first it was just a feeling, a sense that we were no longer skipping along, but rather trudging wearily as we had so often in the past. My mother’s shoulders began to sag. She loosened her grip on my hand. Finally, she bowed her head.


Ahead of us was Kisangani, a sprawling city of more than one and a half million citizens. And yet it seemed so quiet. Time in the jungle had taught me to be wary of silence; and indeed, Kisangani seemed foreboding, rather than tranquil.


“What is it, Mama?” I asked. “What’s wrong?





CHAPTER 3






How quickly hope gave way to despair.


Instead of a city teeming with life, we discovered in Kisangani that the raw reality of war had reared its ugly head once more, and to an even greater extent than we had witnessed in Goma. The city had been ravaged by conflict, with neighborhoods dilapidated and virtually empty. The evacuation of Kisangani had apparently been just as swift and devastating as it had been in Goma.


As we wandered about the city, searching for our relatives, vainly calling out their names, there was barely a soul to be found. Instead of walking into the waiting arms of aunts and uncles and cousins, we were enveloped by the familiar stench of decaying flesh. As bad as this smell had been in parts of the jungle, it was much worse in Kisangani, filling the air with rot, as if the skies had opened and poured death upon the land.


We did not linger long in the center of Kisangani; driven out by sadness and nausea, we marched to the edge of the city, where we spent some time before plunging back into the jungle. In my memory, I can see the look on my mother’s face, an expression of despair and grief so heavy that it registered almost as a kind of impassivity. So deep was her anguish, and so committed was she to the task of keeping her children alive, that she betrayed not a trace of outward emotion. Maybe there was no feeling left to be wrung from her heart; the war and the jungle had left her numb. Or, perhaps, this was her way of demonstrating strength and resolve in the face of adversity and immeasurable sadness.


I remember begging for a chance to rest, and for food. I remember throwing myself on the ground and refusing to move, like a toddler in the midst of a tantrum.


My mother simply shook her head.


“Keep walking.”


And so I did. As she disappeared from view, I scrambled to my feet and ran after her and my sister, crying and complaining every step of the way. If we were to live and not become statistics of the war, casualties of the slaughter, the only option, my mother explained, was to keep on trekking. I did not ask a lot of questions, although I knew that the plan had not changed.


“We will find a boat soon,” my mother promised. “And it will take us home.”


Where this miraculous vessel was located, or if it even existed, I did not know. I envisioned a giant sailing ship, with full masts, like those I had seen in books and movies. The kind that ventured out into open seas, where adventure waited. Maybe there would be pirates! A battle to be fought and won!


From the very beginning of our journey, even as we trekked along the Congo River, I had envisioned a seaside rescue of epic proportions (though we were nowhere near the ocean). My mother’s goal of securing a spot on a simple, flat-bottomed riverboat packed with uncomfortable refugees was much humbler, but equally noble. And it must have seemed in the dreary moments after arriving in Kisangani nearly as unattainable. For me, the entire ordeal, while it stretched out over the course of more than a year, unfolded like a dream—at once endless and brief. Events both tragic and mundane bled into one another, the suffering and boredom so relentless that one day became almost indistinguishable from the next. It all comes back to me now, all these years later, as a sort of collage, scenes splattered against a canvas.


Throughout our journey, through one of the darkest periods of the war, through one of the world’s most impenetrable jungles, I remember mainly a feeling of hunger. Raw, primal hunger. Thanks in part to having grown up in the country, my mother did her best to keep us from starving to death. She was able to concoct bush remedies to ward off infection and ease the symptoms of dysentery and other illnesses. She picked berries and scavenged for leaves and foliage to make a thin and acrid soup for our daily meal. Despite my mother’s efforts to infuse this brew with love, it was the foulest thing you could imagine. The bitterness notwithstanding, my sister and I devoured the soup as though our very lives depended on it. I do not recall either of us complaining about the taste. Hunger is a powerful motivator and an unrelenting enemy. We somehow devised internal mechanisms to trick our brains and our taste buds into believing that the food wasn’t that bad. On the nights when my mother could not make soup—and these were plentiful—we foraged with varying degrees of success from the jungle’s natural resources. There were many nights when we went to sleep with only rainwater and mango in our bellies.


It is a common misconception that the jungles of the Congo are nourished by a nearly ceaseless stream of rainfall. While the region is generally lush and humid and torrential downpours are common, it is not unusual for many days to pass with no rainfall at all. Under normal circumstances this is not a problem, but when one is homeless and on the move, trying to live off the land, rainfall is the only source of safe drinking water. This left us at times in the unenviable position of waiting for the skies to open as our bodies ached from malnutrition and dehydration. Invariably, when the pain became too much to bear, we would walk to the river’s edge, stare into the turbid water, and use our hands as ladles. This was a willful act of self-harm, as the Congo River teemed with all kinds of parasites and bacteria. Dead bodies frequently washed ashore or floated lazily along the same waters that we consumed. But what choice did we have? A choice between likely sickness or certain death is no choice at all, really. And so we drank from the river and hoped for the best.


The river was at once our friend and foe. It guided us as surely as a road map. We bathed in it and drank from it. And it sickened us and threatened us with disease and death. It was a constant reminder of how small and helpless we were, and of how far we had strayed from our home.


Still, each night we gave thanks to God. Before the civil war sent us running from our homes, church had been a vital and stabilizing force in our lives. We were a Christian family, and we not only attended service each week, we kept God in our hearts and our house. My mother and grandmother had both been left to raise families on their own, and they had never known anything but poverty, and yet they still spoke often of God’s warmth and generosity. We were a family of faith, and that faith went with us into the jungle. My mother made sure that we all gave thanks every night, praying beneath the stars, for despite our dreadful circumstances, we were alive. And we had each other. As my mother pointed out, we were lucky.


And yet, it didn’t always feel that way. Like wild animals at a shrinking waterhole, fights between desperate refugees were not uncommon. Sometimes the skirmishes would escalate for no reason other than boredom (while there were times when our trek through the jungle was fantastically violent and harrowing, there were long stretches when it was simply dull and exhausting) and our mother would quickly guide us away from the scene, hiding our faces in an effort to shield us from the horrors of what people can and would often do in their darkest moments of desperation.


In the best of circumstances, the Congo had for years been a place in which order was a fragile and tenuous thing. Governments were toppled, rulers ousted and replaced, and the citizenry treated no better than the feral inhabitants of the jungle. But this was different. Even in a country with as much dark history as the Congo, the second civil war represented an unprecedented descent into madness and mayhem. Africans grow up believing in the importance of community—it really does take a village to raise a child—but when the community is ripped apart and every man is left to fend for himself, what becomes of the individual? What happens to his humanity?


I still see in my mind’s eye the unforgettable image of my countrymen raining violence upon one another at the slightest provocation; men beating each other with rocks and sticks, or stomping each other to death over the smallest morsel of food. People would literally fight and kill each other for scraps that in another time might have been tossed to a family pet. What once would have been deemed unthinkable behavior became ordinary, if not acceptable.


In many ways, people (and not just the machete-wielding rebels), especially strangers, were as unpredictable and dangerous as the wild beasts we encountered in the jungle. It still can give me a wave of anxiety to recall how my mother would spot a house, how she would cautiously knock on the door in the desperate hope of eliciting compassion. Often, she would have us wait in the background, some twenty feet behind her, so that we could not hear the conversation, but only try to follow its course through body movement. My mother would put her hands together, as if praying, and bow her head in subservience and desperation. Then one of two things would happen: she would either turn and gesture for us to join her, with a broad smile on her face, or she would walk wearily toward us, defeat and sadness etched into her every step.


Always, though, she would recover. My mother’s courage and resilience were extraordinary. The Congo at this time was as deadly as any place in the world, particularly for a woman. War, after all, victimizes women first because of their vulnerability in the face of testosterone-fueled aggression. Men are killed or beaten; women are raped and mutilated; they are robbed of their dignity; and then they are killed. I feared for my mother every time she walked to a stranger’s door. Who would answer? How would they respond? And what would become of me and my sister if my mother were taken away? I had witnessed countless acts of brutality levied against women on this journey, and instinctively I wondered if my mother would meet a similar fate. There are nights even now when I will wake from a dream drenched in sweat, the cries of a faceless woman echoing in my head: a woman fighting vainly and valiantly to stop an attack in broad daylight, while others stand by watching.
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