Into Rwanda

The year was 1992.  I had never been to Central Africa before.  I knew near to nothing about Rwanda when I was asked to go there by the Norwegian Red Cross. To write. To photograph. Nobody then even mentioned a book.       

   The book came to be because of the vitality of the stories told by those with whom I lived, in Naomi´s red house.  In addition to that, an atmosphere charged with secrets wherever I moved in the country made it necessary to write.  Naomi in her rented house in the slum area of Kigali welcomed me, rent-free, as «her cousin from the countryside».  I paid only for our food.  Naomi and her girl-child Ivona, ten years old then, were both sick with AIDS.  Ten to twelve people slept and ate in the house.  Our language was French.  Theirs was Kinyarwandan.  Naomi´s younger brother constantly challenged my vision of women and men.  He said that only men fully exist.  If women do exist in some small way, it´s because men need to be born.

    I carried notebooks, pencils and cameras with me wherever I went.  The children were wondering, did I really have to use pencils?  Was I that poor?  I was the white one in an area where no white people had ever lived, or even walked.  I was musungu, only;  the other, with no proper name, feared and suspected.  My whiteness was overwhelming.  When one day a man in front of a bar asked me my name, I felt blessed.  Naomi had a story to tell before she died.  I was the chosen listener.  She lay down and invited me in.     

   Slowly, the children of the neighborhood dared to dance for me.  And to touch my hair.  They let me photograph them.  They brought me oily cakes to eat as I, a white, would surely always be hungry.  Grenades fell in the neighbourhood.  An encapsulated war was going on in the north, one hour´s drive from Kigali.  I slept and I wrote in the womb of Naomi´s red house.     

   Naomi told me ancient legends and stories about kings, witches and the Belgians who arrived as missionaries and as men with administrative power.  She described the bleak destiny of the infected ones and of the internal refugees within the war zone.  The war was more overwhelming than other evils, more pervasive than all other pains.    

   We are those who never cry, people said, again and again, as if they wanted me to carry that public secret back to my own country.

I left Rwanda in October, 1992.  I knew I had to write a book and that I must not cry until it had been written.  I also knew I would never really get back to my northern country.  I would, by virtue of a bond, always remain in that land of secrets, to the south.  The book, In Naomi´s House, came out in 1993.  From April, 1994 onwards, Rwanda fell apart.  Neighbor massacred neighbor. The killings had been planned for years, by people in, or near, the government.

    I was able to travel to the huge refugee camp, Benaco, in Tanzania, in June 1994 to write and to photograph.  I did not find Naomi there.  I later learned that she outlived the massacres and outlived her daughter, Ivona, but is now dead.  I will never hear the stories of the «shoah» of 1994 from her.  One million children, women and men were killed that year.

   Hopefully, I can soon go back to write again from Rwanda´s ruined house, where there may still be hope, or simply the duty to exist.

   Written in 1997
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