THE GRIEF AND THE GLORY




Nearly a quarter-century has passed since Rwanda was torn apart
by a devastating genocide. As a young generation looks for ways to move on,
a new wave of wildlife tourism is bringing visitors—and renewed
optimism—to this inspiring East African nation. By Aatish Taseer
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In a great central chamber, fires burned
on both sides. There were books,

and animal skins. and a bar where

the flow of drinks was endless.
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possible to visit the wreckage of President
Habyarimana’s plane, which was shot down
on April 6, 1994—by the Hutu insurgency, many
believe—sparking those 100 days of carnage.
Henry spoke of that time with a detachment
that belied the fact that it was still part of living
memory. The Rwandan genocide, unlike the
Holocaust, was not carried out by a faceless
state-run apparatus. It is believed that as many
as a million people participated in the slaughter.
As Philip Gourevitch put it in his landmark
book, We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We
Will Be Killed With Our Families, there was hardly
a Rwandan “who was not related (Continued on page 89)



RWANDA

How to Experience Rwanda

What you need to know to put together a trip
thatincludes a stay in the capital, Kigali, as well as
gorilla-tracking in Volcanoes National Park.

Cannect to Kigali
International Airpart
through major hubs
including Brussels
and Doha, Qatar.

U.S. passport holders
can obtain a visa
onarrival at Kigali
International Airport
fora $30 fee

Gorilla permits in
Volecanoes National
Park cost $1,500

per person per day.
Permits can be
bought through

the Rwanda
Development Board
(rwandatourism.com)
or through a

tour aperator.

Micato Safaris
Rwandan expeditions
with this decorated
company—a
nine-time winner in
our World's Best
Awards—range from
gorilla-tracking in
the Virunga volcanoes
to city tours of

Kigali. micato.com;
four-day trips from
$3,950, excluding
gorilla permits.

Dan Achber

An experienced East
Africa guide (and
long-standing T+L
A-List travel advisor),
Achber creates
custom Rwanda
itineraries that
combine urban
exploration

and wilderness
experiences.
416-628-1272;
dan@trufflepig.com.

Bisate Lodge

Less than 10 miles
from Volcanoes
National Park, these
discreet villas on

a lush mauntainside
overlooking Bisoke
volcano make the
perfect launchpad for
a gorilla safari. Each
thatched-roof dome
is modeled after
historic Rwandan
royal-palace
architecture, while
the interiors feature
traditional fabrics and
decorative motifs.
wilderness-safaris
com; doubles from
$1,150.
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played about the base of Bisoke.
Then, as night began its swift
descent overthe land, a scrawl of
lightning ran across the sky.

Bisoke is where Dian Fossey
carried out her groundbreaking work
habituating the great ape. Fossey
lived in Rwanda on and off for 18
years, until her mysterious murder
in 1985, likely at the hands of the
poachers she had spent herlife
protecting the gorillas from. Fossey
is alegend in these parts, but there
are some who now believe her
attitudes were too uncompromising,
and that her reluctance to allow
tourists into the park did the gorillas
more harm than good. “She wanted
them all for herself,” one local said
to me. “They were Dian Fossey’s
gorillas.” Primate numbers have
increased in recent years, as poaching
has declined. There are now plans
afoot to increase the size of the park to
cope with the growing population.

Downstairs in the great hall,
guests were gathering for cocktails.

It was cold and wet, and fires burned
brightly. On the menu there was

kuku paka, a coconut-based chicken
curry, which tasted like a bit of India
smuggled into Africa. There was South
African wine and Rwandan coffee. Tt
was all perfect, but the intimacy of the
lodge—it sleeps only 12—felt at times
alittle stifling. From the communal
dinners to the daily exchange of
photographs and gorilla stories, 1 felt
as if T had gate-crashed a Thanksgiving
dinner, or a family Christmas.

he forest began as soon as my
T tracking party and | passed the

low wall of loose stones that runs
around the perimeter of Volcanoes
National Park, less than an hour’s
drive from the lodge. One minute we
were among mud houses and fields
of pyrethrum, a white flower used to
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make insecticide; the next, we had
entered the sunless enclosure of the
saddle area, the dense forest that
surrounds the upper part of Bisoke.
We were in search of the Pablo group
of gorillas, a family led by two
silverbacks that Dian Fossey herself
habituated. The climb was
precipitous: 2,000 feet in less than an
hour. We had to beat our way through
ferns and nettles. One fellow guest
briefly succumbed to altitude
sickness, then rallied.

The forest grew dark and
entangled; leopard spots of sunlight
flashed overhead. The great
architectural trees of the saddle area
appeared around us: there was
Hagenia, with its flaking cigarette-
paper bark and its fountain-shaped
canopy of ferny leaves; there were
haunting groves of St.-John’s-wort, or
Hypericum, a slim-limbed tree whose
long branches hung with Usnea
lichen, which looks like a kind of
Spanish moss; every now and ther,
we came upon the majestic sight of
Lobelia gibberoa, a giant fern, the
leaves of which the gorillas use to
make their nests.

The trackers, who had gone on
ahead of us with walkie-talkies, soon
sent word that they had located the
Pablo nesting area. It meant the
gorillas were near. We passed an
alcove of Lobelia leaves covered in
fresh gorilla dung. The forest became
so dense, so full of nettles, that even
machetes could scarcely clear a path.
‘We fought our way out into a sloping
meadow, and had barely found our
footing when we almost stepped on
Dushishoze, a magnificent silverback
gorilla. He lay sprawled out in the sun,
grooming a juvenile, while the many
members of his family—I think I
counted 23 in total—lay in a comatose
heap behind him,

Amoment of pure religious
elation came over our group. We fell
to our haunches in exaltation, in
alarm, in awe. The gorillas, though
clearly enjoying a siesta, eyed us with
that mixture of curiosity and
contempt that astrologers, doctors,
and men of God adopt for the pilgrim
hordes who come to see them. Then
they went about their business of
stretching, yawning, shredding
stalks, and removing nits from the

sleek black fur of their brethren. The
longer we stayed, the more active
they grew. They gamboled down the
hillside in clumsy somersaults; they
made little grunts of contentment

to signal their willingness to tolerate
our presence.

We were told not to hold eye
contact, but it was impossible to look
away. Their faces were so old, and so
knowing. Chantal was right: there was
something infinitely human in those
black and amber eyes, a deep atavistic
sense of recognition that was present
even in the face of little Uruyange, who
was scarcely six months old and for
whom there had just been an elaborate
state-sanctioned naming ceremony. At
$1,500 for a one-day permit—the price
recently doubled—the gorillas are
a source of hard cash, and witnessing
them is no doubt out of reach for
the majority of Rwandans. But they are
asymbol of recovery, the keepers
of a lost humanity. It was to them the
country turned after men had done
what no beast was capable of—the
systematic eradication of one group
by another that lends a unique taint
to human history.

wanda is a hard country.
R It forces you to balance many

opposing ideas—hope and
despair, death and rebirth, humanity
and bestiality, exploitation and
opportunity, the grief and the
glory. The temptation is to avert
one’s gaze from what lies helow the
surface: to parachute in and
parachute out. But it is in reckoning
with contradiction that the true
wonder of travel lies.

T had been thinking of Chantal
throughout my time in Rwanda.
Then, on my last evening in Kigali,
an extraordinary coincidence
occurred. I was waiting in line outside
the airport when a car pulled up
next to mine: it was Chantal! T could
hardly believe my eyes; it was as
if T had conjured her up. We both got
out, and marveled at the strange
synchronicity, I asked Chantal if she
was flying out, too; she said no,
she was dropping off'a friend, but
would be leaving in a few days. A
fleeting look of sadness entered her
eyes as she spoke. When I got
home, Chantal’s self-published —
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memoir, The Journey of My Life
from Rwanda, was waiting for me.
“Yet there is hope for Africa,” she
had written, marveling at the way
her homeland turned a moment

of utter ruin into one of regeneration.
It was an alchemy Chantal had
practiced in her own life, working
through pain to a place of strength
and emotional wisdom. It’s said
that the past iis never dead, and in
Rwanda, history casts a longer
shadow than in any other place

T have been to. But what I also saw
was that those who are willing

to confront the past boldly,

as Chantal surely had, can set
themselves free of its bonds. m

Aatish Taseer is a contributing
opinionwriter for the International
New York Timnes. His recent novel,
The Way Things Were, marries a
family’s narrative with the history
of India, where he grew up.
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