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“My wish is that every human being should be treated equally, and as a child of

God, both here and in Rwanda.”

-H. M. Jean-Baptiste Kigeli V Ndahindurwa,

King of Rwanda

(r. 1959- 2016)
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29 June, 2017

     It was indeed difficult to compose the words printed above, for in my heart I 

imagined that King Kigeli would always be with us, that He would one day return 

to the throne of His Kingdom, and that a painful and persistently suppurating 

wound of modern Rwandan history would somehow be healed thereby. On 17 

October, 2016, however, I learned of the folly of my imaginings, for on that 

morning I was informed by email that His Majesty had suddenly passed away, the

victim of long-hidden heart disease, and of related complications from the 

additional ills of hypertension and diabetes.  As one often vividly remembers 

moments of great joy, so, too, does one recall moments of deepest sadness and 

personal loss, and in this case, the irretrievable loss of a great living link with 

Rwanda's millennial royal heritage. More than anything, however, I will always 

remember the pall that descended upon all those of us who had admired and 

served His Majesty at the end of His life, for both His personal presence and His 

humble struggle to heal the wounds of colonization and genocide in His 

homeland had touched all of us very deeply, and had inspired us most 

profoundly.  

     My association with the late King Kigeli V came about in a most modern 

fashion, for I was initially contacted by His Chancellor, Boniface Benzinge, via the

good offices of the owners and operators of an internet armorial register. As I was

due to make an unrelated business trip to the Washington, DC, area a few months

later, I happily agreed to a meeting with representatives of the Tutsi monarch at 

His favorite local hotel, the Marriott Fair Oaks in Fairfax, Virginia. Once my 

professional obligations on the East Coast of the US had been fulfilled, I was met 
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by Chancellor Benzinge himself, and we then embarked on what I must admit 

seemed very much to my mind like an ever-so-gentle game of “cat and mouse.” 

     Ever circumspect about the safety, comfort, and reputation of the King, 

Chancellor Benzinge, frequently in the company of Rwandan historian Israel 

Ntaganzwa, set about vetting and testing me for roughly one week. We would 

meet daily, and he would on each occasion try to determine whether or not I 

could be considered a “friendly party” or not. The Rwandan Royal Court in its 

heyday was constantly awash in scandal, intrigue, and assassination plots, and a 

difficult life in exile had not served to at all dissuade the Chancellor and his kingly

charge from the famous contention that “uneasy lies the head that wears a 

Crown.” As I was to learn later on, the ultimate aim of this somewhat round-

about exercise was to discover if I might be a suitable person to write a history of 

the last one-hundred fifty years of the King's dynasty, and if so, whether I was 

truly up to such a daunting task. Every day, therefore, I would inquire as to 

whether or not I would be allowed to meet the King at some point soon, and on 

each occasion, I was warmly assured by Messrs. Benzinge and Ntaganzwa that an 

audience with His Majesty was to be arranged for me in due course. 

     Following about a week's worth of patient waiting on my part, and on the heels

of rather intense research on Rwandan royal history in the company of Councilor 

Ntaganzwa and the Chancellor, the great day arrived. I was on pins and needles 

in the lobby of the Fairfax Marriott as I stood ready to meet His Majesty, 

Umwami Jean-Baptiste Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, last reigning King of Rwanda, 

and I was to be in no way disappointed by our encounter. After a final, anxious, 

unforeseen delay, and with no fanfare whatsoever, I suddenly saw striding 

purposefully toward me from the hotel's main door an elderly, distinguished, and 

striking African gentleman, who stood, as had all of His regal forebears, more 

than seven feet tall, and who very kindly put forward His hand for a shake. I 

grasped His Majesty's hand with great excitement and gratitude, for I suddenly 

sensed that I had, in fact, been judged worthy of undertaking the task that 

Chancellor Benzinge had for the better part of a week been suggesting might be 
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entrusted to me, i.e., the creation of the present book. 

    What followed my initial meeting with the King was a series of conversations, 

meals, and travels together that took place over the better part of two years, and 

which culminated in His Majesty's Eightieth Royal Birthday Jubilee Dinner, 

which was held in London on 29 June, 2016. That event also marks the very last 

time that I ever had the honor of spending time with King Kigeli, and it is quite 

touching to recall that our final interaction took place at the high point of the 

great soirée at the Cavalry and Guards Club in Whitehall, and in a suitably august

and notable international company, all arrayed in formal evening dress, with 

orders and decorations a-glitter and a-shimmer throughout the distinguished 

rooms in which it was held. 

     During that unique celebration of His life and reign, and at the height of the 

ceremonial component of the evening, I had the distinct pleasure of assisting the 

King as He donned the Grand Collar of the Order of Merit of the Royal House of 

Portugal, a marvelous birthday tribute from His good friend, H.R.H. Dom Duarte 

Pio, Prince Royal of Portugal and Duke of Braganza. This presentation marked 

the pinnacle of a joyful evening for all of us, and was especially appreciated by 

His Majesty, who remarked on the generosity of Dom Duarte's gift, as well as on 

the great beauty of the Order's insignia. A few short hours later,  however, I was 

on my way back to Beijing, and His Majesty continued what would turn out to be 

His last tour of the United Kingdom.  

     Now, one year on, King Kigeli has passed away, the world has paid its respects,

and He has finally been laid to rest on Mwima Hill, in the former royal capital of 

Nyanza, Rwanda, at the side of His late brother and royal predecessor, King 

Mutara III Rudahigwa (r. 1931-1959). As we all now look back on His life and 

legacy, it is my earnest hope that His unstinting and quietly heroic efforts on 

behalf of His former kingdom might be fully recognized, understood, and 

genuinely appreciated by thoughtful people everywhere.

SAS-D
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Anren Ancient Town

Dayi, Sichuan

PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

10 May, 2016

On 21 September, 2014, I boarded a flight from Beijing to Washington,

DC, in order to meet and to interview the present Mwami (King) of Rwanda,

Jean-Baptiste Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, at His Majesty’s invitation. Although I have

been interested in Rwanda’s monarchy since childhood, at the time of my journey

to the US, I truly had no idea of what to expect, nor indeed, even how to react to

this first meeting with a man who is the latest in an extensive, distinguished, and

hallowed  line  of  warriors  and  kings  that  dates  back  to  the  age  of  the  first

Rwandan king, (Kinyarwanda: mwami; plural: bami), Gihanga, who unified the

“Land of a Thousand Hills” in 1081 CE.

What I was soon to learn, however, was that the present King is a man of

immense  warmth  and  personal  charisma,  and  that  He  is  both  eminently

approachable,  and  yet  supremely  regal  in  His  manners  and  conduct.  Deeply

religious, widely respected, and faithfully revered by countless Rwandans today,

King Kigeli is in every sense a genuinely noble and heroic figure of the modern

age. Nevertheless, when He personally asked me to undertake the creation of an

English-language  survey  of  the  recent  history  of  Rwanda’s  monarchy,  I  must

admit to having had a certain initial measure of trepidation. My hesitation was, in

fact,  quite  well-justified,  as  the  task  has  turned  out  to  have  been  a  deeply

challenging,  albeit  supremely  fascinating one,  and although it  is  a  fairly  brief

volume, due to other commitments, both personal and professional, it has taken

quite some time to complete.
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Since our initial meeting, however, I have had the immense honor and

distinct pleasure of interviewing His Majesty on a number of occasions, and in

each instance I have been struck by His humility, His candor, and by His abiding

commitment to the peace, happiness, and stability of His former kingdom, now

the Republic of Rwanda.  His concern for the welfare and safety of Rwandans

living abroad was equally evident, for the King typically receives between forty

and fifty phone calls daily, mostly from Rwandans who are part of the post-1994

Genocide Diaspora,  but  also increasingly  frequently  from some actually  living

within the confines of the country today.

Therefore, as I now come to the end of this truly compelling personal and

professional  journey, I  am delighted to be able to put forward this volume as

testimony of my deep admiration and affection for a man who has continued to

be,  since  having  first  assumed  the  throne  in  1959,  a  thoroughly  splendid

contemporary representative of a renowned ancestral line of African kings, one

that stretches back almost one thousand years, and which boasts  some of the

most important names in the history of the Great Lakes region. 

I would like to thank King Kigeli most warmly and emphatically for the

immense and truly invaluable help and guidance that He has given me over the

course of the past two years. In this connection, I would also like to extend my

heartfelt  thanks  to  Chancellor  Boniface  Benzinge,  and  to  Councilor  Israel

Ntaganzwa, both of whom have provided vital and truly essential documentation

and assistance throughout the composition of this book. 

Although His Majesty is now somewhat advanced in age, I firmly believe

that His story is far  from over,  and I hope and pray that He will  continue to

confidently write further chapters of it for many more years to come. Thus it is

that,  in  bringing  my  truly  engaging  labors  to  a  close,  I  can  proclaim  most

fervently and sincerely, “God Save the King!”

- Stewart Addington Saint-David, GCDR, SMA

Viscount Saint-David of Grandpré

Knight of the National Order of Merit of France

Associate Member of the Royal Council of Rwanda
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A NATION’S FATHER,

A PEOPLE’S FUTURE:

KING KIGELI V NAHINDURWA AND RWANDA’S MONARCHY

Members of the Royal Council of Rwanda

     This work, the first one of its kind in the history of Rwanda, was designed to

fill a gap. For the past five decades, tragic developments in Rwanda, especially

the crucial events of 1959, have featured on newspaper front pages and on the

nightly news, especially since the early 1960s. However, if the worldwide general

public wanted a better understanding of the historical and cultural backgrounds

of the major crises in this “land of one thousand hills” during that period, it had

only  specialized monographs or  very  superficial  narratives  upon which to  fall

back. 

     It is with the above-mentioned lacuna in mind that the following book has

been written, for it has among its primary objectives the provision of a first-hand

narrative  from  King  Kigeli  V,  the  man  who  himself  participated  in  so  many

different  instances  in  the  drama  that  unfolded  during  the  final  days  of  the

monarchy in Rwanda, and who played a central role in those historical events.

This brave man, as the nation’s head of state, faced an unprecedented struggle

that pitted the will of the Belgian colonial powers against the very institution of

the monarchy itself, an institution that they were bent on destroying, in order

that they might to continue to dominate and plunder the small country,  even

after it had achieved its independence from colonialist rule. The King, instead of

giving up on his people, chose to work tirelessly and devotedly, and attempted to

bring  his  country  into  the  comity  of  nations  by  helping  to  secure  its

independence,  regardless  of  the  personal  cost  to  himself  and  to  his  family.

Tragically,  however,  the  colonialists  used  seemingly  endless  intrigues  and

political manipulations, and eventually succeeded in expelling the King from his

country, obliging him to live in exile until the present day.  

     This book is not an essay in political science, but rather the fruit of its author’s
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extensive research throughout the libraries and archives of the world, as well as

of his exposure to private records of the King’s work of the last fifty years on

behalf of his country. In a fundamentally panoptic fashion, the author has tried to

address the most salient of the historical issues by digging deeply into academic

writings  in  various  languages  (English,  French,  Italian,  and  Spanish),  by

mobilizing  old  and  new  works  scattered  around  the  globe  in  numerous

periodicals and in various news archives, and by drawing on all of these in an

attempt to fully understand key Rwandan social and historical dynamics during

the tumultuous period of the King’s reign (1959-1961), as well as their traditional

roots, and their subsequent development during recent decades. 

     In  reality,  since  the  thirteenth  century,  Rwanda has  constituted  a  triple

exception in  Africa,  for it  was  indeed a  true nation-state.  Comprised of  three

different  and  yet  interrelated  socio-economic  groups-  Abatwa,  Abahutu,  and

Abatutsi-  the Kingdom of Rwanda was not the random patchwork creation of

some European colonial power which had simply imposed its will on a collection

of tribes and/or regions,  but rather a true nation in every sense of the word.

Nonetheless,  upon  facing  contact  with  European  colonialists  in  the  late

nineteenth century, the country became a source of debates on African political

and social systems, with all of the related foreign misconceptions about tradition

and  modernity  that  inevitably  accompanied  these  debates.  These  ideological

battles  often  blocked  out  the  country’s  concrete  history,  which  provided  yet

further  pretext  for  the  ongoing  debate,  and  its  concomitant,  specious,  and

politically-motivated colonialist “reinterpretation” of Rwandan history. 

     The foregoing circumstances notwithstanding, the country has received a lot of

scholarly attention over the course of the past one-hundred fifty years, and each

period  in  this  long  journey  has  depended  on  a  specific  level  of  knowledge,

enriched over the intervening years with linguistic data, archeological evidence,

records  of  oral  tradition,  and  international  and  domestic  archival  testimony.

Surprisingly, all  researchers and historians have agreed on one point over the

past  century-and-a-half,  namely  that  under  the  strong  central  rule  of  Abami

(plural of [u]mwami, or [the] king), the three different groups of the population

lived side-by-side. and gradually melded into one, the nation of Abanyarwanda.
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The people of  the nation-state  eventually  came to speak a  common language,

Kinyarwanda, to share a common native animistic religion, and to partake in the

same social and cultural rituals and activities. In addition, as intermarriage and

social interaction between the groups became increasingly common at this time,

there  were  born  both  the  modern  kingdom  of  Rwanda  and  the  ethnic  entity

known as Abanyarwanda. 

     According to the French author and diplomat, Paul Del Perugia, writing largely

about the pre-colonial period, the main development of that era in Rwanda was

the country’s territorial expansion, which is commonly known as the expansionist

period of Rwanda, from East to West, and from North to South. This was, in

every  respect,  a  well-organized and truly  balanced  society,  one that  was  both

fundamentally  harmonious  and  eminently  well-conceived.  Rwanda’s  last

expansion of the eighteenth century eventually reached the shores of Lake Kivu,

and  had  as  its  primary  goal  not  military  conquest,  but  the  migration  of  the

Rwandan population into other fertile areas, thereby spreading its agricultural

techniques, as well as its social and political structures, and effectively extending

the  power  base  of  its  kings.  Outposts  of  warriors  were  established  along  the

borders of the kingdom, with the aim of protecting vulnerable frontier areas from

unwanted  incursions.  Sadly,  however,  the  carefully  balanced  and  organically

conceived society that flourished under the rule of the bami, the sacred Kings of

Rwanda, was to be forever altered by the arrival of visitors, and eventually of

interlopers, from the far-off shores of northern Europe.

      In the epistemology of change that all historiography represents, the arrival of

the English explorer Speke, who was among the first Europeans to actually set

eyes  on  the  country,  bears  powerful  witness  to  the  thoughtful  and  organic

wholeness of Rwandan society. Both Speke and Von Götzen (who was the first

German military official in the country), had the same point of view about the

country, i.e., that is was an organized nation under the unifying figure of its King,

a figure who managed to tie together all of the component population groups and

areas of Rwanda beneath his strong, centralized rule.

     The sudden death of the great King Kigeli IV Rwabugili in 1895 occurred just a

year  after  the  arrival  of  the  German  explorers  at  Kageyo,  and  just  after  the
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appointment of one of his sons, Rutalindwa, who had been chosen as a co-king by

Kigeli IV Rwabugili himself during his own lifetime, and who reigned briefly after

his father’s death under the throne name of Mibambwe IV. This new king was an

irregular choice, according to the traditional way of kingly succession, and the

irregularities  associated  with  his  appointment  engendered  a  high  degree  of

dissatisfaction and disagreement within the court, and provoked what was later

to be called the Coup d'État of Rucunshu, a political move which took the life of

Mibambwe IV, and ushered into power a new king, Yuhi V Musinga.

     At this critical time in the history of the nation, the new king and his team

moved quickly to strengthen the structures of the state and to stop the increasing

incursions of foreigners, as well as to try to forestall the various demands of the

incoming German colonial powers. The new King managed to reign wisely over

his kingdom by quickly consolidating his power base, and by looking to older and

more experienced members of  his  court to  guide him during this  pivotal  and

unprecedented chapter in the small nation’s history.

     King Yuhi V Musinga came to the throne at the time that the first Catholic

missionaries were also entering the country, with the aim of establishing a variety

of evangelistic initiatives in Rwanda. During this time, a certain Monsignor Hirth

paid a visit to the court of King Yuhi V Musinga, accompanied by some of his

German compatriots. After the visit, one of the members of the delegation, Father

Brard, recorded his impressions of the time they had spent in the heart of the

Rwandan Royal Court. They passed two days with the King, and returned to their

religious duties imbued with a sense of having beheld a truly extraordinary king.

The positive impression left on Father Brard by the sovereign extended also to his

subjects,  for  their  manners  and  bearing  were  considered  exemplary  by  these

Europeans.  Over the course of the years, the King reigned quite successfully over

his  kingdom,  and  largely  collaborated  well  with  the  German  colonizers  and

missionaries. By 1916, however, Belgian troops in this relatively minor theater of

action of World War I had emerged victorious over the German colonial forces,

and Rwanda was effectively at the mercy of yet another European power. The

simmering rivalries and bitter combats that had been fueled by war between the

European  colonial  powers  were  also  a  facet  of  the  war  waged  in  the  African
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theater, a war which was to represent a signal bifurcation between the old days of

Rwanda's  reluctant  alliance  with  imperial  Germany,  and  the  new  political

realities of the post-war period, during which time the Kingdom of Belgium came

to exercise a  mandate over both Rwanda and Burundi.  King Yuhi V Musinga

retained his throne, however, as the Belgian authorities recognized that it was far

more  prudent  to  try  to  control  the  country  through him,  than  to  attempt  to

impose  a  régime  of  direct  foreign  rule.  For  his  part,  this  mwami,  effectively

powerless to resist the will of the increasingly demanding Europeans, endeavored

to retain as much of his royal prestige and authority as possible, and to somehow

shield his people from the harsh realities of foreign control.  

     The growing tensions between the King and the colonial authorities, which

grew and multiplied over the course of the following fifteen years, had become

insurmountable by 1931, at which point King Yuhi was suddenly and summarily

deposed by the Belgian powers, supposedly because of his inability to cooperate

with his subordinate chiefs, but also as a direct result of his staunch refusal to

adopt the Roman Catholic faith. He was immediately replaced by his son, who

was to reign under the name of Mutara III Rudahigwa until his death in 1959.

Sadly,  although  he  was  possessed  of  many  good  personal  qualities,  and  had

capably governed his troubled kingdom for several decades, what mattered most

in the end,  to the Belgian occupiers,  at least,  was Yuhi’s intransigence on the

question of religion. It was with this foremost in mind that the Belgian authorities

undertook the elevation to the kingship of his young son, Charles-Léon-Pierre,

whose  Rwandan  personal  name  was  Rudahigwa,  and  who  had  been  deeply

schooled in the Catholic faith by a number of Belgian prelates resident in the

country. What they would ultimately learn, however, was that the heart of a king

will always belong to his people, and not to those foreign interlopers who seek

merely to use him for their own questionable ends.

      Mutara III Rudahigwa was a man of an entirely different stripe from his

sometimes austere and decidedly more traditionalist father. Also possessed of a

regal and commanding presence, he was a Roman Catholic catechumen, and had

been thoroughly educated in mission schools. He was crowned King of Rwanda

on 16 November 1931, and was soon to win genuine respect and admiration, both
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from his own people, and from the foreign authorities.

     Since the beginning of his time on the throne, Mutara had dedicated himself

assiduously  to  eliminating  all  the  taxes,  exactions,  and duties  that  his  people

found  most  onerous  and  prejudicial  to  their  survival  and  happiness.  He

consecrated Rwanda to Christ the King, ended feudalism, corporal punishment,

and forced  labor  within  the  country,  and was  widely popular  and universally

revered by his people. The pre-eminence of the King, however, did not fit well

with  the  Belgians’  hidden  political  agenda  in  Rwanda,  and  Rudahigwa  was

allegedly  later  assassinated.  This  effectively  severed  the  formerly  tenable

relationship that  had existed between Kigeli  V (the Rwandan prince  who was

Mutara’s successor) and the Belgian authorities. The mysterious death of Mutara

raised yet again the specter of colonialist  malfeasance, for Rwandans knew in

their hearts that the Belgians were responsible for his death, but given the socio-

political situation at the time, they could not speak of this fact openly.

     Though the assassination was disguised as a clinical accident by his doctor,

Julien Vinck, the reality is that the King was eliminated under orders from the

Belgians.  While  in  Bujumbura,  the  Belgian  governor  of  Burundi,  Jean  Paul

Harroy, and his deputy, Tordeyl, duly avoided meeting the King, under the flimsy

pretext that they were busy in the interior of the country. This set the stage for

the  cynical  liquidation of  the  Rwandan monarch  under  the  guise  of  “medical

treatment,” and created a short-term power struggle that was to only escalate

with the enthronement of the late King’s brother, Jean-Baptiste Ndahindurwa, as

King Kigeli V. 

The  stunning  loss  of  their  beloved  mwami  left  the  people  of  Rwanda

shocked and grief-stricken. Even as the nation mourned however, the  biru, the

traditional councilors, ritualists and seers of the Rwandan Court (who had not

been called upon to order the royal succession since the days of Yuhi V Musinga)

made hasty preparations to proclaim the accession to the throne of a new mwami.

     Sensing that the Belgian colonial authorities would seek to take advantage of

this period of instability to forcibly create a regency under their complete and

direct control, thereby effectively crushing the hopes of the nation for autonomy,

the  aged  councilors  of  the  kingdom  gathered  in  conclave  to  settle  upon  a
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successor.  Thus it was that King Kigeli V ascended to the throne on 28 July,

1959,  very  much  against  the  will  of  the  Belgians.  The  moves  that  brought

Ndahindurwa to the throne were both quick and calculated ones, because under

the laws and customs of traditional Rwanda, a king cannot be buried before the

name of a new mwami has been announced.

     The new king's reign began in an atmosphere of extreme tension and growing

unrest among certain elements of the people. With the population secretly stirred

to  dissent  by  the  Belgian  authorities,  who  sought  to  undo  the  positive

accomplishments of the late Mwami Rudahigwa, and to hobble the chances of the

new king, incidents of political violence and other types of crime grew throughout

the nation. It seems clear in retrospect that the Belgian government had decide to

divide the people of Rwanda, in order to weaken the government, and therefore it

is not surprising that some extremist Bahutu, supported by the Belgians, began

harassing  the  peoples  of  Rwanda  later  that  year.   As  a  result,  King  Kigeli  V

decided to pursue the idea initially put forward by his brother, and thus started

his political struggle for the full independence of his country. He traveled to New

York, where he briefed the General Assembly of United Nations on the dangerous

situation that was developing in Rwanda, and  asked this body to push for the

immediate independence of the country. Despite the ploys of the Belgians and

their coterie in the UN, King Kigeli V was entirely successful in his attempts, and

his  call  for  Rwandan independence  was  endorsed by  a  strong majority  of  its

member states.

      During this absence, at which time the King was trying to unify the Rwandan

people,  and to claim the independence of the nation,  the Belgian government

seized the chance to bar him from returning to his country, using Belgian troops,

who refused to allow the King back into Rwanda upon his return from the US.

Since that time, he has never been able to even visit Rwanda, but has continued

to  stay  in  touch with  his  people,  even when the  leaders  in  power  there  have

ignored him and his ideas. Our King has always maintained the royal duty of

remembering  and  aiding  all  of  his  people,  because  he  understands  that  the

problems his cherished country has experienced were primarily caused by the

Belgian  interlopers.  His  name,  Ndahindurwa,  means  “unconquered,”  or
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“undefeated,” and thus he maintains the same steady and all-encompassing love

and care  for  his  people,  and has tried to  make everyone understand that  the

divisions  inside  Rwanda  were  caused  by  outsiders.  One  day,  he  hopes,  the

Rwandan people will be again one nation, free from discrimination and injustice,

and united under their beloved monarch, the true Father of the Nation.

- The Royal Council of Rwanda
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CHAPTER I

Out of the Shadows:

Pre-Colonial Rwanda

(ca. 1200-1850 AD)

     In an era of ten-second sound bites and mass media, it is rather difficult to

imagine  a  society  founded  on  the  notion  of  the  political,  administrative  and

religious centrality of a hereditary monarch. The various modern institutions of

the  Western  world,  largely  the  inheritance  of  the  Enlightenment,  have  fixed

firmly in the public mind a model of democratic government that has been cut to

fit a wide range of national situations, often with very mixed results. Informed

democracy, while certainly a major step forward in man's uneven and shambling

progress toward self-realization, has not been the universal panacea promised by

so many of the hopeful and far-thinking political philosophers of the 18th and

19th  centuries.  Many  are  the  failed  experiments  in  democratic  government,

frequently imposed or inspired by foreign powers, that have littered the African

continent in particular since the middle decades of the 20th century.

     Long before the notion of popular democracy ever appeared on the shores of

Africa, however, there existed the small kingdom of Rwanda, originally confined

to the open savanna between Lake Victoria and Lake Kivu, and whose modern

roots  as  a  sovereign  and  independent  nation  date  back  to  the  13th  century.

Rwanda constituted a triple exception in Africa, for it was a true nation-state.

Comprised  of  three  different  and  yet  interrelated  socio-economic  groups-

Abatwa, Abahutu and Abatutsi-  the Kingdom of  Rwanda was not the random

patchwork creation of some European colonial power which had simply imposed

its will on a collection of tribes and/or regions, but rather a true nation-state in

every sense of the word. In addition, and despite the artificial distinctions later

introduced by colonial imperialists determined to divide and conquer her, the

three groups that comprised her population together constituted one unique and

identical ethnicity, that of Abanyarwanda, or "people of Rwanda." 

     The first signs of a human presence in the area now known as Rwanda date
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from about 1000 BC, and archaeologists have discovered there the remains of a

civilization that had mastered both the production of iron and of pottery. The

area was originally populated by Pygmy tribes, ancestors of the Batwa, and it was

early in the first millennium AD that the pastoralist Batutsi (originally from the

areas north of Rwanda) and the agriculturalist Bahutu (originally from the areas

south of Rwanda) initially migrated to this beautiful and fertile land of rolling

hills, open plains, and large, crystalline lakes.   

     The eminent Rwandan cleric, historian and statesman, Alexis Kagame, writes

powerfully  of  the  role  of  the  early  kinglets  of  what  is  today  Rwanda.  “The

patriarchal chief… was [U]mwami = [the] king; he reigned over a people with

whom he had blood ties. He represented the lineage that, from father to son, had

governed  the  group  and,  by  succession,  attached  itself  in  this  quality  to  the

founding ancestor. The indigenous king was “patriarch” of his Family. He was

also the ultimate owner of the lands that had come down to his group, which is to

say all domains, both the deforested tracts, as well as the forested reserves.” In

this  fashion,  therefore,  the national  Mwami was universally  recognized as the

paramount feudal lord of the lands, lakes, and forests of Rwanda.

     While few hard facts are available about the many individuals who reigned

over the people of Rwanda as kings during the ages that preceded the arrival of

European  explorers  in  the  mid-19th  century,  a  considerable  amount  of

information has been preserved about the role of the mwami in Rwandan society.

Thanks to the collection of  rituals and protocols known as the Gakondo, first

passed on by means of oral tradition, and later committed to writing after the

coming of the Europeans, it is possible to acquire a strong appreciation of the

nature and primacy of  the king in the Rwandan state,  and to gain important

insights into the absolutely pivotal role occupied by the monarch in the life of the

nation and of the people.

     One  of  the  most  central  figures  in  both  Rwandan  history,  and  in  the

subsequent  perpetuation  of  that  history,  was  the  first  of  its  kings,  Gihanga.

According  to  the  foundation story  recounted  by  French author  and diplomat,

Paul Del Perugia,

   … [T]he founding king, Gihanga, came from Heaven, quite a long time ago,
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accompanied by Thunder, like the gods of Sumer, of Mesopotamia, or of Crete.

With him, he brought Fire, Cattle, living seeds of edible plants, and the plan for

huts. A sacred fire constituted a memorial to that of Gihanga, [and] thus shone

perpetually, day and night, at Court.

     Del Perugia notes further that, according to early Rwandan history, it was

“King Gihanga [who] instituted the Drum, a visible sign, an emblem-palladium of

the unifying monarchy. The monumental dynastic Drums," he continues, 

     would definitively... superimpose themselves over [the former small drums of

the  Bantu  kings],  allowing  these  to  subsist  in  the  courts  of  the  smaller

principalities, but entirely stripped of their political prestige. By their majesty,

the tall Drums that were so prestigious in Africa would become the source of

national authority.

     This national authority would, however, come to be fully embodied in, and

focused  on  the  person  of  the  king,  the  paramount  ruler  of  all  Rwanda.  That

Gihanga was, in fact, the first historically-recorded mwami of Rwanda has been

established fairly solidly by modern scholarship, and the far-reaching nature of

the  changes  of  focus,  and  of  symbols,  that  he  wrought  were  themselves  to

engender tremendous shifts within the fabric of Rwandan social and political life.

“These changes of emblem,” writes Del Perugia,

     [b]rought in their wake immense political consequences. In their component

materials  of  wood,  of  skin,  and  of  air,  they  were  the  incarnation  of  the

monarchy itself, and enjoyed the right to the same species of honors as were

rendered to the King in person. In this fashion, they are somewhat analogous to

our current [national] flags. If they play a role in the history of the country, one

must remember that their symbolism, magnified and ennobled, lies in part in

the ancient ceremonial of the [Bantu] Kings of the Small Drum.

     Furthermore, avers Del Perugia, the new monarchs “affirmed only that their

Drums had been granted to them by the Founding Monarch, Gihanga, and that

they arrived on the Earth at the same time as the Cow, the Seeds, and the Fire: an

emblem  could  not  possibly  have  more  illustrious  respondents,  nor  a  more

constraining origin.”

     Finally, claims the French author-diplomat, “Little by little, 
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[t]he  pastoral  Drums emerged victorious  over  the rustic  Small  Drums,

which were thus rendered devoid of any illustrious aspect. The Great Reigning

Drum, named Kalinga- the most illustrious of all- was enthroned in a palace,

protected  day  and  night  by  a  special  guard,  and  surrounded  by  infinite

veneration. 

     Like many other African sovereigns of the period, the mwami of Rwanda was

the undisputed master of the entirety of his kingdom, and his word was quite

literally  law.  His  decisions,  although  often  taken  in  consultation  with  his

counselors, or biru, were not subject to popular appeal,  and failure to comply

with his will was punishable in the most rigorous way possible. The scholar Donat

Murego of the University of Louvain, who has devoted much of his work to the

study of the idea of "sacred royalty" in pre-colonial Africa, states unequivocally

that with the conquest of the Bahutu and Batwa chiefs by the Batutsi kings in the

13th century, "Batutsi power was established, [and] the Bahutu and their former

chiefs had been defeated and reduced to servitude.”

After  having sought to take in hand every decision,  and to control  the

entirety  of  the  administration,  the  Batutsi  monarch  finished  by  placing  his

supreme authority beyond question. It is he who distributes the privileges; he is

judged  by  no  one,  controlled  by  no  one.  No  independent  or  autonomous

structure, having its own powers, exists within his sphere, and therefore cannot

limit him. From the king flows all power, all authority, and all decisions.

     According to scholar Paul Del Perugia, however, this state of affairs was not to

prevail  unchanged  over  the  course  of  the  succeeding  centuries.  “In  reality,  a

power which deploys its authority over so many centuries cannot show itself to be

‘absolutist,’ or even absolute.”

     In order to subsist over such a long term, across so many generations, it

necessarily nourished the liberties which balance its principle. If one wishes to

discover them, it suffices only to go beyond the appearances with which are

charged the words, ‘absolutism,’ ‘feudalism,’ and ‘barbarism.’

     Neither was the life of the mwami one of undiluted comfort and boundless

pleasures, for his real work as cornerstone of the nation frequently demanded

great  sacrifices  of  the  man  solely  responsible  for  the  continued  welfare  and
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happiness  of  his  people.  "Father  of  the  people,"  writes  modern  Rwandan

historian Benjamin Sehene, "the mwami played the role of savior of the nation,

particularly in times of crisis: wars, political rivalries or internal conflicts. It was

frequently that he sacrificed himself by going to the forefront of danger; during

battles,  for  example,  but  also  by  committing  suicide  or  by  letting  himself  be

'assassinated' and replaced by another if the biru, ritualists of the Court, decided

that this was necessary for the safety of the kingdom." Thus the position of the

mwami was one that often placed great demands on its titularies,  despite the

myriad and far-ranging powers associated with the exercise of this sacred office. 

     Over the course of the centuries, and under the strong central rule of the bami,

the  three  different  groups  of  the  population  lived  side-by-side  and  gradually

melded into one, the nation of the Banyarwanda. The people of the nation-state

eventually came to speak a common language, Kinyarwanda, to share a common

native  animistic  religion  (centered  around  the  Creator-God,  Imana),  and  to

partake  in  the  same social  and  cultural  rituals  and  activities.  In  addition,  as

intermarriage  and  social  interaction  between  the  groups  became  increasingly

common at this time, thus were born both the modern kingdom of Rwanda and

the nation of the Banyarwanda. 

According to Del Perugia, 

The [Rwandan] Kings still maintain[ed] their patriarchal taste for travel,

for stunning sojourns at the heart of the yearling flocks. Despite the healthiness

of  the  air,  the  pastures  nourished  not  a  single  horse,  and  as  there  was  no

question of mounting the cattle, their journeys took place on foot, framed by a

solid contingent of porters of whom the teams worked in relays while crossing

the  horizons  echoing  to  the  sound  of  the  lowing  of  cattle.  Preceded  by  the

dynastic Drums, flanked by the Pygmy guard, and by flutists, they drew in their

wake a colorful  court,  filled out by villagers who spilled over the hills  while

clapping their hands. The royal palanquins, resembling portable huts of fine

leather, advanced on the backs of men, much like the movement of arks on the

grassy  sea.  Most  often  the  cortege,  both  subject  to  protocol  and  eminently

practical, took up the paths traced on the steppes by the local cattle…

However, despite the rather peripatetic nature of their reigns, the Rwandan

22



kings maintained a fully-functioning and relatively compact court, composed of

their immediate family, their ministers, and the various government departments

and individuals of a sort typically associated with the business of the state in any

well-organized  modern  nation.  Del  Perugia  writes  thus  of  this  nomadic  and

hierarchical assemblage:

          This repose at the heart of nature was accompanied by patriarchal rites

for, even on journeys of [several] stages, one remained in a Court regulated by

etiquette. Thanks to this mobility, the kings stayed in contact with grass and

with labor better than at the heart of a capital. While on endless pilgrimage

across  the  luminous  hills,  their  pastoral  instinct  nourished  their  sense  of

government, of which farming and cattle-raising formed the two breasts of the

kingdom. Their  reign seemed to be  a  permanent  inspection.  The  soul  of  the

hamlets was their councilor. 

     Nevertheless, and although most of those concerned must have enjoyed a

measure of stability during longer encampments, at the very moment that it was

deemed necessary by the royal ministers or soothsayers to abruptly change the

location of the royal caravanserai, such could be done rapidly, straightforwardly,

and in full accordance with established protocols for such operations.

     As the centuries passed, and particularly with the coming of the German

colonialists at the end of the 19th century, the monarchy came more and more to

consider the area around Nyanza as the heartland of its power, and as the seat of

its grand ceremonials. However, during the centuries before the coming of the

Europeans, mobile “cities” were erected hither and yon throughout the kingdom,

depending on the exigencies of  the moment,  as  well  as  on the counsel  of  the

elders and oracles of the royal court.

     Del Perugia, writing of the high days of the pre-European Rwandan monarchy,

claims that     

although  constructed  of  hard  materials,  the  “city”  presented  an  air  of

improvisation  that  was  positively  resplendent  with  life.  Its  atmosphere

rendered it similar to (albeit in a distinctly peaceful way) the Mongol camps of

which medieval Europe dreamed with terror. Neither the lashing of the walls,

nor the thatched roofs, nor the woven enclosures, nor the palisades gave any
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bourgeois impression of the permanent. A summary general plan, the lightness

of  the  materials,  the  rapidity  of  the  construction,  conferred  on  this

improvisation of straw lean-tos and huts the aspect of the huge encampments

raised  by  nomadic  peoples  in  the  steppes.  One  sign  from  the  heavens,  and

everything became deserted once again. 

     According  to  the  French  scholar  and  long-time  Rwanda  resident,  this

“wandering court” had aspects of both the permanent, and of the transitory. 

     Placed directly on the grass, the city was composed of a juxtaposition of

“palaces,” which is to say, of vast huts more or less decorated, separated by an

interlacing of covered alleys, of breezeways, and of tortuous paths, leading out

of this agglomeration. Throughout this labyrinth sweated an alert population of

stylized servants, of parasites, of courtiers, of priests, and of diverse officers.

The dominant color, brown-red, was due to the materials: laterite mud, straw,

wood. 

     The above facts having been noted, the start of every reign was accompanied

by the choice and establishment of a royal residence, but one that could never be

that of the new king's royal predecessor.

     On the advice of wizards and of diviners, the Princes designated, at the time

of their ascent to the throne, a place of residence that was never that of their

father… The site depended upon the taste of the King, or of a wizard who, upon

seeing  a  danger  forming,  indicated a  more  favorable  “city.”  As  soon  as  the

oracle  was verified,  the porters wrapped the royal  furniture up in nets;  the

grand personages, the officers, and the bureaucrats collected their own limited

possessions. In a few days, the Court transported itself, without any other form

of process, to one of the one-hundred thirteen other capitals. 

     The proclamation of an official  residence notwithstanding,  the fashion of

governing  of  the  Rwandan  monarchs  dictated  a  largely  peripatetic,  hands-on

approach to the oversight of their kingdom. Nevertheless, the aesthetics of the

royal  shelter  varied  little  between  the  official  establishment,  and  that  which

constituted the King's dwelling “on the road,” so to speak. Del Perugia writes that

“[t]he royal Residence was distinguished by its proportions, and by its interior

arrangement,"
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the ground covered by fiber rugs, enclosures of delicately woven screens,

some decorations of pearls or cowries, leather work with handsome geometric

designs and, above all, an infinity of pots, of jars, and of amphorae. Rwandan

art  excluded  the  depiction  of  the  human  face,  whether  in  drawings,  or  in

sculpture, which imposed on the decoration a geometric allure that was both

austere and sometimes esoteric.

    Not only was this palatial hut the center of the royal government on progress,

but  it  was  also  a  gathering  place  for  the  great  and  good  of  the  nation,  who

mingled with younger and humbler types in what must have been an interesting

amalgam of camp jamboree and worldly soiree.

     In  this  dwelling  were  held,  in  the  evenings,  the  famous  “nights”  which

brought together, along with the personages of the permanent Court, all those

subjects  of  the  King  having  any  measure  of  notoriety,  come  from  the  four

corners of the provinces to render homage. Poets, storytellers, historians gave

an  extraordinary  relief  to  these  meetings,  albeit  more  noble,  which  were

analogous to those held every night in most of the huts. Beneath the sparkling of

the eastern sky, the frail palace thus became the center of this... civilization that

was so refined… Before this dwelling was spread out an agora where there was

assembled, on feast days, a heaving crowd, picturesque and respectful, come as

well to ‘see the King,’ the great actor of all ceremonies.     

     Indeed, Del Perugia writes eloquently of the humanity and warmth of such

encampments,  noting  that  it  was  the  social  element,  and  not  the  associated

splendors of the court, that created a particular atmosphere of reverence, and of

belonging, amongst those who were players in this drama of power and pomp

among the Thousand Hills. 

      By its sociability and the addition of its manners, the human element gave to

these  fragile  capitals  a  subtle  allure  and  a  patrician  charm.  The  hastily-

assembled  structures  and  huts  which  encircled  the  palace  harbored  a  very

diverse world: firstly, a stable element, having titled functions at the Court, but

also an imprecise crowd of the curious and the parasitic, drawn by the lights of

the city and the appeal of some small profit. The disparity between these two

populations did not  appear immediately  in  a region where clothing holds a
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summary place. An extreme politeness,  an innate sense of  the hierarchies of

function, and of social rank, required that everyone observe, no matter what his

role, the greatest courtesy.

     Below the monarch, who wielded supreme power over his dominion, were the

various members of his family, his wives and children, and the chiefs and sub-

chiefs who executed his will on the local level, and who were directly responsible

to  him  for  the  payment  of  taxes  and  for  the  general  administration  of  the

kingdom. Because of  its  relatively  small  size,  however,  it  was possible  for the

mwami to rule the country quasi-personally for much of its history, particularly

as the Rwandan royal court was a peripatetic one until the early part of the 20th

century. According to the historian Alexis Kagame, at this juncture in her history,

the mwami was quite literally  considered to be "the eye of God, by which He

contemplate[d]  Rwanda."  In  fact,  the  king  was  the  sole  legal  possessor  of  all

property  of  any  kind  within  the  borders  of  his  kingdom,  and  he  carried  the

additional title of Sebantu or "owner of men." 

     According to Alexandre Pages, 

     [T]he king inspired in his entourage a very humble respect, mixed with a

constant uncertainty. The uncertainty that his dignified yet somewhat haughty

attitude  instilled in  them never  ceased  to  torture  these  ambitious  seekers  of

fortune. Also, they spied with some apprehension the various movements of his

august countenance which, while remaining most frequently closed, sometimes

betrayed his most intimate feelings and his most spontaneous inclinations. A

rapid flash of anger in his eyes foretold disgrace and perhaps death; a sunny

smile  on  his  severe  visage  made  for  the  unfolding  of  radiant  hopes.  These

brusque and capricious changes- which could determine the future and even

decide between life and death- kept these souls perpetually in suspense between

a fear that could induce shivers and peacefulness as pleasant as a fresh breeze.

Thus, at the very apogee of the pre-colonial era of the kingdom of Rwanda,

the monarch was both all-powerful and, in the eyes of his many subjects,  all-

knowing, the veritable incarnation of a god. The tension that was inherent and

ever-present in a monarchical state, one that was so intensely centered on the

thoughts,  words,  and  deeds  of  a  sacred  autocrat,  was  subtly  masked  and
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sublimated by an innate sense of courtesy that was present at every level, at all

times, and in every walk of society. Paul Del Perugia, in Les deniers Rois mages

(The Last Magi Kings), writes that

    [a]t the summit of the hierarchy, Hamites, Bantus, and Pygmys, allied by

marriage  to  the  most  important  families,  overcame,  a  bit  too  smoothly,

whatever odious  elements racial  differences might have presented.  For their

part,  the  commoners,  deferential  and  refined,  busied  themselves  with  small

tasks, which were often theirs by privilege. The ties between such varied social

classes were nothing more than the brilliance of an exquisite politeness. 

     It was, however, just this highly developed sense of politeness and proper

breeding,  coupled with  an almost  instinctive  sensitivity  to  the  social  needs of

others,  no matter what their  respective levels in society,  that held the various

component elements of Rwandan society in a harmonious balance that endured

for  centuries  before  the  arrival  of  the  Europeans  in  the  1890s.  It  was  this

precarious  social  and  political  equilibrium,  woven  of  protocol,  courtesy,  and

deference, the finest and most ephemeral of threads, that allowed the King to

carry  out  his  manifold  duties  undisturbed,  and  to  see  to  the  myriad  tasks

associated with his place at the very pinnacle of society. This veneer of exquisite

politeness notwithstanding, Del Perugia observes that there was a further check

on intrigue and rebellion that usually served to stay even the boldest of hands

from the execution of a fell design. 

     The King contemplated with serenity this tranquil Court, posed, near the

prairies and the banana plantations, in a reddened countryside watched over

by blue-capped mountains. His pharaonic impassibility resembled that of the

limpid sky: it fooled no one. Each person knew that he intelligently distributed

the sun of his favors and the thunder of his punishments. To defend himself, he

had recourse to an absolute weapon: not death,  which would have been too

vulgar, but,  in order to economize its effects,  death in the midst of  the most

delicious tortures. This was known. He thus saw the clouded souls of the high

bureaucrats,  of  whose  natural  cowardice  he  was  aware,  cover  themselves

before him with the most delicate smiles…

[Neverthless], whatever were the inner thoughts of each, all truly venerated
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the King and the emblems which represented him on the steppes and the great

roads.

Thus, while to the uneducated eye of the outsider all might have seemed to

be politesse and measured protocol, the keen survival instincts of the Rwandan

courtiers themselves never permitted them to be lulled into a false sense of ease

or  of  passing  security;  royal  favor  was  balanced,  quite  literally  (and  quite

precariously) on the very sharpest of knife blades. 

     The mwami Cyilima (r. 1482-1506), of the middle Nyiginya Dynasty, expanded

the domains of Rwanda to include several new areas, conquering the neighboring

chiefdoms of Bumbogo, Buriza and Rukoma. This state, however, was somewhat

subservient to its larger neighbors, and was later overcome by the Bunyoro of

present-day Uganda.  Nevertheless,  few truly significant details  emerge,  as  the

paucity  of  written  accounts  from  this  period  of  Rwandan  history  has  forced

modern scholars to rely heavily on the sparse oral traditions of the age to fill in

the many gaps present in the historical record. 

    After their defeat at the hands of the Bunyoro, the remnants of the Rwandan

kingdom  relocated  west  to  the  Nduga  highlands,  where  they  soon  came  to

flourish again as a nation. In the early 17th century, under the inspired rule of

Ruganzu II Ndori (r. 1600-1624 AD), the nation expanded in all directions, and

Buganza  was  retaken.  Later  rulers  of  Rwanda  continued  this  drive  toward

expansion, and by the mid-18th century, the Rwandan state had become far more

powerful  and centralized,  thus manifesting more of a historical  presence than

ever it had before. 

    The expansion of the 18th century eventually reached the shores of Lake Kivu,

and  had  as  its  primary  goal  not  military  conquest,  but  the  migration  of  the

Rwandan population into other fertile areas, thereby spreading its agricultural

techniques, its social and political structures, and effectively extending the power

base of its kings. Outposts of warriors were established along the borders of the

kingdom, with the aim of  protecting vulnerable frontier areas from unwanted

incursions. It was only against other advanced states, such as Gisaka, Bugesera

and Burundi, that expansion was undertaken using primarily military means.

     The three groups of Rwanda's population, despite the long-term effects of
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intermarriage and a common culture, settled into distinctive roles which, when

considered  in  their  totality,  were  each  of  great  and  lasting  benefit  to  the

development of the society as a whole.  The Batwa maintained themselves largely

through hunting wild animals, the Bahutu through agriculture, and the Batutsi

through the raising of livestock. Thus each group played its part in the ongoing

growth and prosperity of a nation where different avenues of social mobility were

open to all through marriage, service to the state, and/or economic achievement.

     The main holdings of the mwami were comprised of a collection of over one

hundred estates spread throughout the various regions of the kingdom. These

estates were composed mainly of fields of banana trees and thousands of head of

cattle. They formed the real foundation of the ruler's wealth, and it was between

these many different estates that the mwami would travel with his entourage of

chiefly courtiers while on periodic progress throughout the kingdom. The greatest

and most luxurious of these estates would also be home to one of the monarch's

many wives, with some bami having as many as twenty at a time.

     Tribute was to be paid to the mwami by all Rwandans, Abatwa, Abahutu and

Abatutsi, and was generally collected by Abatutsi members of the administration.

The mwami was also assisted in his governance by a ministerial council of great

chiefs, known as the  batware b'intebe. Below this council of chiefs there was a

lesser group of Batutsi leaders who were charged with governing the country in

districts, each of which had a cattle chief and a land chief. It was the cattle chief

who collected tribute in cattle, with the land chief collecting the requisite tribute

in  produce.  Further  down  the  ladder  were  the  hill  chiefs,  charged  with  the

oversight of a particular area within a district, and the neighborhood chiefs, who

kept watch over the smallest of the localities.

     The  frontier  regions  were  overseen  by  the  military  chiefs,  who  were  an

important element in the security and organization of the nation. Their role was

both defensive and offensive, with many military chiefs securing the borders in

times of relative calm, while striking out on cattle raids against neighboring tribes

under less pacific circumstances. The great chief and the army chief were often

one and the same person, and this identification of the military with the nobiliary

persisted throughout the history of the kingdom. Finally, the biru, or guardians of
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tradition,  played  an  important  part  in  the  administration  of  the  mwami,  and

provided guidance on matters related to the "supernatural powers" of the king, as

well  as  on  questions  of  court  ritual  and  protocol.  Indeed,  according  to  Del

Perugia, “The Rwandan despotism presented, as in many other civilizations, but

an imposing façade. The Egyptian pharaohs, however more magnificent, had to

contend with a  college  of  priests,  who limited their  authority.  Thus it  was  in

Rwanda, as well.” Therefore, while the Rwandan mwami enjoyed a tremendous

amount of regal power and prestige, at the end of the day, even he was subject to

important and well-designed checks and balances, built into the very fabric of the

state by the experience and foresight of generations of leaders and mystics.

     The kingly power of the mwami was symbolized by Kalinga, a large ceremonial

drum  frequently  decorated  with  the  dried  heads  and  desiccated  testicles  of

vanquished  opponents  of  the  royal  armies.  Rwandan  author  and  historian

Benjamin  Sehene  writes  that  "an  atmosphere  of  veneration  and  a  grand

ceremonial  surrounded  [the]  kalinga  ("token  of  hope"),  which  was  kept  in  a

palace, protected day and night by a special guard." This important symbol was

painted with the blood of bulls, which gave it a reddish-brown appearance, and

was often escorted by three other royal drums, called "He Possesses Knowledge,"

"The Country Expands" and "The Nations Are Subject to Me." If ever Kalinga

were lost or captured in battle, it was universally believed that this setback would

certainly signal disaster for the entirety of the Rwandan nation.

Del Perugia writes with insight about the history and the role of the royal

drum that was initially the most revered and highly prized of all. 

The most venerated of the political Drums, and the first of all, was called

Rwoga, which is to say, “The Swimmer.” Its origin was plunged far in the past.

Doubtless it had “swum” in the clouds that the founder of the dynasty [Gihanga]

had passed through, and who, from the Heavens, had brought it to Earth. After

centuries of veneration, it was struck by a catastrophe. In the XVth century, it

disappeared in a raid. For eleven years, the country remained in a frightening

state of “widowhood,” which overturned the kingdom of the high plateaus. The

human race, deprived of the tabernacle which united it to the cosmos, fell back

into conditions of life  which were the same as its conditions at the origin of
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Time,  when it  struggled,  without  aid,  against  the  unconscious  forces  of  the

universe.

The seemingly unconquerable shadow that had fallen over the kingdom was

eventually lifted, writes Del Perugia, by the sagacity and devotion of one of the

“magi kings,” who brought new life to the nation through his mystical expertise

and dogged perspicacity.

After twelve years of national “widowhood,” a sage King rediscovered, by

the science of numbers, the form of the primitive Rwoga, and reestablished, by

the return among us of a mystic space, harmony with the universe. After so

much  despair,  he  called  the  new Drum Kalinga,  which  is  to  say,  “Token  of

Hope.”  From the XVth century until  1960,  [the]  Kalinga,  surrounded by the

veneration of all, retied the ties of the ancient cosmic alliance. Within its sides, it

enclosed  the  real  presence  of  that  space  unknown  by  us,  where  the  divine

dynamism is at play. Rwanda once more possessed this treasure.

Although first in the hearts of the Rwandan nation, Kalinga was not the only

drum of mystical significance to play a pivotal role in the social, political, and

religious life of the kingdom. According to the author of Les derniers Rois mages,

These dramatic memories explain why [the] Kalinga held first place in the

veneration of all Rwandans. At the heart of the other palaces reserved for them,

other Drums were enthroned close to it, and answered to ritual names: “The

King Possesses Knowledge,” the oldest of all; “The Country Is Enlarged;” and

the last, the youngest, “The Nations Are Subject to Me.”

Despite  the  primacy  of  Kalinga  as  the  national  drum par  excellence,  Del

Perugia claims that 

[b]y reason of their majesty, none of them could be touched, under pain of

death, nor could they be looked at outside the presence of the King. The Guard

would not raise, except in his presence, the curtains with geometric designs that

hid them ordinarily.  Thus  could  be  seen their  high cases,  set  up on thrones

which maintained them out of contact with the feminine principle represented

by the Earth. This precaution was so necessary that, when the Drums followed

the  Court,  during  the  grazing,  they  traveled carried in  palanquins.  At  their

destination, the officers reinstalled them on their thrones.
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These  drums,  vital  as  they  were  to  the  political  life  of  the  nation,  were

accorded  the  same  profound  veneration  and  respect  that  were  the  natural

appurtenance of the person of the King himself. When he traveled, they traveled;

when he rested, they rested. Indeed, avers Del Perugia, 

During  the  pastoral  journeys,  as  in  the  palace,  personal  bodyguards

watch over them night and day. A Promethean fire, analogous to that which the

founder of the dynasty brought down to Earth, burns perpetually before them.

At  night,  its  glow  makes  their  brown-red  varnish  shimmer.  It  is  formed  of

superimposed layers of blood with which it is doused, during the sacrifice of the

bulls, slaughtered to respond to the questions posed by the King. On its sides,

hung  upon  it  like  votive  garlands,  hang  the  desiccated  male  organs  of

vanquished minor kings.

The power and majesty of the Rwandan royal state were enshrined in both

the person of the King, and within the enclosed cases of the revered quartet of

royal drums. Del Perugia writes evocatively of the gestures of respect accorded to

these national symbols,  both human and material,  and of the incredibly close

mystical  relationship  that  existed  between  the  sovereign  and  the  drums  that

broadcast the audible manifestation of his omnipotence across the length and

breadth of the Thousand Hills of Rwanda.

As soon as  one  spies  the  four  Drums,  and especially  [the]  Kalinga,  one

salutes them, as one does the King in person, by three light claps of the hands.

Effectively, there exists a mystical bond between them and the Sovereign. The

Prince incarnates in the flesh the power that they represent on Earth. But the

nature of  this power,  impalpable  and powerful  like  the rolling of  the Drum,

remains mysterious to humans. Each emblem encloses a “soul,” known only to

the Prince; a quartz stone placed in the interior of each of them. The soul of the

Drum was chosen by the Magi, among thousands of crystals, for its mineral

affinities with the reigning Sovereign. He alone knows the qualities of the four

pieces of mineral. Within the mystic plan, the “souls” of the Drums of the reign

correspond to his.

The various component institutions of the traditional society of the nation

were a fascinating amalgam of the eminently practical, and of the highly mystical,
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with history and poetry, statecraft and religion, war and dance, occupying equally

pivotal and complementary roles within the greater continuum of Rwandan life.

Among the central elements of national life was the creation and recitation of

poetry, a key component of exclusively oral cultures, as Rwanda was until the

advent of the European explorers and adventurers of the mid-19 th century. Paul

Del Perugia evokes the power, precision, and subtlety of Rwandan poetry and

dance thus:

[Ancient Rwandans possessed] a language of which they made a very rare

instrument of culture, capable of expressing the finest nuances of thought, of

feeling, and of an entirely oriental politeness. For centuries, academies of poets,

of bards, of historians cultivated, in this miniscule eagle’s nest, the art of fine

speaking,  of  expressing  oneself  with  force  and  elegance,  while  the

choreographers and the ballet troupes gave to the Court a brilliance that was

incomparable on this continent.

To nourish such impulses required complex institutions. To maintain that

they were the work of chance over the centuries would be rather naïve. It is

suitable to see in this, on the contrary, the action of a brilliant intelligence.

As evidenced by their continuous and attentive perambulations throughout

their kingdom, the Rwandan bami were not in the least bit averse to presenting

themselves for the adulation and edification of their many subjects. Indeed, Del

Perugia  states  unequivocally  that  the  [Rwandan]  princes  had  no  interest  in

hiding themselves… behind leatherwork screens. They loved, on the contrary, to

appear  in  the  one-hundred  thirteen  capitals  that  marked  the  stages  in  the

grazing of their reign. In the heart of the open horizons, they passed before the

gaze of all, like the Biblical patriarchs. Sure of their majesty, they manifested it.

Furthermore,  this  august  and  imposing  figure,  already  sufficiently  regal

merely by reason of height alone, and yet made ever more so by reason of his

divine mandate, was fully at home, and fully engaged, on both a political and a

mystical level, wherever he happened to find himself within the confines of his

kingdom.

Whether he camps with his House on the grassy byways, or whether he

resides, on the contrary, in the palace of some faraway province, he obeys a
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mystical  timetable,  daily  carries  out  curious  ceremonies;  he  fulfills  precise

political obligations which permit us to take part in his life like a spectacle that

evokes those of the Byzantine basileus. In observing it, our minds are surprised

to  live  at  the  heart  of  ceremonial  civilizations,  mothers  of  the  human  race,

which maintain an unsuspected place in the depth of our sensibilities… His days

oscillate thus in one thousand rites, between the duties that he is bound to carry

out equitably for Labor and Prairie. 

Sadly, however, the carefully balanced and organically conceived society that

flourished under the rule of the  bami, the sacred Kings of Rwanda, was to be

forever altered by the arrival of visitors, and eventually of interlopers, from the

far-off  shores  of  northern  Europe.  With  them came the  seeds  of  division,  of

discontent,  and  eventually  of  destruction,  elements  which  were  to  wipe  away

forever the delicate skeins of the web of deference and daring, of courtesy and

connivance,  that once constituted the chief  facets  of the life  of  the traditional

Kingdom of Rwanda. In the wake of the colonialists were to emerge internecine

violence, bitter class hatreds, and the total uprooting of all that was most stable

and worthy in the civilization that had taken root on the slopes of the Thousand

Hills. 
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CHAPTER II

Two Worlds Collide:

The Arrival of the Europeans

(ca. 1850 to 1900)

The nature and organization of the independent kingdom that first greeted the

eyes of European explorers of the mid-19th century, when first they ventured into

the region of Lake Victoria on their quest to discover the source of the Nile River,

were exceptional, to say the very least. John Hanning Speke was the first of the

British explorers to mention the Kingdom of Rwanda in his writings, and it was

during the time of the great mwami Kigeli IV Rwabugili (r. 1853-1895) that the

nation knew its last days of total independence. Under his reign, Rwanda had

successfully resisted the incursions of the Arab slave traders who had attempted

to penetrate the interior in search of  human grist  for  their  satanic  mills,  and

Kigeli IV was himself the first mwami to ever set eyes upon a European within the

confines of his formerly secluded kingdom.

     Within  that  isolated  land  palpitated  a  wide  variety  of  institutions  and

practices,  all  of which served to create the national  identity,  and to mark the

Kingdom of Rwanda as a place unique on the continent. Among the practices that

served as a buttress of the society, and indeed, of the very monarchy itself, was

the intellectual, physical, and moral education of the noble youths of the court,

and of the sons of provincial notables and officials. Paul Del Perugia conjures the

rare atmosphere of idealism, courtesy, and valor that comprised the “corps de

cadets” of the Rwandan royal court.

     [The King] loves to make contact with the future of his kingdom, which is to

say, with the rising generations who are being educated within the army. The

highest function of the latter consists of inculcating in the youth the principles of

the  civilization  of  the  patriarchs,  considered  superior  to  all  others.  It  was

conscious of its duty as an educator, ensuring the passage from one Time to

another.  A  refined  spirit,  a  solidity  of  character,  knightly  loyalty,  an

imperturbable consciousness of the values of the Hamites, such were the first
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traits which oriented an education recalling Athens more than Sparta.

     Indeed, propriety of behavior and of action, as well as prowess in war, came to

be  the  very  hallmarks  of  the  species  of  African  chivalry  practiced  among the

Thousand Hills in the time of the bami, a chivalry that was not restricted to the

central  royal  court,  but  which  was  inculcated  by  the  masters  of  the  various

second-tier schools of pages that were maintained by the King's liege men of the

provinces.

    Not only did the King of Rwanda maintain within his Court a school of pages,

but the provincial feudatories held to the honor of nourishing their own corps of

cadets,  to  whom  they  taught  the  code  of  honor  of  the  pastoral  elite.  While

rivaling each other in the transmission, from generation to generation, of the

education  which  justified  their  prestige,  the  great  families  perpetuated  with

magnificence a civilization that was born quite far from Rwanda, and which

assured its power of renewal.

     This rather ineffable species of courtesy and hardiness, of chivalry and dogged

devotion,  is  difficult  to  imagine  in  our  modern  world  of  commercialism,

consumerism,  and  the  “me-first”  society.  Indeed,  writes  Del  Perugia,  “For  a

European, it remains forever impossible to describe from outside the spirit of this

education which the King so prized. A logical analysis of its program does not

explain the extraordinary hold which it exercised on the young African souls.” 

This education created Ubupfura, which is to say a style of chivalry that is

untranslatable, rather close to a hidalguia of Spain rethought by samurai. Still

today, no one resists a charm which unites in these Giants so many contrary

aspects.  Haughty  impassibility,  mastery  of  self,  guarding  secret  one’s  true

designs, an infinite  subtlety of  obliging, all  close within their silken nets the

spirit of every interlocutor. In the immobility of the visage that speaks arises a

delicious  smile.  However,  a  strange  expression always dwells  there:  that  of

meditated  fidelity,  but  also  the  imminent  possibility  of  a  tempestuous  and

crushing about-face. Such mastery is not imparted by mediocre educators. It

demands of the child an absolute domination of the self and an elevated human

ideal. In a country where nobility of blood remains so honored, this formation

represents  in  reality  the  totality  of  a  man.  A  popular  adage  proclaims,
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“Education trumps birth.”

In the end, it was precisely this kind of education, an education to service

and self-discipline, to loyalty and persistence, that distinguished the warriors of

Rwanda among the many valiant and truly noble fighters of traditional Africa.

“The Rwandans,” writes Del Perugia, “had not awaited the arrival of the Whites to

create for themselves manners without which laws remain lifeless. This treasure

existed,  entrusted  to  each pastoral  family,  respected by each child.  The army

educated the Hamite youth, and one day the young people left it to occupy civil

functions, administrative functions that had nothing military about them. A solid

interior discipline had brought them to an aristocratic conception of  personal

liberty.” It was this combination of aristocratic values and dogged determination

among  its  warrior  class  that  helped  to  shield  Rwanda  against  the  dangerous

military  incursions  and  the  fatal  territorial  losses  that  had  plagued  nearby

kingdoms such as Bunyoro, Nkole, and Toro, among others. In addition, as with

the samurai of Meiji Japan, the same qualities of organization, of zeal, and of all-

encompassing  determination  to  prevail  that  had  served  the  young  Rwandan

warriors  on  the  battlefield  were  ultimately  those  that  also  allowed  them  to

flourish in an administrative capacity, and to preserve and defend with their wits,

as  well  as  with  their  sinews,  the  small  mountainous  fastness  that  was  their

beloved homeland.

Del Perugia writes of the high sense of chivalry and culture that were the

direct  result  of  the  kind  of  nurturing  and  practical  education  that  was  most

valued by the kings of Rwanda. “This ancient sweetness of youth,” he avers, 

in the midst of the pastoral herds, created a youth well-versed in literature

and poetry. The image of the uncultured and limited warrior, as opposed to the

‘intellectual,’  friend  of  culture,  does  not  exist  in  Rwanda.  He  has,  on  the

contrary, all the virtues of Apollo. On the battlefields, or during the cattle raids,

this courage made of these cadets incomparable trainers of men. Their great

stature, their extraordinary beauty, their eloquence, lent a great allure to the

battalion that guaranteed the security of the Monarch. He accorded to them free

access to  his  person in  such a way that  they participated each night  in the

soirees of the Court with the same deference as within their paternal dwellings;
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they were marvelous dancers, ardent spirits which were enflamed by the poetry

of  the  bards,  and  who shaped  their  intelligence  via  the  tales  of  the  official

historians.

There was a distinctly pragmatic side to this kind of training, however, an

eminently logical one, that guaranteed both the loyalty and the expertise of those

who were one day to surround the royal throne.

Watching them undetected, the King recognized in them the sons of such-

and-such bureaucrats who served him in his provinces, or in the great pastures.

In  his  hands,  they  represented  at  times  precious  hostages,  but  they  figured

above all  in his own future. Their commands, the high charges, the pastoral

domains would one day devolve on them. The flower of Hamite youth, renewed

by regular promotions, thus passed before his eyes. The men remained tied to

him by the power of their memories as adolescents. From the point of view of a

peaceful transfer from the past to the future, is there a wiser form of policy?

     The English explorer Speke, who was to be among the first Europeans to

actually set eyes on the country, albeit from a distance, writes evocatively of his

first sight of Rwanda, to other explorers of the day an isolated and distant land.

On 28/29 September, 1861, while encamped in Karagwe, to the east of Rwanda,

Speke made the following entry in his travel journal.

     In the evening, my attention was drawn to the high conical summits situated

in Rwanda, and which then sparkled beneath the fire of the setting sun. This

brought to my mind the rather vague tales that the Arabs had told me about a

marvelous mountain, always lost among the clouds, and on which hail or snow

fell  constantly. This completely fortuitous discovery had its value, for I have

verified the fact that the principal point of departure of the waters of central

Africa was indeed to be found on these heights.

According to Speke’s host, King Rumanyika of Karagwe, 

There  existed  in  Rwanda  dwarves  who  lived  in  the  trees,  but  who

descended sometimes from them at night, stopping before the doors of men’s

huts to listen until they had heard the name of one of the occupants. They would

then call him outside, piercing his heart with an arrow, then disappearing in

the same way in which they had come.
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Despite the “fairy tale” nature of this story, one can glimpse enough truth to

know that Rumanyika was, in fact, telling a tale of the Batwa, or forest-dwelling

ceramicists,  of  the  Rwandan  hinterland.  The  King  continued  his  story  of  the

mountainous civilization thus:

The Rwandan villages are extremely extensive, and are peopled by great

hunters. They go in large groups to hunt the leopard. They bring along small

dogs, and attach little bells to their necks, while they themselves blow horns.

They  are  thus  very  superstitious,  and  allow  no  foreigners  to  penetrate  the

borders of their country, for a few years ago, after the arrival of some Arabs,

there broke out  a great  drought,  and a famine which they attributed to the

malign influences that the latter were thought to have exercised. They chased

these foreigners from their country,  and will  not allow any similar types to

enter its confines. 

Known far and wide as a place of isolation and secrecy, the reputation of

Rwanda among European explorers only served to make it a more seductive prize

to those who strove to go where no others had yet been able to journey. Henry

Morton Stanley, famous as the man who was to uncover the whereabouts of the

missionary  David  Livingstone,  was  an  intrepid  and  inquisitive  adventurer.

During a visit to the region in 1889, Stanley inquired of some locals as to the

nature of those who were said to reside beyond the Ruwenzori. Their response

was a striking one: They do not dress in your fashion, they do not wear shoes as

you do, but these are tall and strong men, with long noses and pale faces; they

come  from  beyond  the  Ruwenzori…  [They  live]  in  Rwanda,  a  great  semi-

circular  country  from  the  south-east  to  south,  south-west.  Their  lances  are

innumerable,  and their bows are taller  than I… There are some men whom

[King] Kabalega [of Bunyoro] has not been able to defeat, and these men are in

Rwanda.  The  King  of  Uganda himself  would  not  dare  to  venture  into  their

lands.

As King Kabalega of Bunyoro was well-known as a ruler of great personal

courage and determination, his refusal to risk himself in pitched battle against

the Rwandan forces speaks volumes about their intrepidity and valor. Another of

the notable European explorers of the time, Emin Pasha, attempted to woo the
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Rwandan  king,  Kigeli  IV  Rwabugili,  with  gifts  from  outside  his  kingdom.

Approaching its borders, he tried unsuccessfully to get one of Kigeli’s chiefs to

accept the presents on the King’s behalf. Franz Stuhlman, Emin Pasha’s traveling

companion, takes up the tale thus:

Pasha did his best to incite the men to take the gifts to their king, and to

thus  announce  our arrival.  The  oldest  of  the men insisted that  he could not

accept  the  gifts,  his  king not  having given him an order to  bring them. An

example that is certainly unheard of among Negroes. That people should refuse

to accept gifts is the most explicit proof of the tight control under which the king

keeps his subjects. 

     Kigeli IV Rwabugili is considered to have been one of the very greatest of

abami,  despite  a  considerable  reputation  for  harshness  in  dealings  with  his

subjects. His strict administration imposed a draconian regime on the once semi-

independent  Batutsi  and  Bahutu  chieftains  of  the  Rwandan  hinterland,

frequently  confiscating  their  holdings  and  eventually  breaking  their  political

power in the country. He also established a more modern army, one that was

equipped  with  guns,  and  which  successfully  blocked  most  foreigners  from

entering the tiny state during the greater part of his reign. 

     The  power  of  the  king,  while  not  untrammeled  in  many  respects,  was

nevertheless,  especially  during  the  heyday  of  the  monarchical  system,  of  a

considerable and extreme extent, particularly in questions of life and death, and

of the holding of  property.  “Like many absolute monarchies,”  writes Paul Del

Perugia, “that of Rwanda possessed powerful constitutional brakes,”

but carefully concealed, so that the masses might regard the Sovereign as

divinely invested with all power. Was he not the only owner of the lands and the

flocks? Did he not have the right of life and death over each of his subjects?

Every  gift,  all  fortune,  every  public  function  emanated  from  this  hieratic

personage. At any instant, it was legal for him to retake everything, without

having to give a word of explanation.     

     Thus, although the King could exercise a maximum level of agency within his

kingdom, the origin and seat of this power lay not within his royal person, or

within his royal lineage, but, according to Del Perugia, came from on high.
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     This authority was in no way derived from his personal value, but from God.

The origin of such a power would have sufficed to render him formidable and

almost  untouchable.  His  physical  beauty  comprised  part  of  his  political

prestige…  This  giant  of  almost  two  meters,  with  a  hermetic  and  subtle

countenance, had to do nothing more than to appear before the multitudes. For

them,  the  presentation  made  their  superiority  indisputable.  Their  sense  of

command,  their  calculating facility  as  great  shepherds,  counted as  much as

their gigantic size, their refined features, their fascinating courtesy… 

     In his role as the representative of God on earth, the mwami was a being set

apart, even if his powers were at times limited by the counsels of the elders, and

by those of the oracles and sages. Nevertheless, such was his prestige that his

mere  appearance  among  the  people  could  spark  a  wave  of  almost  fanatical

adulation,  and  represented  for  them  a  precious  opportunity  to  make  direct

contact with the earthly agent of Imana, Lord of Creation. “Seen from this angle,”

muses Paul Del Perugia, 

the  person  of  the  King  attained  an  unsuspected  dimension.  The  acts,

emanating from a man tied to the invisible and the divine awakened echoes that

reached  the  outer  extremities  of  the  world.  Certain  of  his  gestures  spread

themselves out so far that it was suitable to calculate their amplitude, so that

they might not impede the normal unfolding of daily events. From hence sprang

a  series  of  limitations  and  of  abstinences  which  bestowed  on  the  day  a

mysterious character, and engaged it in ceremonies of a strange beauty.

     As a receptacle of divine power and favor, however, the mwami was subject to

certain dietary restrictions, in order to maintain his ritual purity at all times of

the day and night.

He subjected  himself  first  of  all  to  certain  alimentary  disciplines  rather

similar to those of the Bantu princelings. They were less narrow, but aimed at

maintaining the organic life of the King only by using immaculate products:

beef selected by the wizards,  clear honeys,  faultless grain flour, all  of which

were prepared by a veritable hive of cupbearers, of milkmen, of butchers, who

risked their lives through the least malaise of the King. The daily energy of his

nerves, of his muscles, of his blood did not recharge itself but by means of pure
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elements…. 

The restrictions to which he was subject were not exclusively for the king to

observe, but there was also a set of taboos that had to do with the behavior of

others who were in his presence. “[I]t was strictly forbidden,” avers Del Perugia,

to shake his hand too vigorously. In May, 1894, Count [v]on Götzen was the

first white man presented to a Rwandan king. The meeting had been prepared

by  the  magi  joined  in  council,  in  order  to  learn  if  the  foreigner  would  not

exercise on the Sovereign, during the course of the interview, an influence which

would have harmed, via the King, the entirety of the country. As soon as he was

introduced,  the  explorer  quite  innocently  gave  to  King  Kigeli  IV  a  warm

handshake. Immediately, the latter became worried about the stability of his

hillsides.  ‘How is  it,’  he  said to  the  foreigner,  ‘that  you shake me with  such

violence? You thus wish to shake Rwanda!’ In exchange, he pulled violently on

the hand of the German gentleman, who understood nothing of what was going

on.

     Dietary  and mystical  prohibitions  notwithstanding,  when  it  came  to  the

exclusively  practical  domain  of  socio-political  engineering,  monarchs  such  as

Kigeli IV relied on a number of decidedly earthly feudal structures, such as the

uburetwa ("labor  for  land")  system,  which  was  somewhat  analogous  to  the

institution of serfdom practiced in medieval Europe. Although his reign officially

began in 1853, it was not until 1860 that Kigeli IV Rwabugili managed to unite all

parts  of  Rwanda  under  his  strong,  centralized  rule.  Despite  the  fiercely

independent spirit of its monarch, Rwanda fell under the control of the German

East Africa Company by an act of the Berlin International Conference of 1884-85.

The regions of Rwanda and Urundi (today's Burundi) were ceded to Germany as

colonial spheres of interest, and it was within the final years of Kigeli's long reign

that a caravan of over six hundred men, led by the German Count von Götzen,

finally penetrated the borders of the kingdom. 

     On May 29, 1894, Count von Götzen was received by the mwami in person

while the Royal Court of Rwanda was in residence at Kageyo, near the present-

day  town  of  Gisenyi.  Von  Götzen  himself  has  left  an  account  of  his  history-

making encounter with King Kigeli IV Rwabugili.
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     As we prepared to descend from our mules, a bizarre creature came to greet

us: a man of great  stature,  very imposing in the size  of  his  body,  as in the

elegance of his appearance. His strong limbs were covered with necklaces of

pearls, and only his waist was tied about with a finely tanned hide.

     This giant- certainly a sort of senechal, or master of ceremonies- headed

toward  me,  and  indicated  to  me  with  imperious  gestures  that  I  must  stop,

gesticulating in  the direction of  the ground with  a  white  baton.  As I  looked

smilingly at him and passed him by with my mule, he regarded us in a shocked

and mute fashion. But when some of my men broke loudly into laughter, he

headed  with  great  strides  toward  the  interior  of  the  enclosure,  in  order  to

announce to his master this incredible disdain for his authority.

…   After  a  while,  other  dignitaries  exited  the  [royal  dwelling]  before  the

appearance (stooping low before himself, by reason of the small height of the

doorway, and hesitating while looking timidly at us) of the formidable Kigeli in

person… 

     The features of [Kigeli IV] Rwabugili were of an incomparable beauty. He

wore around his forehead a crown of green leaves, and his penetrating gaze, as

well as the terrible expression of his mouth recalled immediately to my mind the

visages of certain of the Roman Caesars…

The  German  soldiers  organized  military  parades  and  demonstrations  of

marksmanship, as well as a display of fireworks. For his part, the mwami made a

valuable gift of livestock to the foreign visitors, and appeared to be moderately

pleased with  the  encounter.  What  he could not  know,  however,  was  that  this

meeting  would  mark  the  beginning  of  a  painful  and  tremendously  difficult

century  for  his  formerly  isolated  kingdom,  a  century  that  would  see  it

increasingly  on  the  defensive  against  a  carefully  planned  and  minutely

coordinated takeover by European rulers whose domains lay thousands of miles

away from the sacred enclosure of his simple palace. Unknown to Kigeli and his

biru, an unseen Rubicon had been crossed, and sadly there was soon to be no

reasonable hope of a safe return.
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CHAPTER III

Days of Turmoil:

Yuhi V Musinga and the Foreign Occupation

(1896 to 1931)

     Within a year after the arrival of the German explorers at Kageyo, the great

mwami Kigeli IV Rwabugili had died, and had been succeeded by one of his sons,

who had been chosen as a co-ruler by Kigeli  IV Rwabugili  during the  latter’s

lifetime, and who reigned after his death in 1895 under the name Mibambwe IV

Rutalindwa.  There  was  intense  dissatisfaction  at  court,  however,  as  the  new

monarch was not considered to be an entirely suitable choice, particularly at a

time when foreign encroachment on Rwandan soil  loomed large on the socio-

political landscape. In addition, and perhaps even more significantly, there had

been a number of bad omens at the time of his elevation, and Kigeli IV Rwabugili,

in  naming  this  co-king  (and  eventual  successor),  had  himself  completely

disregarded several important aspects of the traditional laws of Rwandan royal

succession.

     Mibambwe had initially been installed as a co-mwami of Kigeli IV Rwabugili, 

following a successful military expedition against the Island of Ijwi, and its 

kinglet, Nkundiye, who had rebelled against the central power of the Rwandan 

state. It was at this time, on 22 December, 1889, that Mibambwe IV Rutalindwa 

was enthroned with Kigeli IV Rwabugili, a day which also witnessed the last solar 

eclipse of pre-colonial Rwanda. 

    The elevation to the kingship of Mibambwe was shadowed by this unforeseen

eclipse, and was thought by many to augur ill for the young monarch, and for his

troubled kingdom. In addition, the enthronement was marred by two significant

and fatal ritual irregularities. The first was the fact that the youth had been given

the name Mibambwe, when in fact, and according to ancient Rwandan traditions,

only the names Cyilima or Mutara could be given to such kings. The second fatal

faux pas was the fact that, according to royal custom, Kigeli was meant to give to

Mibambwe an adoptive “queen mother” who was herself without issue, but his
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selection fell on Queen Kanjogera, who already had a living son by Kigeli, namely

Musinga,  thereby  usually  disbarring  her  from  consideration.  This  second

irregularity was harshly denounced by a large number of the biru at the time, and

may well have led them to support the overthrow of the interloper, Mibambwe, in

favor  of  his  half-brother,  the  entirely  (and  quite  eminently)  eligible  Prince

Musinga.

Consequently, the reign of Mibambwe IV Rutalindwa was not a long one,

and he was  duly  replaced  on  the  throne  in  1896 by Yuhi  V Musinga  (whose

mother, Queen Kanjogera, is also known dynastically as Nyirajuhi V), in what has

come to be known as the Coup d'Etat of Rucunshu. In accordance with Rwandan

royal tradition, the ousted king was put to death for the benefit of the nation,

Kalinga was presented to the new monarch and the supreme authority passed

naturally into the hands of the successor designated by the biru. 

     The new mwami, Yuhi Musinga, born in 1883, was a far more congenial choice

for the majority of the Rwandan Royal Court, and as a result, under the regency

of his mother and her brother, Kabare, the young king quickly consolidated his

power base  within the  kingdom. At this  critical  juncture in the history of  the

nation,  the  leaders  moved  quickly  to  strengthen  the  structures  of  the  state,

primarily in an effort to neutralize the increasing incursions made on national

sovereignty by the German colonial machine. Despite minor disturbances in a few

isolated regions of the country, including the illegal installation of a “mwami in

rebellion," Ndungutse, from 1911 to 1912, Yuhi reigned steadily and wisely over

his kingdom, maintaining a firm hand on the reins of power throughout the early

decades of his sovereignty.

     Although there was considerable and violent strife throughout the history of

the Rwandan kingdom, the role of the mwami in the realm of warfare, unlike that

of the warrior-kings of other African countries, was an entirely passive one, at

least on the surface. The parts played by the King and the Queen Mother were

entirely  hieratic  in  nature,  and  the  success  or  failure  of  the  warriors  on  the

battlefield  hinged  largely  on  the  effectiveness  of  the  strategy  that  had  been

employed by the King’s generals, as well as on the size and nature of the forces

that were arrayed against them. Paul Del Perugia gives a fascinating account of
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various aspects of a typical combat fought during the time of the great Kigeli IV

Rwabugili:

     On the day of the battle, the Court presented an alarming spectacle. From the

rising of the sun, the King- except for the kings named Kigeli and Mibambwe-

and the Queen Mother maintained themselves, each on his throne, in a state of

absolute  immobility.  Around  them,  servants,  courtiers,  functionaries  moved

silently in their manner, but neither the King, nor the Queen Mother, in whom

was incarnated the country, could budge a hair’s breadth until the outcome of

the  combat.  Their  movements,  with  instantaneous  repercussions  for  the

kingdom,  would  have  modified  on  the  spot  the  order  of  battle.  Seated

hieratically on their thrones, they remained frozen like statues until the moment

when a  runner,  out  of  breath,  came to  announce  to  them either  victory  or

defeat. If there was one part of their bodies that had to remain strictly rigid, it

was the head. To turn it to the right would have brought about a conversion to

the  right  for  the  entire  army;  a  movement  to  the  left  a  conversion  in  the

opposite  direction.  It  was  forbidden  to  turn  it  around,  under  threat  of

unleashing an immediate debacle.

Immobility struck not only the King and the Queen Mother; the animals

were also associated with them in this fashion; the dynastic Bulls personified a

real  aspect  of  the  kingdom.  At  dawn,  they  were  separated  from  the  cows.

Keepers made sure that they maintained themselves immobile in the interior of

the enclosures until the hour when the messenger, as with that of Marathon,

crossed the royal doorway. During the hours of anguish when the kingdom held

its  breath,  the  handsome  bulls  remained  bewitched  by  the  caresses  of  the

shepherds,  while  the  valets  shaking  flywhisks  chased  away  the  fulgurant

horseflies that would have agitated them. The bite of  a horsefly would have

resounded across the entirety of the army. 

     Finally, during the battle, an object became, in the rear, the center of a

special veneration: The Drum-Emblem- Kalinga- was enthroned, surrounded

by a guard of honor. Before it, the magi brought victory charms. 

     Once the battle had been decided, either for or against the Rwandan forces,
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there was a series of procedures that had to be followed carefully, in order not to

upset the balance of the Kingdom, and of the warriors, either now dead, or still

alive, who had participated in the fight.

     An extraordinary protocol took place before the Court to shatter the hieratic

immobility which struck the Sovereign, the Queen Mother, and the royal Bulls.

The men of war had acted.  It  was now the hour of  the men of verbiage, of

words, the historiographers. The Hamite politicians knew that the way in which

one recounts a war to the people is much more decisive than the war itself. 

The generalissimo announced to the King- and consequently to the entire

country- the outcome of the war by dispatching to the palace a mission called

‘the Pasture of the Bull.’ It was composed of a rapid messenger who, as with the

runner  of  Salamis,  delivered  himself  directly  into  the  presence  of  the  King,

without  speaking  to anyone else  whomsoever.  Arriving  at  Court,  he  limited

himself to pronouncing this laconic phrase: “The Bull may go to graze.” This

message signified only that the King, the Queen Mother, and the dynastic Bulls

were free: their gestures could have no influence on a battle that was presently

terminated. But the phrase indicated in no way in which direction the event

inclined: victory or defeat? It added to the anguish that was barely perceptible

on the [assembled] faces.  

     Thus it was that, in the traditional kingdom of Rwanda, the practice of warfare

was deeply enmeshed with the world of the divine, and with the hieratic existence

of both the King and the Queen Mother, as well as with the herd of sacred cattle

of the realm. This was a nation in which practices concerning the human and the

divine existed side-by-side,  and in  which the  ultimate  determinant  of  massed

combat  was  believed  to  be  the  direct  result  of  the  posture,  movements,  and

attributes of the sovereign, his mother, and the sacred animals with which they

were mystically allied.  

     The author of  Les derniers Rois mages writes evocatively of the types of

military  decorations  that  were  awarded  for  valor  and  achievement  in  the

traditional  Kingdom of  Rwanda.  “In  all  countries,  decorations,  while  they are

handled by princes who are familiar with the human heart,” avers Del Perugia,

represent excellent political instruments. Each war offers the occasion to
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distribute  distinctions  imbued  with  the  greatest  prestige.  In  Rwanda,  their

attribution depended on the number of enemies killed who expired on the field

of battle. Nominations and promotions were tied to groups of seven, or to a

multiple thereof: seven enemies killed were required to commence the  cursus

honorum.  

      In the world of ancient royal Rwanda, a personal spirit of heroism, and of

aristocratic self-sacrifice, were highly-regarded traits among all classes of society,

and among all walks of life in the mountain kingdom. Speaking of the first level of

knightly decorations, that of  Umudende,  or the “Necklace of the Seventh,” Del

Perugia observes, “For the heroes, the ‘Necklace of the Seventh,’ the first echelon

of the  distinctions,  was  worn like  a  commander’s  decoration [i.e.,  around the

neck, and resting] on the chest. It was a necklace of iron, bestowed upon soldiers

who had seven verified enemy kills.” Just as in most other sovereign nations of

the time, the Rwandan kings practiced the bestowal of chivalric decorations on

those  of  their  male  subjects  who  had  distinguished  themselves  in  battle  by

achieving the  requisite  number of  enemy kills  on the  battlefield.  Immediately

above  [the  Necklace  of  the  Seventh]  came  the  ‘Torse  Bracelet’  [Impotore],

accorded for fourteen kills. 

     It consisted of a bracelet of copper and of iron. At the start, the holders of the

‘Necklace of the Seventh’ were required to sacrifice a bull at the time of each

new moon, which necessitated an immense fortune. In order to democratize the

institution, Kigeli IV abrogated this requirement, in order to honor the poorest

heroes.

     Quite unique in its way, however, was the honor accorded to a warrior who

had amassed twenty-one kills  during the  course  of  his  active  participation in

national defense. It consisted, not of a decoration, but of a very specific sort of

ceremony, known as the “Incineration of the Javelin,” during which citizens from

near  and far  gathered to  pay their  respects  to  the  feats  of  daring,  valor,  and

endurance that had been accomplished by the warrior-knight who was the object

of this  peculiar species of public homage. “The highest distinction,”  notes Del

Perugia, was not a decoration, but a nighttime ceremony organized in honor of

a  combatant who  had  killed  twenty-one  adversaries.  This  rather  modest
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number of victims required to be at the end of one’s life recognized a supreme

hero reveals the innocence of the battles magnified by the boasting of the poets

who speak endlessly  of  carnages.  The  grandiose  ceremony,  dedicated to  the

warrior having twenty-one kills  to his credit,  was called the ‘Burning of  the

Lance.’

Like many of the great civilizations of our common human past, such as the

Greek and Roman, the Rwandan civilization celebrated the heroic virtues as they

understood them, both in daily discourse and in great ceremonials, in narrative

accounts  and  in  epic  poetry.  In  describing  the  “Burning  of  the  Lance,”  Del

Perugia puts forward the following observation: 

     The texts of the great patriarchal poetry have no age whatsoever, which

explains why those of Homer spring to mind, this evening, as naturally mixed

with this life. Wishing to contemplate from a distance the ‘Burning of the Lance,’

the  young  shepherds  ceaselessly  brought  forward  their  herds  from  the

mountain, and now covered with cattle the neighboring hill crests. They saw,

but could not hear the words of the Sages. In the midst of the distance, and of

the night, the amazement of these young people before the illusion of Glory is

evoked in transcribing very simply this passage from the Iliad: 

‘All meditating on Glory, on the great road of war,

They camped for the night. Their bivouacs burned, bunched 

Like the stars in the sky that shine and stand out 

In the glow of the Moon, as no wind blows from out of the ether. 

Thus arise all the peaks, the crests of the hills and the valleys, but

the indescribable  ether tears  itself  on the skyward side:  all  the

stars beneath their eyes! The soul of the shepherd is nothing but

joy.’    

      This epic dimension to the poetry and tales of ancient Rwanda, to the words

and deeds of her great warriors and leaders, places this nation, and her heroes, in

a common lineage with the great ones of the Western past,  with Achilles and

Ulysses, with Aeneas the Father and Romulus the Founder. As Del Perugia states

with poetic concision, “In ceremonies that meditate, as do those of this evening,

upon the heroism of mortals, communion with the pure hearts of the farthest
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past  unveils  to  the  living  an  almost  divine  dimension…  Ceremonies  like  the

‘Burning of the Lance’ belong to a world where men communicated by way of

symbols that were shared like goods.”  In the present world,  where goods and

wealth  have  come  to  dominate  the  landscape  of  the  collective  human

consciousness, it is comforting to learn that in the not-so-distant past, in a place

like Rwanda, the honoring of a warrior tried and true constituted the greatest

good of all, one that was shared and treasured by every member of that complex,

unique, and genuinely superlative civilization. 

In  1900,  the  mission  of  a  certain  Monsignor  Hirth,  charged  with  the

ongoing evangelization of Rwanda by Catholic authorities in Europe, paid a visit

to the court of King Yuhi V Musinga. One of his compatriots, Father Brard, has

left a colorful account of this visit to the heart of the Rwandan Royal Court. “On

the same day as our arrival,” writes Brard, “the king, who has the habit of keeping

visitors waiting for several  days,  wanted to receive us,  and forewent his royal

dignity to such an extent that he deigned to come in person to visit us.

He was surrounded by several thousand of his subjects. Dressed as for the

grand ceremonies, his head covered by a crown of colobus skins, ornamented in

front by strands of pearls which half hid his face, his waist tied tightly with a

lion skin, while from his shoulder fell, like a rich drapery, a magnificent leopard

skin, Yuhi was amiable and received quite favorably all of our propositions.

The positive impression left on Father Brard by the sovereign extended also

to  his  subjects,  for  their  manners  and bearing were  considered exemplary  by

these Europeans. “I had not yet met with youths who were as interesting as those

who assailed our tents during the two days that we spent with Yuhi. 

Almost all were Batutsi of ten to twenty years old, well-built, tall for the

most  part,  with  an  intelligent  air,  lively,  curious,  but  discreet,  and entirely

proper in their demeanor. I was quite surprised, I must admit,  to encounter

such nearly distinguished manners in a country which has had so few relations

with other peoples.

Father Loupias, another missionary and teacher of the period, recounts the

interest and intelligence of the young king thus: “The best student [of the mission

school]  is  His  Majesty  Musinga.  He  has  learned  Swahili,  a  few  sentences  of
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German, and the twenty-four letters of the alphabet. He has a real inclination for

study, above all for modern languages. He wants all of the youths around him to

learn how to read and write.” Coming from a man not easily given to idle praise of

native rulers, these words of Father Loupias speak volumes about the willingness

and curiosity of the young mwami, as well as about his spirit of openness and

genuine erudition.  

In August of 1907, Yuhi V Musinga received the visit of the German Duke

Adolf  Friedrich  von  Mecklenburg,  who  was  accompanied  by  a  group  of

intellectuals and explorers on his trip across inner Africa. “As we approached the

capital [Nyanza],” writes the Duke, “our cortege became longer and longer.

Musinga had mobilized all  the great figures of  the State, who, bearing

themselves before us, with their people and their equipment, assumed the head

of the column. The Resident, Captain von Grawert, who had arrived in Nyanza

a few days before from Usumbura, to aid in the preparations related to the

reception, came to meet us in full uniform. An immense crowd was installed on

the heights surrounding the capital. The multitude of beasts sent by Musinga for

the facilitation of our journey gave the impression that I occupy in this world

the state of a king. People say, ‘The bull arrives at the head of his mares.’ This is

the way of feeling and of speaking of this race of pastoralists. A site had been

established not far from the palace to set up our tents. They are being set up,

and we are ready to receive the visit of the high and powerful lord of Rwanda.

The sun is not yet at its zenith.

A rolling of drums. A cortege exits the enclosure of the palace. First come

pairs of Batutsi gentlemen, of a superb stature, marching ahead with gravity,

accompanied by their sons. One spies the litter of Musinga, carried by Batwa,

cross the threshold of the kraal, and advance toward us at a slow pace. All of

these men have naked forms. About the waist a belt  in cowhide… the ankles

[are] encircled by pewter anklets; on their heads a coiffure of crimped hair, cut

in the shape of  a crescent between one ear and the other,  ornamented by a

string of little pearls of slightly increasing size; around their wrists, bracelets of

copper and multicolored pearls.

The cortege  directs  itself  towards  my tent.  An attendant and two men
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from  my  escort  place  themselves  on  one  side  and  the  other  of  the  royal

palanquin. The mwami alights and comes toward me, while saying, in German,

‘Hello, Highness!’ The height of this sultan surpasses two meters. One searches

his  countenance in vain,  at  first,  for those signs of  the intelligence of  which

others have boasted. The defectiveness of the myopic eyes that seemingly fill his

head, and the exaggerated prominence of his upper incisors, spoils the general

impression,  which  without  that  would  not  be  poor.  However,  the  questions

which he puts to me, seated at my side, as well as to my entourage, cover the

most varied subjects, and speak of an investigative train of thought, not at all

disparate or random.

  After  a  discourse  given  in  Swahili,  Musinga  asks  my  permission  to

present his gifts. The moment is an agonizing one for him, for his friends, and

for his enemies. A question of high politics hangs thereby, without my knowing,

and depends on the response that I will give. The rumor, in effect, is credited

that my refusal, even if it involves but a part of the offering, will signify that I

favor the accession to the throne of a pretender of his line, and will indicate that

I have in mind his overthrow.

An enormous crowd raises a barrier both before and behind us, creating

an avenue for the passage of the presents, disquieted by what I will make of

them. The tribute arrives: it is an endless succession. At its head is a milk cow,

with its calf carried in arms: the supreme homage! Then come roughly ten head

of  cattle  with  giant  horns,  for  alimentary  purposes.  Behind  them,  comes  a

seemingly  endless  group  of  black  goats,  flock  after  flock,  overflowing  and

flooding our encampment. Finally, an uninterrupted chain of Bahutu porters,

with hundreds of burdens, balanced on their heads: flour, milk, honey, butter,

beans, bananas, and kindling wood, a rare and precious commodity here. The

parade takes almost one hour.

Once the fatal moment of the much-feared refusal had passed, there was a

general  sigh  of  relief.  The  visit  having  finished,  His  Most  Serene  Highness

regained his litter, having bade me farewell in the most solemn terms. A forest

of five thousand lances formed his cortege. An unforgettable impression!

This precious eyewitness account of a high-ranking European visitor to the
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court of Yuhi V Musinga is among the most memorable of those given of African

monarchs from the time of Speke to the present day, for this is now a vanished

world, and which even in its day was a truly unique one.

Over  the  years,  the  promising  young king,  Yuhi  Musinga,  grew into  an

impressive and eminently royal figure, his demeanor exuding a mixture of stern

authority and fatherly benevolence. Photos of the monarch from this period show

him to have been a commanding presence, one who is clearly at the center of

attention  in  all  his  doings,  and  yet  one  who  is  strangely  sympathetic  in  his

majesty. “During his reign,” says Yuhi’s son and eventual successor, King Kigeli V

Ndahindurwa, “King Musinga collaborated well with the German colonizers who

had recently arrived in Rwanda.” At the same time, and backed by his regents and

biru, the monarch did his best to stem the increasingly strong tide of demands

made by the German colonial powers, but he also came to realize that in matters

of  military  technology  and  mechanized  warfare,  as  well  as  in  sheer  political

manipulation, the foreign interlopers clearly held the upper hand. 

     Thus were born a number of the concessions made to the German authorities

over the course of the years, some of which were to bear bitter fruit in the decades

to come. In 1899, the mwami officially  recognized the German "protectorate,"

known as Deutsch-Östafrika, and in 1900 reluctantly consented to the foundation

of  a  Catholic  monastery  at  Save,  which  was  run  by  the  Order  of  the  White

Fathers, and which effectively opened the door to the eventual conversion of most

of  the  country  to  the  Roman Catholic  faith.  Despite  the  myriad  spiritual  and

practical benefits brought about by the introduction of the faith of Christ into his

domains,  King  Yuhi  Musinga  remained  deeply  suspicious  of  European

missionaries throughout the entirety of his reign, and viewed their activities as

largely  aimed  at  eroding  his  supreme  royal  authority  at  a  time  when  that

authority  was already under  considerable  attack by growing waves of  colonial

opportunists and bureaucrats.

     In 1908, the German Resident, Richard Kandt, a sort of "overseer" of the

colonial protectorate, established his headquarters at Kigali (present-day capital

of  the  Republic  of  Rwanda),  and  this  move  ultimately  inspired  the  quasi-

permanent establishment of the Royal Court of Rwanda at Nyanza, which quickly
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became  the  epicenter  of  the  Rwandan  administrative  system.   The  mwami

inhabited a noble and spacious enclosure, the confines of which were considered

to be "sacred ground" by his many faithful subjects. 

    The month of  March,  1913,  saw a joyous event in the birth of a son (and

eventual  heir)  to  Yuhi  V  Musinga,  but  within  the  coming  years,  troubling

developments in Europe would come to overshadow the personal happiness of

the  Rwandan  monarch.  Increasing  political  tensions  among  several  of  the

European powers, coupled with the assassination of the Austrian Archduke Franz

Ferdinand in the summer of 1914, quickly led to an almost universal declaration

of war on the Continent in August of that fateful year. Franz Ferdinand, nephew

of Franz Josef, the reigning Emperor of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, had been

shot in Sarajevo, Serbia, by a young Serbian nationalist, Gavrilo Princip, and the

resultant strife created by this act drew the majority of European nations into the

first epic conflict of the 20th century.

     The immediate result of this immense struggle on the kingdom of Rwanda was

the invasion of its territory by Belgian troops, in direct and flagrant violation of

treaty agreements previously established to shield the African protectorates from

just  this  sort  of  aggression.  Yuhi  V Musinga,  caught  in  crossfire  between the

Germans and the Belgians, reluctantly threw in his lot with the forces of Kaiser

Wilhelm II, with whose emissaries he already had a long-standing, if somewhat

unequal relationship. Thousands of Rwandans were killed in a variety of battles,

and Yuhi's efforts to minimize the effects on his kingdom of this almost universal

conflagration, entirely the making of the foreign powers, were sadly futile.  By

1916,  however,  Belgian  troops  had  emerged  victorious  over  German  colonial

forces, and Rwanda was effectively at the mercy of yet another European power. 

     The simmering rivalries  and bitter combats  that had been fueled by war

between the European colonial powers were also a facet of the war waged in the

African theater, a war which was to create a searing bifurcation between the old

days of Rwanda's reluctant alliance with imperial Germany, and the new political

realities of the post-war period, during which time the Kingdom of Belgium came

to exercise a mandate over both Rwanda and Burundi. 

     Born into the midst of the European conflict in Africa, a young Rwandan
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noble, later to become a prominent Roman Catholic priest, writes of the halcyon

(and  ultimately  final)  days  of  the  traditional  system  of  education  of  the

aristocratic classes of the kingdom.

      “I was born,” he writes, “in the east of Rwanda around 1915… My father

owned many herds of cattle.  I was headed toward my middle childhood years

when he entrusted me to an administrator who looked after one of his herds.     

      Certain  Batutsi  sent  their  young children  in  this  way  to  live  with  an

administrator. In this fashion, they affirmed their power over the herd that was

managed by this man, and honored at the same time their servant, all the while

having the assurance that their child would be perfectly looked after.

     Even as the entire world around him was poised to shift dramatically, this

young nobleman was to receive a manly education in the classic tradition, one

that had been imparted to centuries of warriors before him. 

     The administrator watched over me like the apple of his eye. He gorged me

with  milk.  I  could  never  leave  the  enclosure  from  fear  of  some  accident.  I

watched enviously the herds of cattle as they passed by, without being able to

approach them. What  a misfortune if  the  son of  the master  should  actually

receive an injury from horn or hoof!  

One  day,  however,  I  managed to  evade  the  affectionate  vigilance  that

imprisoned me. Having seen in my eyes my great desire, a brave shepherd had

allowed me to approach a cow that he knew to be tame. 

     When I had squatted down between its legs, he taught me how to milk the

cow. For me, this was a great day!

     However,  there was to be  far  more to this  child's  education than simply

learning how to milk a cow! In fact,  he was about to embark on a species of

training in valor and courtesy, in boldness and endurance, the like of which has

not been seen in the Thousand Hills in almost a century. 

     A little while after, my father called me back to his house. However, I was not

to stay at the house for long. Soon, actually, my father announced to me that I

had to join “Intore” of the Chief.  “Intore;” was it another herd? I headed out

completely happy toward a new adventure. I quickly learned that Intore are the

pages who form the court of a great chief. I found there, near Gatsibo- still in
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the east of Rwanda- more than one hundred young people. Some were children

like me- I was barely seven-and-a-half years old- the others were older.

     The pages learned to dance; each day, there were two sessions of exercises,

from two to three hours each. The pages were initiated into the [arts of] war.

They  taught  us  to  shoot  with  bow  and  arrows,  to  hurl  the  lance,  to  place

ourselves in combat formation. The school of pages also inculcated in us good

manners. One had always to be clean, to maintain oneself well, and to be polite.

They  initiated  us  in particular  into  the  use  of  elegant  language,  especially

during the course of  the soirees.  We arranged ourselves then in a big circle

around the hearth. Each one of us got up in his turn to boast of all  sorts of

imaginary  exploits,  and  this  in  a  rapid  and  pure  manner  of  speaking.  No

hesitation was tolerated. Thus, finally, they inculcated in the pages a sense and

respect for authority. The law that was above all others was that which obliged

us to acknowledge the chief, to render to him our homage, to serve him on every

occasion. 

     Even as the engines of mechanized warfare of World War I were busy working

their  deadly  will  throughout  Europe,  Asia,  and  parts  of  Africa,  there  still

remained this scintilla of traditional chivalric culture in the heart of the mountain

kingdom,  a  chivalric  culture  that  was  even  then  in  imminent  danger  of

disappearing forever. “Thus went on the life of the pages,” continues the noble

narrator of his time as an ‘Intore’ cadet.

     The discipline was strict; the least infraction was punished by beatings with

a  stick.  Of  religion,  there  was  no  question.  Sometimes  our  parents  sent  a

servant to collect a bit of our saliva, which allowed them to consult the sorcerers

on our account. Personally, there was nothing we could do. The page interests

himself with nothing that takes place beyond his sphere. To designate an adult

man who neglects his affairs and lives ‘on the Moon,’ we say, ‘He has always

remained a page.’

Carefree, thus was also my existence. I had a hut to myself, where I was

served by five servants whom my father had given me, with five milk cows. I

lacked for nothing. Life was beautiful, and was doubtless going to remain so.

      With  the  catastrophic  disturbances  engendered  in  East  Africa  by  the
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protracted  hostilities,  famine  was  widespread  throughout  the  country  for  the

entirety of the war, and when the conflict had ended, the Treaty of Versailles of

1919 officially conferred a mandate over the nations of Rwanda and Burundi to

the Kingdom of Belgium. This act  was further confirmed by a decision of  the

League of Nations in 1923, which permitted the Belgian occupiers to administer

the  nation  as  a  colonial  protectorate.  Yuhi  V  Musinga  retained  his  throne,

however, as the Belgian authorities recognized that it was far more prudent to try

to rule the country through him than to attempt to impose a régime of direct

foreign rule. For his part, the mwami, effectively powerless to resist the will of the

increasingly demanding Europeans, endeavored to retain as much of his royal

prestige and authority as possible, and to somehow shield his people from the

harsh realities of foreign control.

“The arrival of the Belgians, as replacements of the Germans," King Kigeli

states flatly, “caused many problems for the King, and for our nation of Rwanda,

whether it was at the level of administration, of culture, or of social cohabitation.”

Indeed, Kigeli continues, “The King was the victim of the Belgians’ plans to divide

Rwandan society, and they stripped him of his prerogatives,” doing their best to

destabilize and demoralize the embattled monarch, while  surrounding him on

every  side  with  foreign  influence,  and  this  in  the  very  heart  of  his  historical

patrimony.

     As Belgium was also a deeply Roman Catholic nation, however, there were

several aspects of the situation which were to prove a great boon to the spiritual

life of Rwanda. Conversions of the Rwandan people to Catholicism continued at a

healthy  rate,  and  several  schools  were  established  by  the  Church  to  further

educate  the  growing  population  of  Christian  faithful.  The  modernization  and

expansion of the infrastructure also moved firmly ahead under Belgian tutelage,

providing  the  means  to  join  once-remote  areas  of  the  country  to  its

administrative  centers,  thus  fostering  a  greater  sense  of  national  unity,  albeit

under  the  watchful  eye  of  the  foreign  authorities.  The  French  language  was

introduced in schools, and soon came to occupy an important place in the public

life of the nation, as did Roman Catholic culture and the veneration of Christian

saints, both of which were widespread by the early 1930s. 
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     Many of these innovations did not sit well at all,  however, with the more

traditional  elements  of  the  Rwandan Royal  Court,  and  Yuhi  Musinga  himself

resolutely refused to be baptized a Roman Catholic. In fact, there exists a letter

from  the  great  king  to  one  of  his  daughters,  Musheshembugu,  wife  of

Rwagataraka, in which he excoriates her most vehemently for her desire to be

converted to Christianity. During the course of this rather lengthy missive, he

bitterly  calls  down  imprecations  on  her,  stating  at  one  point  that  he  would

summon the Thunder God to strike her down as a punishment. 

This  famous  letter  is  quite  unforgettable,  both  in  its  tone,  and  in  its

contents.  In  it  we  hear  clearly  the  voice  of  the  outraged  father  who  neither

understands  nor  condones  the  religious  faith  that  was  to  be  adopted  by  his

cherished daughter.

     Nyanza 

5 January, 1930

You have informed me that your husband wanted to become a Christian, and

that you, too, wished to become one, because you are his wife. They told me that

Rwagataraka hated you both; it is true, he hates you. The reason which impels

me to tell  you this  is  that he is  going to make you undertake a taboo act –

umuziro- by reason of which you will forever incur my wrath. I have cursed

everyone among my children who become Christian. If one of them becomes

such, may he be deprived of all possessions! May he be impotent! And if it is a

girl, may Heaven grant that she never gives birth! May he be abhorred by the

mwami here below- Musinga himself- and by the mwami here above- Nkuba-

the Thunder! May he find no suck, neither in the house of the serf, Umuhutu, nor

in the house of the lord, the Umututsi! May he be cursed by every man who

knows how to curse!

Musinga continues in a similar vein throughout this scalding denunciation

of his younger daughter, and of her nascent Christian faith.

Do not believe that I am playing with you, as does your husband. If you

study Christianity to please your husband, I will no longer love you, I swear to
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you. May I have killed Rwabugili, my father, if what I say to you is not true! I

will wish you every possible evil in my hatred; I tell you this to hold you back. I

will hate you like the poison that killed my older brother, Munana; I will hate

you like the cerebro-spinal meningitis  that killed my children Munonozi  and

Rudacyahwa.

     Unblock your ears, and listen well. Choose between loving me, loving your

life, and loving Rwagataraka. I swear to you, if you become a Christian, we will

never see each other again. Tell me truly what you think. Tell me clearly what

you have in your heart. Know that if your pen seeks to impose itself on me, I will

be aware of it, via my people. Musheshembugu, tell me the truth. Now or never,

it is the time to demonstrate that you are my child, or not.

   And then, if you wish to study all the same, you can, for your part, get me in

trouble with Abapadiri [the Catholic priests]. It is all the same to me.

   I have finished. 

   It is, your father, Umwami of Rwanda. 

                          Yuhi Musinga 

(Signed and sealed)

Given the highly religious tenor of the Belgian occupation of the Rwandan

homeland, this attitude on the part of the King did not augur well for the long-

term future of Yuhi’s reign,  and it  was not long afterward that the pernicious

nature  of  the  colonizers’  plans  for  his  realm  became  readily  apparent  to  all.

However, at this important juncture, according to Alexis Kagame, Yuhi received

valuable advice from his councilors, the biru, who dared to tell the King:

You can see that you do not get along with the Belgians, and that they

weaken your authority in the country. Why not do as the Chiefs do? Name your

future successor and have Him enthroned. He will deal more advantageously

with the Europeans, while you will remain master of Kalinga, reigning with

your son. Tradition authorizes you to do thus, as some monarchs, in certain

circumstances, have enthroned co-rulers.  

Yuhi found this suggestion to be an opportune one, but when he asked the

Queen Mother for guidance, she opposed this plan most energetically, claiming
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that  kings  with  the  dynastic  name of  Yuhi could never  reign with  their  sons.

However, this was not the real reason for her opposition, for truly, it was because,

according to the same esoteric code, no queen mother was ever permitted to have

grey hairs, nor to witness the reign of her grandson. The first criterion she was

able to fulfill by having her grey hairs pulled out as soon as they appeared, but

there would have been nothing she could have done to avoid the eventuality of

the enthronement of her grandson.

Kagame continues in the following vein to recount the refusal of Yuhi to

countenance a scheme so vigorously opposed by his mother.

The King signified this  refusal  to his  councilors,  saying,  ’My mother is

opposed!  All  the  same,  she  has  a  body,  so  we  will  undergo  together  the

consequences [of this refusal]. The biru were quite astonished by this: not only

did the monarch’s conclusion not resist contrary arguments- as it concerned the

superior interests of the dynasty, and not the eventual problems of this or that

individual involved- but, again it was inconceivable that the King should speak

to a woman about matters that were related to secrets and taboos. Seeing that

there were simply no other positive arguments to place against the grave events

of the times, they decided to bow to the King’s will, and to leave him to his fate.

Thus it was that, around 1928, the King remained entirely isolated, and that the

country resolutely undertook its new path, without worrying itself any longer

about  the  presence  of  its  monarch.  Things  arrived  at  such  a  point  that  the

ancient ceremonies of the Court, and even the beating of the Drum of Audiences,

were only practiced symbolically, and in secret, in the presence of some obscure

functionaries who had remained close to the relics, at the side of the formerly

powerful monarch. His reign had [by then] virtually reached its end.

     The growing tensions between the Mwami and the colonial authorities came to

a  head  almost  two  years  after  his  infamous  letter  to  Musheshembugu,  on  12

November, 1931, when he was suddenly and summarily deposed by the Belgian

powers,  supposedly  because of  his  inability  to  cooperate  with  his  subordinate

chiefs,  but  also  as  a  direct  result  of  his  staunch refusal  to  adopt  the  Roman

Catholic faith. He was immediately replaced by his son, who was to reign under

the name of Mutara III Rudahigwa until his death in 1959. “They [the Belgians]
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expelled him [Yuhi] from the country, by sending him to Moba, in the Congo,”

recalls King Kigeli, “where he [eventually] died on 25 December, 1944.”

     I remember that he [Yuhi V Musinga] loved his country and his people so

much,  and he  said  that  he  was  always  ready  to  give  his  life  to  defend his

country. As a family man, he gave us all a good education, and prepared us all

to participate in a culture based on listening [to those around us], on simplicity,

and on love for others.

Sadly, although he was possessed of many good personal qualities, and had

capably governed his troubled kingdom for several decades, what mattered most

in the end, to the Belgian occupiers, was Yuhi’s intransigence on the question of

religion. It was with this foremost in mind that they undertook the elevation to

kingship of his young son, Charles-Léon-Pierre, whose Rwandan personal name

was Rudahigwa, and who had been deeply schooled in the Catholic faith by a

number of Belgian prelates resident in the country. What they would ultimately

learn, however, was that the heart of a king will always belong to his people, and

not  to  those  foreign  interlopers  who  seek  merely  to  use  him  for  their  own

questionable ends. It was a lesson that would ultimately cost Rudahigwa his very

life, and the Belgians their own specious sense of security within the confines of

the African continent that they had so abused, despoiled, and betrayed for almost

a century
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CHAPTER IV

Under Christ the King:

Mutara III Rudahigwa and His Dream of Rwandan Rebirth

(1931-1959)

     Mutara III Rudahigwa was a man of an entirely different stripe from his

sometimes austere and decidedly more traditionalist father. Also possessed of a

regal and commanding presence, he was a Roman Catholic catechumen, and had

been  educated  in  mission  schools.  He  was  crowned  King  of  Rwanda  on  16

November  of  the  same  year,  and  was  soon  to  win  the  genuine  respect  and

admiration,  both  of  his  own  people  and  of  the  foreign  authorities.  “My

impressions  of  Mutara,”  recalls  Kigeli,  “were  always  so  good.  He  was  a  real

patriot and a true leader.

Above all, he valued those things that could help in the advancement of

Rwandans,  and in that  of  the entire  country,  while at  the same time deeply

encouraging the integration of our country in the sub-region, and in the wider

comity  of  nations.  He  began  to  truly  embrace  modernization  through

education, and through democratization [of the country].

     Alexis  Kagame writes  succinctly  of  the  transition of  power  from Yuhi  to

Mutara.  “While  Yuhi V Musinga and his  mother  took the  road [into exile]  to

Kamembe," recounts the cleric, "his eldest son Rudahigwa was enthroned on 16

November, 1931, and invested by M. Charles Voisin, Governor of Ruanda-Urundi

[today the separate nations of Rwandan and Burundi]. As the new monarch was a

catechist, his enthronement was done in a manner somewhat beyond the bounds

of the traditional ceremonial.” Furthermore, claims Kagame, 

Rudahigwa  recalled  that,  from  his  earliest  age,  his  mother

[Nyiramavugo III Kankazi] did not leave his education to her servants, as was

the custom for women of her condition. She resolved very specifically to educate

his sense of observation: The Prince, each evening before bedtime, underwent a

sort  of  ‘examination’  of  all  that  he  had  seen  in  the  course  of  his  daily

engagements.  This  practice  incited  Rudahigwa  to  consider  attentively  the
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people and the things that he encountered on his way, because he knew that he

would be obliged to give an account of these to his mother…. ‘I understood later,’

he said, 'that this prolonged exercise was of great importance in life.’ 

These practical lessons from the older and wiser Queen Mother, Kankazi,

were to form the bedrock of Mutara’s wisdom, probity, and judgment over the

course of the decades to come, and were to provide him with many insights into

the wider world of men and affairs that was to be his life’s arena. 

     Mutara entered the School for the Sons of Chiefs at Nyanza at a very young

age, which is to say, at the very latest in 1919 or 1920, at the time when it was

under the direction of M. A. Defawe, who resided in Nyanza from 1 October, 1917,

to 10 May, 1920.  Around the years 1923-1924, Prince Rudahigwa finished his

studies, and became his father’s secretary. Writes Kagame of this period of Yuhi’s

reign,

      It was at the time when the emancipation movement with regard to the

hitherto uncontested authority of the monarch took off. As he no longer enjoyed

the  right  of  life  and  death  [over  his  subjects],  and  could  no  longer  simply

eliminate someone at will, all those who were not in favor at Court understood

that the Europeans constituted a superior protective force [for them]. Thus it

was  that  they  created  a  coalition  that  depended  on  the  [Belgian]

Administration, and on the Missionaries. 

     It  is  quite apparent that by this point,  i.e.,  by the mid-1920s, there were

already serious questions about the relationships that existed between the King,

the  Court,  the  Belgian  Administration,  and  the  Catholic  Missionaries.

Nevertheless,  Prince  Rudahigwa  remained  a  staunch  supporter  of  his  royal

father.

     He remained faithful to his father, who was isolated in his residence, faced

with a new world in which the elites no longer bothered with the monarch.

Rudahigwa was asked to join the party that was entirely behind the European

Authority, but he refused, despite the fact that the leader of this party was his

maternal uncle,  Kayondo. Convinced that  the hand had been lost  by Yuhi  V

Musinga,  who  had  now  become  the  declared  enemy  of  the  powerful

Administration,  Chief  Kayondo  made  Prince  Rudahigwa  pay  dearly  for  his
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refusal. 

     The way in which Kayondo took out his anger on the young prince was a most

insidious  and  ingenious  one,  for  he  basically  did  his  best  to  impoverish

Rudahigwa as a result of his patent refusal to betray his father. “According to

custom,” avers Kagame,

     ... the children of the monarch, before they were endowed with their own

properties,  drew  a  living  from  the  possessions  that  the  families  of  their

respective mothers put at their disposition; it was also the case for Rudahigwa,

whose  mother  was  the  younger  sister  of  Chief  Kayondo.  The  latter  brought

Rudahigwa before the European tribunal and demanded that the Prince return

to him his possessions. The European Administration condemned the Prince to

return  to  the  Chief  the  cows,  fiefdoms,  and  servants  claimed  by  him  [in

restitution]. The judge paid no attention to the fact that all of these possessions

were, according to custom, the property of the King. As the Chief had actually

cited a number of cows superior to what had in reality been given to the Prince,

the followers of the King had to come together in order to constitute the herds of

which the Chief took possession.

     Of this episode of bitterness and privation, Rudahigwa was later to speak most

generously, and in a truly Christian fashion.

     The impoverishment in which I was obliged to live rendered me a great

service. Had I continued to live insouciantly in abundance at this stage of my

life, I would never have learned to do everything within my power to find my

own means of existence, and I would have continued to harbor illusions that

were typical of those of my rank, who imagined that Rwanda was their own

private property. 

     When he had become King, Rudahigwa was asked if he was sincere in his

avowal  of  gratitude  at  the  turn of  events  that  had been engendered by Chief

Kayondo’s malice and trickery. Again, he responded in a most charitable way.

“Yes, it is sincere,” he said, “for that man did me a great good, by obliging me, in

my youth, to become [truly] conscious of life.” Nevertheless, at the time, Prince

Rudahigwa was classed by the colonial authorities as “backward,” and shared the

opprobrium inflicted on his father by those who had rallied to the camp of the
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European colonialists.  It  was  only  later,  once  he  had been truly  converted to

Christianity, and had embraced European ways, that the Belgians began to invest

their trust in him, eventually promoting his nomination as a replacement for his

irascible and intractable father, Yuhi V Musinga.

At the same time as the newly-enthroned young king was taking his first

halting  steps  as  a  monarch,  however,  the  Belgian  colonial  administration

undertook  to  further  divide  and  dominate  the  local  populations  through  a

practice of racial identification, eventually imposing in 1931 the use of ID cards

artificially designating citizens as Batutsi, Bahutu, or Batwa. The introduction of

this device into the organic and largely harmonious social fabric of the nation of

the Banyarwanda would come to have hateful and disastrous consequences in the

coming decades, and would eventually lead directly to one of the greatest crimes

against humanity committed in the 20th century.

     Boniface Benzinge, Chancellor of the present King, Kigeli V Ndahindurwa,

speaks  powerfully  and  convincingly  of  the  origins  and  extent  of  the  socio-

economic designations of Batutsi, Bahutu, and Batwa within Rwandan society.

“The  societal  designations  of  Batutsi,  Bahutu,  and  Batwa  go  back  to  the  15th

century, according to the oral tradition of the time.

     It was the colonizers who first used these designations in an ethnic sense,

however, rather than in a socio-economic or cultural sense. I can tell you with

no doubt whatsoever that the way in which these designations were used was

totally erroneous, as they were meant to allude to economic classes, and not to

ethnicity.

According to Benzinge,  these terms had everything to do with economic

status, and nothing to do with any notion of ethnicity or racial origin. “Those who

had more than ten cows were known as Abatutsi, for ‘Abatutsi’ was a term for

pastoralists,  while  the rest  of  the population were  known either as ‘Abahutu,’

which signified agriculturalists, or as ‘Abatwa,’ which signified those who were

ceramicists. 

     In point of fact, continues Benzinge forcefully, the ethnic classifications were

difficult  to  discern  in  Rwanda,  as  there  were  many  cases  of  intermarriage

between  Bahutu  and  Batutsi,  and  even  between  Bahutu  and  Batwa.  The
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colonizers wanted to use ethnicity as a sort of ‘carte blanche,’ to allow them to

‘divide and conquer,’ and to enable them to put forward false statistics about the

population. Before the time of  the European colonizers, the Rwandan people

were  never  preoccupied  by  racial  questions,  but  simply  lived  in  peace  and

harmony as one nation.

According to Senegalese writer and historian, Boubacar Boris Diop, these

Belgian  colonialist  policies  indeed  sprang  both  from  a  desire  to  “divide  and

conquer”  the  Rwandan population,  and  from a  deep-seated  and fundamental

misunderstanding of  the country’s  social,  political,  and economic systems and

their  various  related  complexities.  “In  traditional  Rwanda,  the  society  was

divided, but it was divided by clan," recounts Diop.

   There were between fifteen to eighteen clans, according to authorities, and in

each of these clans, there were Bahutu, Batutsi, and Batwa. When there were

wars, they were between these clans, they were not ethnic wars.

    The drama of Rwanda is  that  the first  Europeans… arrived with a pre-

established schematic of notions  [about Rwandan society] which was perhaps

valid in other parts of the African continent, and they forced this schematic onto

this little country, which was so different from the others, in so many different

ways, and therefore, the country where there had not really been [any notion of]

ethnicity,  perhaps  the  only  one,  became  the  country  where  the  divisions

between the communities were the deepest, simply because colonial ethnology

was focused on race. So, these [so-called] ‘races’ were set one against the other,

according to the well-known tactic of ‘divide and conquer.’ 

    The myriad complications engendered by the Belgians’ schemes to dominate

the country via its traditional monarchy weighed heavily on the new mwami. “My

brother,” remembers King Kigeli, “was enthroned under difficult circumstances.

It  was after my father had been deposed.  It  was in his  [Mutara’s] best

interests to collaborate with the Belgians, as they were in a position of power.

He tried to do his best to cohabitate with them, but because they had a hidden

agenda,  this  cohabitation  did  not  last  long.  As  soon  as  Mutara  refused  the

injustices that the Belgians imposed on Rwandans, and he had undertaken the

project  for  the  [complete]  independence  of  the  country,  the  colonial
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administration saw him as an enemy to be slaughtered, and they succeeded in

eliminating him in July, 1959.

   As Mutara grew more and more comfortable with his role as  monarch, his

courtiers and the Belgian colonial administration began to think of his dynastic

future.  Thus it  was that,  on 15 October,  1933,  Mutara III Rudahigwa married

Nyiramakomali,  a  member  of  the  Bega  clan.  As  neither  of  them  had  been

baptized at this point, the ceremony performed was according to the traditional

rites of Rwandan society. However, because she was ultimately unable to bear

him any children, Mutara’s bride was eventually put aside in favor of another

young woman, the beautiful Christian noblewoman Rosalie Gicanda. This posed

no legal problems, however,  as Mutara’s  first union had been recognized as a

conditional  one,  and  entirely  dependent  on  its  own  success  for  its  eventual

ratification through the rite of Christian marriage. 

     Monsignor Léon Classe, Mutara’s Belgian Catholic mentor, saw the necessity

of uniting the King according to Church traditions, and with a prominent and

respected noblewoman; thus was solemnized the indissoluble Christian marriage

of  the  King  with  his  second  bride,  on  13  January,  1942.  Even  at  this  point,

however, the King was not a baptized Catholic believer, and had to wait until 17

October, 1943, after catechistic studies of over fourteen years, to fully enter the

bosom of  the Church,  under  the baptismal  names of  Charles-Léon-Pierre (for

Charles the Good, Count of Flanders; Léon, patron saint of Monsignor Classe;

and Pierre, patron saint of his godfather Ryckmans, Governor General of Belgian

Africa).  At the same time,  his  mother,  Kankazi,  was  also baptized,  taking the

name of Radegonde, in honor of Radegonde, Queen of France (circa 520-587 CE).

     Sadly,  however,  this  second union of  Mutara was also  to  prove fruitless,

leaving him with no direct blood descendants. When some traditionalists of the

Court suggested that perhaps he should take some secondary consorts, as had

been  the  millennial  custom of  the  Kings  of  Rwanda,  the  young ruler  replied

forcefully and convincingly. “I must give Rwanda an example of conjugal fidelity.

I am a Christian, and a bad example coming from on high must not be allowed to

cause  Rwanda  to  take  any  steps  backward.”  When  he  was  reminded  that

prominent sovereigns of countless African states had also taken supplementary
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wives  to  assure  their  posterity,  he  replied  simply,  “Their  countries  are  not

Rwanda;  perhaps I  would have done as much,  were I  at  the head of  another

country.” It can be easily remarked from these two instances that Mutara was no

Christian in name only, but was determined and dedicated to following Church

teachings to the letter, even in matters that essentially put the very survival of his

dynasty in jeopardy.  

Despite  the  ultimately  sinister  nature  of  their  plans  for  him,  even  the

officials of the Belgian Mandate in Rwanda initially displayed a substantial level

of respect and admiration for his truly sterling qualities, both as a man, and as a

ruler. In 1935, the Permanent Commission of the Belgian Mandate in Rwanda

reported the following to the Government in Brussels: 

     Mutara Rudahigwa continues to deserve the confidence and the praise of the

Government, which, although he derives no vanity from it, surrounds him with

a high degree of esteem. 

     In his dealings with the Administration, he shows much good sense and puts

forward opinions which are inspired by a sense of equity and are based on a

good knowledge of local customs. In his dealings with the chiefs, he knows how

to  listen,  and  to  understand;  he  masters  the  details  of  their  requests  or

propositions, as they appear justified to him, but he also knows how to demand

obedience, if  the necessity arises. With the local  population,  he is  warm and

welcoming; he listens patiently to their claims, and supports them, if he finds

them justified. 

The European cleric, Louis de Lacger, had this to say about the forward-

looking monarch:

     The modern Mwami pilots his own car, the most luxurious and high-speed in

Rwanda,  travels  alone,  and,  if  the  fancy  strikes  him,  hunts  both  lions  and

leopards with a rifle. 
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A warrior performs high-jumping during the time of Kigeli IV Rwabugili 
(r.1853-1895)
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The only known photograph of King Kigeli IV Rwabugili (c. 1895)

Intare cadets of royal Rwanda (c. 1895)
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Inyambo, the royal cattle of the traditional kingdom of Rwanda

Kigeli IV Rwabugili (r. 1853-1895), grandfather of Kigeli V Ndahindurwa 
(r. 1959- present)
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Prince Sharangabo, son of King Kigeli IV Rwabugili (c. 1895)
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A sketch of Prince Sharangabo from the same period as the photo
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Intare cadets of the time of Yuhi V Musinga (r. 1896-1931)
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Dancers perform (top and bottom) for Yuhi V Musinga (c. 1928)
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A herd of Inyambo cattle

Noblemen of the Kingdom of Rwanda (c. 1928)
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Yuhi V Musinga (r. 1896-1931), father of Kigeli V Ndahindurwa

Yuhi V Musinga (center) gives audience to his subjects at his palace
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King Yuhi V Musinga and his mother, Queen Kanjogera (c. 1928)
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One of the sacred herd of prized royal cattle

Yuhi V Musinga (in helmet) with his successor, Prince Rudahigwa (left)
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The Intare perform for Yuhi V Musinga (seated left, in chair)

Yuhi V Musinga and his mother, Queen Kanjogera, with courtiers
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Images created by the seal of Yuhi V Musinga (“Juhi Mssinga, Sultan von
Ruanda”), given to him by German authorities

Drummers of the Kingdom of Rwanda (c. 1928)
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King Mutara III Rudahigwa at a public event (c. 1955)
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Mutara III Rudahigwa receives King Baudoin of Belgium during the latter’s
state visit to Rwanda (1955)
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Presentation of a cow to King Mutara III Rudahigwa

Mutara III Rudahigwa attends the wedding of his sister, Princess Speciosa
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Mutara III Rudahigwa (right) and Mwambutsa IV of Burundi (left) await
the arrival of European dignitaries

Mutara and Mwambutsa visit Europe in 1953
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King Mutara III Rudahigwa visits a rural petrol station in Rwanda (c.
1955)

King Mutara and his Queen, the beautiful Rosalie Gicanda
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King Mutara III Rudahigwa makes a public address (c. 1957)

King Mutara wears an arched, Christianized version of Ikamba, 
the Crown of Rwanda
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Kings Mutara of Rwanda and Baudoin of Belgium review Inyambo (1955)

King Mutara and Queen Rosalie in their modern palace at Nyanza
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King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, with King Mwambutsa of Burundi (left) and
King Baudoin of Belgium (center)
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A closeup portrait of the young King Kigeli V (1959)

The proclamation of Prince Ndahindurwa as King of Rwanda, 
at Mwima Hill,on 28 July, 1959
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Young King Kigeli V enjoyed being at the wheel (c. 1960)

Evangelist Billy Graham counsels the King during the difficult early days
of his reign (c. 1960)
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After a protracted exile in various African nations, King Kigeli V found
refuge in the US in 1992
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King Kigeli ponders the future of his nation in a photo taken immediately
after his arrival in the US (1992)
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King Kigeli in a pensive moment (1992)

King Kigeli and his Chancellor, Boniface Benzinge, 
discuss plans for the future (1992)
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Formal portrait of H. M. King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa and his Chancellor, 
H. E. Boniface Benzinge, at Vizcaya Estate, Miami, Florida

King Kigeli V celebrates his 79th birthday with author S. A. Saint- David
(29 June, 2015)
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Chancellor Boniface Benzinge (left), King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa (center)
and the author, S. A. Saint-David (right)

 

The author assists the King with the Grand Collar of the Portuguese Royal
Order of Merit, gift of H.R.H. The Duke of Braganza, during His Majesty's

official birthday dinner in London, 29 June, 2016.
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The universally popular Rwandan monarch, more and more committed to

his growing faith in Christ, and to the performance of his sacred duty as Mwami,

was the first king of Rwanda ever to be baptized a Roman Catholic Christian, and

was followed in his full  conversion by the vast majority of his chiefs and sub-

chiefs,  who  were  also  consecrated  to  faith  in  Jesus,  and  who  in  turn  helped

spread further the Gospel of Christ throughout the nation. Firmly committed to

social  justice,  in 1945 King Mutara called for the  abolition of  the feudal land

system known as  ubuhake,  which he characterized as "unfair," and which was

eventually eliminated completely in 1954. 

Strengthened  in  his  increasingly  assertive  position  by  the  fact  that  the

United  Nations  had  declared  Ruanda  and  Urundi  “trust  states”  under  direct

observation by UN officials,  but  administered by Belgium (at  least  until  their

eventual  independence)  Mutara  further  insisted  that  the  Belgian  colonial

administration reluctantly accept the abolition of unpaid labor on public works

projects, most frequently executed under physical duress. Although resisted by

the foreign machine, despite pressure from the UN, this move was wildly popular

throughout the land, and led to an even greater appreciation of the efforts of the

Mwami to relieve the burdens of his people.

“On  the  level  of  Africa,”  proffers  the  current  King  of  Rwanda,  Kigeli  V

Ndahindurwa, “[Mutara] began the political current of independent Africa that

they  called  ‘Pan-Africanism.’  He  was  in  close  collaboration  with  other  Pan-

Africanists, among them King Mutesa [II], Kabaka of Buganda, [King] Katsonde

of Nkole, [and] King Rukidi of Bunyoro.”  Thus it was that two transformational

currents,  devout  Catholicism  and  nascent  Pan-Africanism,  were  to  run  like

parallel  threads  throughout  the  reign  of  the  hopeful  and  idealistic  young

monarch,  inspiring  him  to  strive  to  improve  the  moral,  political,  and  social

climates in his small, but significant mountain kingdom.

     Others  have  precious  memories  of  Mutara,  as  well,  including  Boniface

Benzinge,  close  companion  and collaborator  of  King  Kigeli.  “I  first  met  King

Mutara  Rudahigwa  when  I  began  my  work  in  the  offices  of  the  Territory  of

Nyanza,”  he  recalls.  “He  passed  through the  Accounting  Bureau where  I  was
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working, and when I greeted him, he asked me my name.” 

     When I answered, ‘Benzinge,’ he was quite astonished, and asked me if I

knew the origins of this family name. I replied that my father had told me it was

[originally] the name of a German military officer, and he [Mutara] asked me

who my father  was.  ‘Rwabukwisi,  son  of  Nyamuhenda,’  I  replied,  at  which

point he smiled and said that my father had been his classmate in school. I was

so happy, and from that time on, King Mutara always greeted me by name.

     Benzinge’s story is as fascinating and heartbreaking a one as those of other

Rwandan leaders of the time. Born on 16 August, 1934, at Muko in the Nyanza

Territory, he spent six years in school at the Catholic Mission of Kaduha (Nyanza

Territory), and from 1948 to 1952, he was part of the senior secondary class of the

Groupe  Scolaire  in  Astrida  (today  Butare).  He  followed  that  education  with

training and experience in the realm of administrative work, and on 11 December,

1956, was granted a diploma as an administrative specialist. Raised to the rank of

Sub-Chief of Kinihira (in the Chieftainship of Kabagali, Nyanza Territory) by King

Mutara III Rudahigwa in the same year, he worked there until 1959, when social

and political events changed his life forever. Because of his staunch support for

Mutara  III,  Benzinge  was  eventually  arrested  by  the  Belgian  authorities,  and

taken to the political prison of Ruhengeli, where he was imprisoned for almost

two years, and was finally released by an amnesty brokered through the United

Nations, just as Rwanda was preparing for its full independence from Belgium.

     Upon his release from political prison in 1961, Benzinge feared for his own

safety, and for that of his family, and thus settled in Goma, Congo, as a refugee,

from 1961 to 1964. Leaving Goma because of violence and unrest in that area in

1964, he settled in Kampala, Uganda, where he renewed his contacts with the

exiled monarch, Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, who was at that time living in Nairobi,

Kenya.  From  1973  onward,  Benzinge  has  worked  closely  with  Kigeli  to  help

Rwandan refugees throughout the world, also serving as Chancellor and Special

Advisor to the King.

     Benzinge himself was a boy of twelve years old when, spurred by strong faith

in the teachings of Jesus, on 27 October, 1946, H.M. King Mutara III Rudahigwa

officially  consecrated  the  Kingdom  of  Rwanda  to  Christ  the  King,  further

98



cementing its ties to both the Church and to the worldwide community of the

faithful.  Earlier  in  the  same year,  Rwanda had  become a  territory  under  the

supervision of  the  United  Nations,  despite  the  continued presence and direct

control  of  the  Belgians.  Further  inspired  by  his  deep faith  in  Christ,  in  1949

Mutara  declared  his  strong  opposition  to  the  chicote,  or  public  corporal

punishment  of  adult  males,  in  which  they were  frequently  beaten by  colonial

authorities in the presence of their families. This move caused great discontent

among  the  Belgian  administration,  which  increasingly  began  to  worry  about

potential effects of the growing regional and international prestige of the popular

monarch. 

Speaking of his brother in a 1995 interview with  Royalty magazine,  King

Kigeli had this to say of him:

My  brother  was  a  man  of  great  character,  energetic  and  also  very

intelligent. He was physically strong and a sportsman. He hunted and loved to

play tennis and even soccer; not only did he drive himself, instead of relying on

a chauffeur; he even used to do his own repairs on his automobiles. I must add

that he was a profound Christian, a man of prayer who attended Mass every

Sunday, and personally led his household in the daily recitation of the Rosary.

Belgian government policy in Rwanda during the yeas of the reign of Mutara

III Rudahigwa was sometimes a rather mixed bag of egalitarianism and “divide

and conquer” politics, all played out on the stage of the country’s public life and

institutions. For their part, the institutions associated with the Catholic Church at

first seemed inclined to fairly and usefully developing the talent and intelligence

of  the  nation’s  youth.  “I  first  came to  know the Belgians  during  my primary

school  studies,  “writes  Chancellor  Benzinge,  “and then  I  began my secondary

studies in the Groupe Scolaire of Astrida."

     This school was run by the Brothers of Charity of Gand, in Belgium;

later I worked in the Belgian administration. The Belgians were great workers,

especially the Flemish ones: they were very great educators, and all students

were  treated in  the same fashion,  in  a very egalitarian way.  There was no

discrimination whatsoever. However, among the students there were a number

of  princes,  such as Prince  Louis  Rwagasore  (son of  King Mwambutsa IV of
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Burundi),  Prince  Jean-Baptiste  Ndahindurwa  (the  future  King  Kigeli  V  of

Rwanda), and his little brother, Prince François Ruzibiza (son of King Yuhi V

Musinga of Rwanda).

     However, with regard to the governance of the country, they pursued a

very  different  policy,  creating  divisions  among the  Rwandan population  by

using ethnic identity, for they continued to practice their system of ‘divide and

conquer’ to control the country.

  In  1955,  the  King  of  Belgium named seasoned administrator  Jean-Paul

Harroy as Governor-General  of  Ruanda-Urundi.  The growing tension between

the  King,  who  was  firmly  determined  to  follow  his  conscience  as  a  devout

Christian and to right the wrongs largely imposed on his people by the foreign

occupiers, made a showdown increasingly inevitable, if not necessarily desirable.

In 1956, Mutara officially demanded of the United Nations a swift  end to the

Belgian  occupation,  as  well  as  total  independence  for  his  small  kingdom.  In

addition, the Supreme Council of Rwanda requested that chiefs and sub-chiefs

thenceforth  be  chosen  by  election,  rather  than  by  royal  appointment.  This

demand was later repeated at the beginning of 1959, at the same time as a further

request  for  a  precise  timetable  for  the  accession  of  the  country  to  full

independence and autonomy.

Writing of the Europeans’ fatal re-structuring of the age-old components of

Rwandan  society,  British  journalist  Anthony  Bailey  paints  a  bleak  picture  of

manipulation and covert aims. “When Belgium took over the administration of

Rwanda from Germany… it reinforced a German-created caste system which had

divided  the  centuries-entwined  and  inter-dependent  [Ba]hutu  and  [Ba]tutsi...

groups  into  the  ‘haves’  and  the  ‘have-nots.’…  It  was  the  mishandling  of

independence  by  Belgium  that  stirred  up…  violence  between  [Ba]hutu  and

[Ba]tutsi… and laid the seeds of discontent that came to a head in such a bloody

and barbaric way in 1994.” These seeds were to re-emerge from time to time, and

with greater frequency, in the years that followed the imposition of the Republic

on the unsuspecting people of Rwanda.

 Late in the reign of Mutara III Rudahigwa, in March, 1957, came the so-

called  “Manifesto  of  the  Bahutu.”  This  landmark  document  put  forward  the
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notion of the Bahutu as “exploited serfs” and of the Batutsi as “feudal exploiters,”

bent on the subjugation and domination of all that they could control. It even

advanced  the  ridiculous  notion  of  Batutsi  as  “internal  colonizers,”  all  in  an

attempt to sway world opinion in support of this nascent Bahutu “movement.” 

 Many abroad did not realize, however, that the framers of this document,

such  Bahutu  leaders  as  Grégoire  Kayibanda  and  Joseph  Habyarimana,  had

become willing pawns in the hands of the Belgian colonial authorities, advancing

the ill-founded and fundamentally  erroneous racial  claptrap of  the imperialist

powers, simply in order to advance their own careers and personal ambitions.

According to historian Bernard Lugan, what these young leaders wanted was for

Belgium to re-engineer the structure of Rwandan society, and what they feared

most was a situation in which they were “dominated and entirely dependent on

the goodwill of the Batutsi after the departure of the Belgians.” However, given

Mutara’s obvious dedication to the causes of democracy and equitable treatment

for all, a dedication that would ultimately cost him his life, these seem to have

been  strange  and  unfounded  fears,  indeed,  to  have  been  harbored  by  any

Rwandans of the time, Batutsi, Bahutu, or Batwa.

What many have failed to mention, however, was that from the very moment

of his coming to the throne in 1931, Mutara had dedicated himself to eliminating

those  taxes,  exactions,  and  duties  that  his  people  found  most  onerous  and

prejudicial to their survival and happiness. “From the time of his enthronement,”

writes Alexis Kagame, “Mutara III had taken the initiative to do away with the

duties paid in foodstuffs and bovine products that the entire country had to pay

to the Court.” This, of course, was just the beginning of a progressive course of

modernization and reform that was to gather speed and depth with the passing of

the years, but was to leave the Belgian authorities stymied and full of trepidation

at the sight of the King’s growing popularity and increasing relevance to the vast

majority of his subjects.

With the intervention of the United Nations in the manifold and multiplying

disputes that arose between the ambitious and forward-thinking young Mwami,

and his colonial tutors, there arose the possibility of genuine independence for

Rwanda  in  the  short-term  future.  Mutara  hoped  soon  to  be  able  to  obtain
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independence for his kingdom, and thus to help it  benefit  most fully  from its

newly-emancipated state, and to continue to govern it in the traditional fashion,

albeit with a host of new reforms and social developments firmly in place. Moving

sagely in that direction, and via the means of the Superior Council of Rwanda

(with Decree No. 640 of the SCR), the King managed to do away with the corvées,

or  forced  labor,  that  had  been  imposed  by  the  Belgian  colonialists,  hoping

thereby to rally to his cause the Rwandan masses against the machinations of the

Belgian Administration.  

However, the European colonialists could in no way resign themselves to the

prospect  of  being  eliminated  from  power  in  every  respect  by  the  Rwandan

monarch and his relatively small band of close followers. They had, however, to

put  in  place  something that  would serve as  a  powerful  counterbalance to the

growing power and determination of the pro-independence forces at Court, and

thus hit upon the idea of using the Bahutu majority group (who had been barred

from power by the very same Belgian authorities for over thirty years), and their

various social and political discontents, as a cudgel to wield decisively against

those of the royal party who had formerly been their tacit and closely-guarded

allies.

In 1958, Mutara had journeyed to the Universal Exposition in Brussels, and

returned to his small and mountainous African kingdom with a renewed sense of

purpose  and  optimism.  During  his  stay  in  Europe,  he  had  repeatedly  been

subjected to limitations on his personal freedom to travel by his Belgian hosts,

and  on  his  ability  to  accept  invitations  from  the  various  heads  of  state  and

politicians who eagerly sought him out, due largely to his growing reputation as a

statesman and African nationalist. Once, when his flight to Germany had been

cancelled by the Belgian Minister for the Colonies, he simply opted to take the

train, and duly arrived in Berlin to be welcomed there as the Rwandan Head of

State! Therefore, by October, 1958, when he had returned to Rwanda from this

extended stay in Europe, his opinions and attitudes with regard to the Belgian

Tutelary Authority in Rwanda had shifted decisively and irrevocably against the

continuation of such an institution within the borders of his kingdom.

Finally, in 1959, came the moment of ultimate rupture between the young
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Mutara  III  Rudahigwa,  who  dreamed  of  propelling  his  nation  forward  as  an

independent  and  fully  sovereign  state,  and  the  Belgian  civil,  military,  and

religious authorities,  who clung tenaciously to power, and were determined to

wield it covertly via Bahutu leaders, the details of whose ascent to power they had

carefully  engineered  with  Machiavellian  precision  over  the  course  of  the  past

decade.  According  to  Lugan,  “The  Batutsi  demanded  with  more  and  more

insistence that Belgium grant its independence to Rwanda. As Belgium continued

to  hesitate,  Batutsi  authorities  began  an  increasingly  systematic  policy  of

contesting Belgian  authority.”  The Bahutu,  on the  other  hand,  played the  so-

called “humility card,” as viewed by Lugan. “Humble and moderate,” he writes,

“they never lost an opportunity to underscore their gratitude to Belgium for her

civilizing  work.  Grateful  students,  they  praised  their  Belgian  tutors.”

Fundamentally cunning and disingenuous, this was a policy that was to bear real

fruit for the Bahutu plotters, who allied themselves visibly with their colonialist

masters, all in an attempt to gain the upper hand over their compatriots, come

the inevitable day of Rwanda’s complete independence.

 The Catholic Church in Rwanda took up common cause with the so-called

“Bahutu  patriots,”  violating  all  notions  of  remaining  above  faction  and party.

Lugan writes thus of the breakdown of relations between Church and monarchy,

“The  rupture  between  the  Court  and  the  Belgian  Residence  was  officially

consummated  [on  behalf  of  the  Bahutu].  This  rupture  was  underscored  even

more so by the Catholic Church, whose highest authorities in Rwanda multiplied

their declarations of condemnation of the Batutsi ‘system,’ and their support of

Bahutu ‘nationalism.’” 

 King Mutara III Rudahigwa, although he had been educated in the Belgian

system, and in schools run by and on behalf of Belgian interests, nevertheless was

an insightful and patriotic sovereign, and could by now intuit the fundamental

nature  of  the  colonizers’  divisive  plans  for  his  beloved  country.  Boniface

Benzinge, then the Sub-Chief of Kinihira, recalls being summoned to the office of

the Mwami, along with the other chiefs and sub-chiefs of the nation.” I would like

you all  to  resign  your  posts  immediately,  “declared the  King,  “and to  submit

yourselves to open and democratically-oriented elections for these posts.” There
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was a shocked silence among the assembled leaders, which King Mutara then

broke with a concise explanation of the reason for the move he had just proposed.

Here is precisely why I want you all to do this: The Belgians have begun to

claim that our monarchical system is not fair, even though they have certainly

used and supported it when it suited them. Now, they want to divide the people

and the monarchy, so that after Rwanda becomes independent, they can push

our  traditional  system  aside,  and  then  install  a  supposedly  ‘independent

republican government’ that will, in fact, be under their secret control.

According to Benzinge, all the chiefs and sub-chiefs in the room immediately

agreed to  submit  their  resignations,  a  move that  would doubtless  have taken

place  in  the  short-term  future,  had  the  young  King  Mutara  not  died  soon

thereafter, and under dark and mysterious circumstances, following a series of

unforeseen events that had as their origins the direct involvement of the Belgian

authorities.

     Regardless of the many and complex issues that plagued his beloved Rwanda,

the young Mwami was a great leader in his own land, and among other African

heads of state. Indeed, Mutara was a heroic king in the classical mold, a man of

highly refined sensibilities and a multitude of gifts. “King Mutara was such an

exceptional man on so many different levels, “recalls Boniface Benzinge. 

     He was highly intelligent, physically strong to an incredible extent, and he

loved all sorts of athletic pursuits, playing tennis, ping-pong, and engaging in

boxing matches regularly. He was also a very skilled hunter, and when he fired,

either with a gun, or with a bow, he never missed his target. His bravery was

unparalleled, and his sense of physical courage was unmatched. I have heard

that he frequently faced down attacking animals during his hunts, and never

ever  flinched when taking  his  shot.  Even among great  kings,  this  man was

exceptional.

‘Exceptional’ is a word that is often employed today when those who knew

him  search  for  ways  of  accurately  describing  this  iconic  king.  “My  brother,

“recalls Rwanda’s King, Kigeli V, “was for me, and for so many others who knew

him, both an exceptional king, and an exceptional man.

I would say of him that his whole life was characterized by his love for the
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country, by his bravery, by a genuine love of work; he was an exemplary man,

and a devout Christian. I had the precious opportunity to be at his side during

my youth, and he always encouraged me to study the history of our country. He

even asked Abbé Alexis Kagame to keep an eye on me, and to help me to really

understand the history of Rwanda. What I did not know, and what I could not

then suspect, was that he was preparing me to be the King. It was a secret kept

between him [Mutara] and the Holders of the Secret Royal Code (the biru), and

Abbé Kagame belonged to this group.

Among the foreigners resident in Rwanda during the reign of Mutara III

Rudahigwa  was  the  American  Rosamond  Halsey  Carr,  who  later  penned  a

colorful account of her life there, entitled, Land of a Thousand Hills: My Life in

Rwanda. Of Mutara, his court, and the society of Rwanda at this time, Carr wrote

sympathetically and evocatively.

In  retrospect, the  1950s  in  Rwanda were  the  waning  years  of  a  great

kingdom. Its manifestations were as florid and baroque in their own way as

were those preceding the dissolution of the Hapsburg Empire prior to World

War  I.  It  is  undeniable  that  many  of  us  heard  faintly  in  the  distance  the

rumblings of dissent, but none of us would have predicted that life as we had

known it was about to change irrevocably...

When I first came to Rwanda in 1949, the Mwami, or Batutsi king, was

Charles Mutara Rudahigwa, who - at six feet, nine inches tall - was, during his

reign, the tallest monarch on earth. Rudahigwa's reign had not been an easy

one, though. He had succeeded his father, Yuhi Musinga, who was deposed by

the  Belgian  administration  after  a  thirty-five-year  reign  on  account  of  his

contempt for Christianity and his fanatical adherence to the past....

Rudahigwa's  mother  had  been  Musinga's  first  wife.  Although

Rudahigwa  was  the  eldest  son,  Musinga  had  numerous  wives  and  many

children.  Traditionally,  the  successor  to  the  throne  was  one  of  the  king's

younger sons, as the strength of Rwanda was symbolized by the virility of the

king.  According to legend,  the  true  heir  to  the throne must  be  a  child  born

holding in his tiny hands the seeds of millet, squash, or other plants indigenous
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to Rwanda - an indication from their god, Imana, that he was destined to rule.

The identity of this infant who was to become the successor was confided by the

king to three trusted courtiers - members of the royal council, called "Abiru" -

who revealed it publicly only after the king's death. After giving birth to the

royal heir, the young queen never bore another child. She lived apart from the

Mwami and dedicated her life to the nurturing and protection of the young heir

to the throne.

At the time of  Musinga's deposal [sic]  in 1931,  Rudahigwa had already

attained considerable recognition and prominence as a sub-chief. He was fluent

in French (which endeared him to the Belgians) and acquiesced to the Belgian

demand  that  Rwanda  adopt  Catholicism  as  its  national  religion.

Accordingly, the  Belgians  chose  Rudahigwa  over  his  many  brothers  as

Musinga's successor and proclaimed him Mwami.

     Carr’s recollections of her first encounters with Rwandan royalty are equally

insightful and telling, and give a real sense of the atmosphere of the time.

My first  introduction to  the  Mwami and his  royal  court  was in  1956,

when the Hollywood film, King Solomon's Mines, based on H. Rider Haggard's

adventure classic, was shown to the king and queen and the royal courtiers. The

movie, which was partially filmed on location in Rwanda, and starred Stewart

Granger and Deborah Kerr, contains some of the most authentic African dance

sequences on film, including a dazzling depiction of the dance of Intore, such as

I had seen performed in Gisenyi on New Year's Day of 1955.

The  showing  of  King  Solomon's  Mines had  been  arranged  by  the

American Consulate in Leopoldville and took place in the royal city of Nyanza.

Many of the European residents of Rwanda were invited, myself included. The

Mwami and his queen, their courtiers, and the Batutsi nobles who took part in

the film were all present, as were a number of Belgian officials and priests from

a nearby mission. It was a mild, clear night, charged with an air of excitement

and wonder. A large screen was erected in the middle of a wide dirt road. On

one side of the screen, chairs had been set up for the invited guests. On the other

side (the back side), a huge crowd of Banyarwanda sat with expectant faces
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waiting for the movie to begin.

The king and his entourage made a ceremonial entrance. One would be

hard-pressed to find a more majestic figure than this giant of a monarch who

could trace his family dynasty back more than four hundred years. Rudahigwa

and his courtiers were dressed in traditional white robes with flowing togas

knotted at  their  shoulders,  and his  queen,  Rosalie  Gicanda,  was wrapped in

billowing layers of pale pink.

A disheveled young American arrived with the movie reels just before

sundown and began to set up the projector.... The soundtrack for the film was in

English, and as a result, the Africans were unable to understand the dialogue.

Restlessness  and  murmurs  of  disappointment  rippled  through  the  crowd

until the  action  sequences  progressed  to  the  familiar  landscape  of  Rwanda.

From that point on, the spectators provided their own soundtrack with cheers

and  improvised  dialogue,  as  they  followed  the safari  adventure  across  the

desert to the royal city of Nyanza, shouting with glee each time they recognized

friends - and in some instances themselves - on the big movie screen.

The city of Nyanza was almost entirely devoid of Western influence, as

the Belgian administration had refrained from intruding upon the royal seat of

the  Batutsi  monarchy.  There  were  no  hotels,  and  outside  visitors  were

discouraged. When the movie ended, the king and his entourage and most of the

invited guests assembled at the one small restaurant in town for sandwiches

and drinks. The rumpled young American sat as far from his royal hosts as

possible and spoke to no one. I longed to speak to Mwami Rudahigwa and the

queen;  however, unsolicited  conversations  were  frowned  upon.  Accordingly,

my overtures were limited to smiles from across the room, for which I received

the briefest nod of acknowledgment...

     Regarding the Twenty-Fifth Jubilee celebrations of the reign of King Mutara

III Rudahigwa, Rosamond Halsey Carr writes memorably.

In June of 1957, I had the opportunity to witness the royal court in all its

splendor  when  I  journeyed  to  Nyanza  to  attend  the three-day  Jubilee
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celebration  marking  the  twenty-fifth  anniversary  of  the  reign  of  Mwami

Rudahigwa. Thousands of spectators came on foot from great distances to pay

homage to the king. Others came packed like sardines in the back of trucks,

singing  joyfully  as  they  bounced  along  in  billowing  clouds  of  dust  over  the

winding roads that led from all corners of the realm to the royal city of Nyanza.

I  was  accompanied  by  Karin  Bielska's  three  children,  their  Dutch

housekeeper, and my houseboy, Edouard. We brought along tents and hampers

of food and pitched a campsite in one of the lovely groves of eucalyptus trees

outside  the  royal  village.  We  had  departed  Gisenyi  long  before  sunup  and

arrived in Nyanza just as the royal procession was beginning to make its way

slowly toward the stadium. The scene was as colourful and majestic in its own

way as was the pageantry of the royal courts of Europe. The long cortege was

made up entirely of Batutsi nobles - their imposing height accentuated by the

white  togas  they  wore  fastened  at  their  shoulders  and  the  long  white

robes wrapped around their slender bodies.

Rudahigwa,  the  queen,  and  the  queen  mother  were  carried  into  the

stadium  on  ornate  typoys borne  upon  the  shoulders  of  Bahutu  servants.

The king was dressed in white and wore a long cape of royal blue draped about

his shoulders. His headdress was a cascading plumage of white sisal attached to

a wide band of blue and white beads, with long beaded fringe that parted over

his face and fell to his shoulders. The queen, Rosalie Gicanda, was dressed in a

white  gown wrapped  in  a  cloud  of  white  tulle.  The  queen  mother,  Kankazi

Nyiraruvugo,  wore  a  headdress  similar  to  that  worn  by  the  king  and  was

dressed  in  a  pink  tunic  and  a  voluminous  skirt  of  soft  white  fabric.  Her

shoulders were draped in a shawl of white organdy banded with gray silk. The

queen mother ruled the kingdom in partnership with her son, and was therefore

almost  as  revered  as  he. She  closely  resembled  the  king  in  physical

appearance and was so youthful-looking she could easily have been mistaken

for the queen. The three monarchs maintained expressions of solemn dignity -

neither smiling nor acknowledging the enthusiastic greetings of the cheering

crowd.
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The ceremonies opened with a Catholic Mass conducted by Monseigneur

Bigirumwami, the first ordained African bishop in the Belgian territories of the

Congo and Rwanda-Burundi....

At the conclusion of the Mass, the entire assemblage made its way to the

royal palace through a wood of eucalyptus trees. I marveled at the specter of

the tall figures dressed in white who seemed to float gracefully beneath the trees

in  the  filtered  sunlight.  Their towering  height  and  regal  bearing evoked  a

feeling of wonder and awe. The men walked in pairs, often holding hands, as is

the custom in Rwanda. Women, in groups of four or five, chattered animatedly

among themselves in hushed voices as they approached the palace.

At the edge of the wood, we joined the crowd on a small square of lawn in

front of the palace to witness one of the most solemn rituals of the festival -

the presentation of the royal drum, Kalinga, the sacred symbol of sovereignty.

Kalinga itself was never beaten. Rather, other drums were beaten in its honor.

It was said that the sacred drum was ornamented with the genital organs of

enemies killed in  battle.  Kalinga was always kept  well-guarded from public

view, and I was therefore surprised to learn that its presentation was to be one

of the events at the Jubilee. The presentation did take place; however, the drum

was so heavily swathed in layers of white cloth that its shape and size were

completely obscured. It was borne upon a litter carried by Batwa men, followed

by Bahutu women singing a symbolic song. At the end of each verse, the women

would raise their arms in gestures of subservience to Kalinga.

The palace was a large brick residence with a wide veranda in the style

of  a  European  villa.  Following  the  ceremony,  Batwa  men  presented  their

offerings to the king. Among the gifts were cows with newborn calves, ornate

pots of honey, drums, leopard skins, and carved stools - all of which Rudahigwa

received with cool indifference as he sat impassively on the veranda with the

royal family and Belgian officials.

The afternoon festivities reconvened at the stadium. Awaiting the king

was a glittering array of gifts that stretched from one end of the stadium to the

other. Many were presented in pantomine or ancient tribal ritual. Among the
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gifts were a grandfather clock, a motorboat, and a Mercedes Benz. The early

kings of Rwanda toured their kingdom in small, beautifully thatched grass huts

attached  to  long  horizontal  poles,  which  were  carried  on  the  shoulders  of

servants.  A  perfect  replica  of  one  of  these  "touring  huts"  was  presented

to Rudahigwa, who in fact toured his kingdom in a Lincoln convertible. Again,

the extravagant gifts and their presenters were not acknowledged at all.

When I expressed my thoughts to Edouard, who was standing right beside

me, he looked at me in stunned disbelief. "But, Madame," he said, "everything in

Rwanda belongs to the Mwami! The land, the crops, the people, and the animals

are all his!" Why, indeed, would a person be grateful for a gift that already

belongs to him?

The most beautiful cows in the land, called "Inyambo", were ushered into the

stadium  by  royal  attendants.  These sacred  cows  were  kept  solely  for  the

pleasure of the king and for exhibit on holiday and special occasions. They were

magnificent  beasts,  adorned with beaded necklaces and tiny antelope horns.

Their  great  lyre-shaped  horns  were  ornately  decorated.  Their  hoofs  were

brightly polished, and their udders were painted white.

All of Rwanda's traditional ceremonies were enacted during the festival,

making  it a  truly  historical  pageant.  Batutsi  women,  dressed  in  skirts  of

brightly dyed cowhide, represented the queens of the early kings. Attached to

their headbands were two fifteen-inch-long antennae covered with tiny red and

white  beads,  and  their  ankles  were  encircled  with  hundreds  of  bands  of  a

special grass called "ubutega"....

The highlight of the festival was the dance of Intore. One hundred dancers

with brilliant, multicolored sisal headdresses streaming about their faces tossed

their  heads  and  pounded  the  earth  with  their  feet in  perfect  rhythm  to  the

beating drums, leaping higher and higher into the air. We left the field amid the

ceaseless roar of spectators. It had been a dazzling spectacle, and although we

did not know it at the time, it was to be one of the last such celebrations of the

great Batutsi dynasty.
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According to the Rwandan historian Alexis Kagame, “The attitude of the

King, after his return from Europe in October, 1958, did not fail to cause some

inquietude. 

     One found that, contrary to his habit,  he no longer seemed to take into

account the presence of the Tutelary Authority.

     One of the acts that one might judge to be ill-advised was the project that he

put together to make a trip to the United States. During his stay in Brussels, at

the time of the Universal Exposition, invitations had been made to him in this

connection, so that he might be able to travel widely in that vast country with

his teams of dancers and drummers…

Although  many  recognized  the  growing  severity  of  the  rift  that  had

developed between the Mwami, resolutely dedicated to furthering the welfare of

his people under the sacred banner of Christ the King, and the Belgians, eager to

retain their hold on the physical resources and the political levers of the nation,

few could have foreseen the extent and consequences of the drama that was to be

played out during the course of the coming days. On Friday, 24 July, 1959, King

Mutara traveled to Usumbura, from whence he planned eventually to journey to

New York to put the case for Rwandan independence before the United Nations.

The day after his arrival there, the King requested a shot of penicillin from Dr.

Vinck, a Belgian stand-in for his personal physician, whom he had seen earlier in

the day. The doctor administered a dose of about 1 million units of megacillin,

and  during  the  course  of  a  brief  conversation  with  Vinck  following  the  shot,

Mutara  collapsed  and  died,  apparently  struck  down  by  a  massive  cerebral

hemorrhage. 

     Despite claims that this tragic event was the result of some kind of medical

anomaly, many believed that the increasingly troublesome mwami had simply

been eliminated under orders from Brussels  by means of  a  foul  assassination

rather  thinly  disguised  as  a  clinical  "accident."  This  hypothesis  is  further

strengthened  by  testimony  from  his  half-brother  and  successor,  Kigeli  V

Ndahindurwa, who affirms that Mutara "wanted to go to New York, to ask the UN

to grant full independence to Rwanda. In Usumbura, where a replacement for his

usual physician had given him an injection before the voyage, he collapsed upon
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leaving the medical office. Shock, infection, heart attack. We are assured that it

was an accident, but I know that my brother had never been sick, and that no

autopsy was ever performed."

     Rosamond Halsey Carr was present in Rwanda at the time, and recalls the

atmosphere of deep shock and apprehension that reigned throughout the stricken

nation after Mutara’s sudden and unexpected death.

     On the morning of July 27, 1959, a rumor began to circulate throughout

Rwanda that the Mwami was dead. The workmen gathered at the drying house

and begged me to tell them if this was true. I went to the house and turned on

the radio - dialing station after station. I finally picked up a frequency from

Brazzaville in the French Congo that reported: “The Mwami of Rwanda died on

July  25 at  Usumbura.  The  cause  of  his  death  has  not  been  announced."  I

immediately returned to the drying house and told the men what I had heard.

They received the news in stunned silence, then left the plantation and returned

to their homes.

I was left alone to ponder what the true circumstances were and what the

repercussions would be. I was shocked to learn that Rudahigwa was dead and

felt  apprehensive  about  the  future.  The  official  explanation  of  Rudahigwa's

death was announced the following day. It was reported that on July 25, while

in Usumbura, Rudahigwa had complained of a severe headache. He was taken

to the hospital where he was treated by his Belgian physician. As he was leaving

the hospital, he suddenly grasped his head in his hands and crumpled to the

floor in  a  lifeless  heap.  The forty-eight-year-old  monarch  was  pronounced

dead of a cerebral hemorrhage.

Almost immediately, speculation was rampant throughout the land that

the  Mwami had  been  assassinated.  Indeed,  many  of  us  feared  that  he  had

been murdered by the Belgians, perhaps by lethal injection. Two independent

European  doctors  were  called  in,  and  both  concurred  with  the  original

diagnosis.  Due  to  mounting  tension  within  the  country,  an  autopsy  was

advised. The queen mother flatly rejected the idea, and the autopsy was never

performed....
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The funeral  services were held in the royal  city of  Nyanza on July 28,

1959, in the presence of Monsieur Harroy, vice-governor of Rwanda-Burundi;

Mwami Mwambutsa of Burundi; Bishop Bigirumwami; and other dignitaries

of the Catholic Church. I did not attend, as I had been advised that, with the

widespread  suspicion  that  the  Mwami had  been  assassinated,  the  attitude

toward Belgians in particular and foreigners in general was very antagonistic.

     The Rwandan nation was devastated. Deep mourning spread throughout the

land of the Banyarwanda, and the sudden and unforeseen disappearance of this

great Mwami, truly a shepherd of his people, struck savagely into the psycho-

emotional heart of the grieving population. Equally tragic was the fact that this

hero of the people had passed away with no male descendants, therefore leaving

the matter of the succession an open question. Thus began a race against time

and  circumstances,  bravely  sustained  to  ensure  that  the  sorrowing  Rwandan

homeland  should  not  fall  even  further  under  the  control  of  the  Belgian

administration at this critical juncture in her history. Providence, favoring the

right over the might, would supply a genuine blessing in the person of her next

ruler,  but  his  ability  to  positively  influence  events  in  his  increasingly  fragile

kingdom would be tragically short-lived.
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CHAPTER V

A Dream Deferred:

 The Sabotaged Reign of H.M. Kigeli V Ndahindurwa

 (1959-1961)

     The stunning loss of their beloved Mwami left the people of Rwanda shocked

and grief-stricken. Even as the nation mourned however, the biru, who had not

been called upon to entirely order the royal succession since the days of Yuhi V

Musinga, made hasty preparations to proclaim the accession to the throne of a

new mwami.  Sensing that  the Belgian colonial  authorities  would seek to take

advantage of  this  period of  instability  to  forcibly create a regency under their

complete and direct control, thereby effectively crushing the hopes of the nation

for autonomy, the aged counselors of the kingdom gathered in conclave to settle

upon a successor.

     Despite  the  lack  of  a  direct  male  descendant  of  Mutara  III  Rudahigwa,

however,  it  soon became  apparent  that  he  had made  known his  wishes  with

regard to the royal succession. The Abbé Kagame, one of the leading religious

figures of the kingdom, as well as a key political personality, declared that he was

ready to swear an oath that the late Mwami had in fact secretly revealed to him

his choice for the throne. In addition, the chiefs Michel Kayihura and Alexandre

Kayumba  were  also  aware  of  the  person  that  Mutara  had  wanted  to  become

mwami after his death, as he had by that time largely given up on the possibility

of having children with Queen Rosalie Gicanda. That his choice should also have

lighted upon a member of the royal family of absolutely sterling reputation, held

in  the  highest  esteem  by  both  the  Rwandan  people  and  the  Belgian

administration, was considered to be nothing short of providential.

     Despite the fact that other candidates were briefly discussed by the biru, and

by  members  of  the  Supreme  Council,  in  the  end  the  choice  was  a  clear  and

resounding one. Mutara's half-brother, Jean-Baptiste Ndahindurwa, was called

upon to take up the burden of the throne, and to be invested with the power and

responsibility of the sacred office of Mwami. It is quite telling, in fact, that the
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new Mwami, who was famed for his goodwill, his devotion to Christ, and his care

for the people,  did not at all  consider himself  to be a likely candidate for the

throne. According to witnesses, early on the day of his designation as Mwami,

before  the  ceremonies  associated  with  his  late  brother's  funeral  were  set  to

commence, he had simply gone out to tend to his herds of cattle, much as he had

done in the days and months past, and was therefore entirely unaware of all the

tumult and excitement surrounding his approaching elevation to the kingship. 

     The scene at the public funeral of the late king, which took place on 28 July,

1959, was understandably anything but a peaceful one. There was both profound

grief and considerable tension in the air, as the people and the court prepared

themselves  for  the  next  move  of  the  Belgian  administration  in  its  seemingly

incessant campaign to cripple the hopes of the Rwandan monarchy. The aged

biru, however, despite their relatively small numbers and the somewhat decrepit

state  of  the  traditional  Rwandan  ritual  protocols,  were  to  play  their  hand

brilliantly,  effectively  trumping  the  Belgians  at  their  own  game.  Honoring

scrupulously the ancient Rwandan royal traditions, and carefully following the

various  rites  associated with  the  transfer  of  power,  they took as  their  central

inspiration the ancient formula of  succession:  Umwami aratabazwa, igihugu

kigahabwa  undi  mwami  kitaraye  nze  ("The  mwami  is  buried,  and  then  the

country receives a new mwami, without passing one day with a vacant throne").

     After the funeral of Rwanda's lamented hero-king on the hill of Mwima, in

Nyanza,  the  announcement of  his  successor  was  made in the presence of  the

assembled mourners and the officials of the Belgian administration. When the

name  of  Ndahindurwa  was  made  known  to  the  crowd,  there  was  a  great

acclamation from the Rwandan people. Given the enormously positive response

to the succession of the young monarch (who assumed the throne name of Kigeli

V) to the royal dignity, the Belgian authorities, including Governor-General Jean-

Paul  Harroy,  had  no  choice  but  to  acknowledge  that  they  had  been

outmaneuvered by the biru, and they were therefore forced to put a good face on

their defeat. In point of fact, however, and despite the deeply questionable nature

of their ultimate plan for Rwanda, the Belgian authorities themselves privately

expressed a sincere, if somewhat grudging respect for the character and abilities
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of the man who had just become king. 

     “During the burial  of His Majesty, King Mutara III,” remembers Kigeli  V

Ndahindurwa, “the Governor, as representative of the Belgian government, had

informed the public that his government was going to replace the King with a

Regent,  and  that  later  they,  and  not  the  people  of  Rwanda  (as  was  usually

customary) would decide whether or not Rwanda would become a republic.” 

At this point,  writes historian Benjamin Sehene,  the Vice-President of the

Supreme Royal Council of Rwanda, in the name of the Rwandan population,

informed  the  Belgian  Governor  that,  in  virtue  of  the  laws  and  customs  of

Rwanda, a king could not be buried before the announcement of the accession of

a new Mwami. The Belgians, despite themselves, accepted that the new Mwami

should be proclaimed to the public. Thus it was that the Members of the College

of  Biru  (holders  of  the  royal  esoteric  codes)  proclaimed  the  name  of

Ndahindurwa-Jean-Baptiste as the new King of Rwanda, with the reign name

of Kigeli V.

Upon hearing this news, the population all cried out in a loud voice to

show their joy at this development; they were bursting with joy, because they

loved the King,  considering him the Father of  the Nation,  who protected all

without reference to [racial or clan] distinctions.

“The  Belgians,”  avers  Boniface  Benzinge,  “were  planning  to  install  a

Republic in Rwanda after the death of Mutara III.”

     However, they ‘forgot’ that they had signed a legal decree in 1952 stipulating

that, in the case of the death of the King of Rwanda, he would be replaced by

another King, according to the laws and customs of Rwanda.

      Alexis  Kagame  writes  thus  of  the  men charged  with  orchestrating  and

announcing on Mwima Hill the legitimate succession to possession of the Regal

Drums of the Kingdom: 

        … Chief  M[ichel]  Kayihura was of  the Family of  Ndungtse,  to whom

belonged the dignity of Guardian of  Kalinga; for his part,  Chief  A[lexandre]

Kayumba  was  the  grandson  of  Gashamura,  who  was  the  highest  dignitary

among his colleagues.

     Boniface Benzinge further recounts the height of the drama surrounding the
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accession of King Kigeli, stating,

     It was at the burial of Mutara that Chief Alexandre Kayumba, Head of the

Biru, had proclaimed the name of Prince Ndahindurwa Jean-Baptiste, to whom

was given the royal name of King Kigeli V. As this all took place on the Hill of

Mwima, Jean-Paul Harroy, Governor of Rwanda and of Burundi at the time,

characterized this event as the ‘Coup of Mwima.’

     What Harroy (and the other Belgian officials) must have known all too well,

however,  was  that  this  was  no  “coup,”  for  the  time-honored  protocols  and

procedures  of  royal  Rwanda  had  been  followed  scrupulously  by  the  relevant

authorities, and that this was therefore a genuine and perfectly valid succession

to the throne. In fact, the Belgian Administration itself had guaranteed that this

should be the case, with a decree of 14 July, 1952, which stated unequivocally, “It

is  the  role  of  tradition[al  practices]  to  determine  the  person  who  should  be

invested with  the  role  of  King,  according to  the  designation procedure of  the

traditional authorities [i.e., the biru].” Thus it was that, far from being a coup,

this  transition  of  power  represented  a  seamless  handover  orchestrated  and

carried  out  by  the  selfsame “traditional  authorities”  named specifically  in  the

Belgian decree.

     Carr recalls the atmosphere in the country upon the accession of King Kigeli V

Ndahindurwa on 28 July, 1959.

The  funeral  was,  in  effect, the  last  great  manifestation  of  the  Batutsi

dynasty in Rwanda. Friends later described the event as being fraught with

tension....

A long procession carried Rudahigwa's body to the sacred burial ground.

Grand  Chief  Kayihura  of  Gisenyi  stepped  forward  and  shouted  in  a  voice

strained  with  emotion  that the  mwami could  not  be  buried  until  the  royal

council, the biru, had designated his successor. Complete silence fell upon the

crowd as a member of the royal council came forward and announced that the

childless Rudahigwa had chosen as his successor his young half-brother, Jean

Ndahindurwa, who had taken the name of Kigeli V.

A wild roar erupted as a young man - seven feet tall and astonishingly
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thin - stepped forward to greet his subjects. Instantly, all hostility was forgotten

as the people cheered their new sovereign. 

     Born in Kamembe, in the Shangugu Territory of Rwanda on 29 June, 1936, to

the exiled King Yuhi V Musinga and Queen Mukashema, the young Mwami had

been baptized a Roman Catholic, taking the name of Jean-Baptiste. When he was

four  years  old,  the  family  had  been  forced  to  leave  Rwanda,  and  had  been

resettled in the County of Marungu, Moba Territory, in Katanga Province of the

Congo. After the death of his father, King Yuhi V Musinga, in 1944, young Prince

Jean-Baptiste  Ndahindurwa  returned  to  Kibungo,  Rwanda,  with  his  mother,

Queen  Bernadette  Mukashema.  There  he  attended  primary  school  at  the

Rwamagana Catholic Mission until 1949, completing his primary education at the

Kabgayi Catholic School of the Josephite Brothers in 1950. 

     Noted as both a highly intelligent and devoutly religious young man, Prince

Ndahindurwa  joined  the  Groupe  Scolaire  of  Astrida,  at  that  time  the  sole

government school in Rwanda and Burundi, where such subjects as medicine,

veterinary  sciences,  agriculture,  and administration were  taught.  Opting  for  a

concentration in administrative studies, he continued his studies between 1952

and 1956 at the government school in Nyangezi, Congo. Upon leaving Nyangezi,

the Prince took up work with the Belgian administration, first in Astrida, then in

Bufundu in 1959.

Prince Ndahindurwa had worked with the  Belgian administration in the

Astrida  Territory  from 1956 to  1958,  whereupon he  was  named Sub-Chief  of

Bufundu in 1959, being widely recognized, by both Rwandans and Belgians alike,

as a devout young man of great probity, with a deep sense of social justice and a

keen knowledge of his country, its people, and their needs. 

     “The reign of  King Kigeli  V as Mwami of  Rwanda,” remembers Boniface

Benzinge, “was a victory over the Belgians, and a joy for the population, because

the colonizers were already prepared to impose a republic on the nation.”

     As  King  Kigeli  V  had  just  announced  the  beginning  of  constitutional

monarchy at his investiture, the Belgians were deeply unhappy. When the King

began his tour throughout the country, in order to greet the population, the
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Belgians and their partisans conducted a campaign of manipulation, in order to

spur the people to revolt. In this way, the joy of the people in the reign of Kigeli

V did not last long. 

Furthermore,  according  to  Benzinge,  the  shadowy  nature  of  Belgian

schemes  to  overturn  the  traditional  Rwandan  system  of  government  was

becoming patently obvious to many at that time. 

The intentions of the Belgians were to abolish the Rwandan monarchy,

pillar of peaceful cohabitation and national unity, and to replace it with a new

regime of  so-called ‘republican governance,’  while  giving all  the power to  a

single section of Rwandan society, i.e., the Bahutu. These ‘republicans’ had the

same intentions as the Belgian authorities, which were to abolish the monarchy

and to accede to supreme power.  

The  new  king,  although  now  the  target  of  Belgian  schemes  and  the

centerpiece  of  political  intrigue,  had  started  his  life  in  modest  circumstances

during  the  protracted  exile  of  his  royal  father,  King  Yuhi  V  Musinga.  “My

childhood was a very ordinary one,” claims King Kigeli V today. “I played with my

friends, and did domestic chores with my brothers and sisters. We really lived a

normal life, like other Rwandan children of our age.

I began my primary studies at Rwamagana, in the east of Rwanda, at

Nyanza, in the center of the country. I lived with my mother [Mukashema] all

the while, as my father had just died [in 1944]. After my primary studies, I was

sent to Astrida [today Butare], to begin my studies in a school run by the Marist

Brothers. 

A year later, I was sent to Nyangezi, in the Congo, to continue my studies

in a modern secondary school. There, I undertook courses in administration for

five years,  after  which  time I  returned to Rwanda,  where  I  was hired as  a

secretary for the Territory of Nyaruguru. I was very fortunate in my work, and

therefore,  after  five  years,  I  was  promoted  to  the  rank  of  Sub-Chief  in  the

Subchieftancy of Rukondokami. 

Two years  later,  King Mutara died quite  suddenly,  having confided to

Abbé Alexis  Kagame that I  would be his  successor,  but for my part,  I  knew

nothing at all about this. Thus it was that, during the funeral rites [for King
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Mutara],  the  Head  of  the  Biru  proclaimed  my  name  as  the  new  King  of

Rwanda.

     “When King Kigeli V came to the throne in 1959,” recalls Chancellor Benzinge,

“I was already Sub-Chief of Kinihira, in the Chieftainship of Kabagali,  Nyanza

Territory, and had been since 1956.

     The Rwandan people had been deeply shocked and profoundly saddened by

the death of Mutara III Rudahigwa. It was only with the proclamation of King

Kigeli V that the people truly rejoiced to have a new and young King; one who

was truly kind and admirable. There was so much hope in the future of the

monarchy  when  Kigeli  was  proclaimed,  especially  as  the  King  had  just

announced that he would rule as a constitutional monarch. It was the Belgians,

and their sympathizers within the country, who later forced the people to accept

a republican form of government.

The  new  king's  reign  began  in  an  atmosphere  of  extreme  tension  and

growing  unrest  among  certain  elements  of  the  people.  With  the  population

secretly  stirred to dissent  by the Belgian authorities,  who sought to undo the

positive accomplishments of the late Mwami, and to hobble the chances of the

new king, incidents of political violence and other types of crime grew throughout

the nation. “When I grew up,” claims Kigeli, “my mother and my brothers told me

how the Belgian colonizers had dethroned my father.” 

They began in 1931, when they decided to overthrow my father, Yuhi [V]

Musinga simply because he had refused to be baptized, and he was [thus] held

in exile in the Congo, at Kinshasa, by the Belgians. He was thereafter replaced

by my brother, Mutara III Rudahigwa, who had received an education at the

seminary.

In general, the Belgians had [what amounted to] a dictatorial regime [in

place], and everyone feared them. King Mutara tried to redress the injustices of

the past,  and to correct the errors, above all  the forced labor that had been

imposed on the population [by the Belgians], and he had initiated the process

for the [complete] independence of Rwanda.

The Belgians had not at all appreciated these initiatives, and they decided

to have him [Mutara III Rudahigwa] killed. After his death [on 25 July, 1959],
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they  continued  the  plans  that  they  had  had  in  place  before  his  demise,

encouraging the people to rise up against the monarchy, while sabotaging all of

my initiatives, until the day that Colonel [Guy] Logiest revealed to me their plan

to dethrone me, and to overthrow the monarchy. 

‘My  mission,’  declared  Logiest  to  me  quite  flatly,  ‘is  to  overturn  the

Batutsi, and to put the Bahutu in their place. On the day that my government

tells me to reinstate the Batutsi, I will come to you, Your Majesty, and we will

drink a glass of whiskey together.’

I thanked him for his sincerity, and told him that it was highly regrettable

that they had such a plan. I added that had I enough power, I would oppose this

plan most strenuously, but as they were in a position of greater military power

than I, there remained only one option for me, which was to cut off relations

with him, and with his administration. 

    Thus the Colonel simply and unashamedly unfolded to the Rwandan king the

illegal  nature  of  Belgium’s  designs  with  regard  to  Rwandan  independence,

designs that were ultimately to be in direct and flagrant violation of both the clear

orders of the United Nations (as codified in Resolutions 1579 and 1580, of 20

December, 1960), and of the basic principles of international law and diplomacy.

It was not until 9 October, 1959, and after considerable difficulty, that His

Majesty Kigeli  V Ndahindurwa was to able to swear his oath of investiture at

Kigali. Indeed, it had even been suggested to him by the Belgian authorities that

he should do so privately, but the new king patently refused to execute such a

solemn, sacred, and essentially public undertaking while shrouded within a veil

of secrecy and suspicion. As a precaution, however, and because of the volatile

nature of the political situation in his struggling country, the new Mwami had

demanded that explicit mention be made of his wish to reign as a constitutional

monarch, so as to avoid any future possibility of nullification of his enthronement

by  the  tutelary  authorities.  In  addition,  having  requested  that  he  should  rule

constitutionally,  Kigeli  V  Ndahindurwa  was  now  possessed  of  an  almost

irrefutable  argument  in  favor  of  the  speedy  and  equitable  creation  of  an

independent  native  government  and  of  a  new  national  constitution.  This

eminently  public  act  was  accomplished  in  the  presence  of  the  Vice-Governor
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General, and of the twenty-seven members of the Superior Council of Rwanda.

     However, both the Belgian authorities and the Catholic Church were already

deeply engaged in a campaign of obstruction and sabotage, and these at the very

highest  levels.  On  24  September,  1959,  the  high-ranking  Catholic  clerics

Monseigneur  Bigirumwami  and Monseigneur  Perraudin  launched a  hysterical

denunciation of the party UNAR, one of the staunch supporters of the monarchy

in Rwanda.  “Playing on all  notes of  demonization,”  writes a  shocked Bernard

Lugan,  “[Perraudin and Bigirumwami] were  unembarrassed by scruples.  They

effectively assimilated everything at the same time, and without any thought for

the  contradictions,  equating  the  monarchist  party  with  ‘fascism,’  ‘atheism,’

‘communism,’ and ‘islamism.’” The ridiculous nature of these claims did not go

unnoticed, even in the highly-charged atmosphere of this moment in Rwandan

politics,  and  this  to  such  an  extent  that  the  Bahutu  parties  were  eventually

obliged to address a letter of explanation and exculpation to Pope John XXIII in

Rome, where the words and actions of Monseigneur Perraudin, in particular, had

met with a certain measure of outraged censure, even among fervent Catholic

believers.

     Sadly, however, the forward-thinking constitutional monarchy envisioned by

the devoted new monarch was not to be realized in his land. Circumstances and

events conspired against the fulfillment of his plans, and it soon became painfully

apparent that the Belgian administration, which purported to favor the peace and

stability  of  its  "client"  nation,  was  actually  in  collusion with  anti-government

factions to effect the downfall of the Rwandan monarchy and the installation of a

new  and  more  malleable  régime  under  its  watchful  eye.  By  early  1960,  the

handwriting was most clearly on the wall on a number of different levels, and the

Belgians continued to do their utmost to undermine the monarchical prestige of

the increasingly popular young Mwami.  In that year,  the portrait  of the King,

which had previously graced banknotes and coins of the Bank of Rwanda, was

replaced  by  images  of  wild  animals,  and  His  Majesty's  closest  advisors  were

increasingly placed under close surveillance by the Belgian Sureté. The image of

Kalinga  also  disappeared  from  public  view,  and  political  and  racial  violence

continued to  escalate  in  the once-peaceful  kingdom. The evil  seeds cunningly
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sown by the European authorities over the course of the preceding decades had

sadly begun to flower just as Rwanda stood on the threshold of full independence.

     In a recently declassified note addressed to King Baudoin of Belgium on 24

October, 1960 by his Grand Marshal, Gobert d'Aspremont Lynden, uncle of the

Minister of African Affairs,  the Marshal indicates that he sees no difficulty in

inviting King Mwambutsa IV, Mwami of Burundi, to the upcoming wedding of

Baudoin  in  Brussels.  "As  for  Kigeli,  Mwami  of  Rwanda," continues  the

Grand  Marshal,  "there  is  no question,  as  he  will  be  put  aside."  This

constitutes one of the clearest and most striking indications of the secret plans of

the  Belgian  authority  to  eliminate  Kigeli  V  Ndahindurwa  from  his  rightful

position as monarch of his people, and to install some species of neo-colonialist

puppet government in his place.

     Decades  later,  on  14  November,  2001,  a  report  by  prominent  European

journalist  Colette  Braeckman,  Chief  African  Correspondent  for  Le  Soir

newspaper in Brussels,  literally threw open the door on a highly intricate and

truly sinister web of Belgian plots and coup attempts throughout Africa during

the  1950s  and  1960s.  According  to  Defense  and  Foreign  Affairs  Daily,

“Revelations of an explicit role by the Belgian government in the assassination of

Congolese leader Patrice Lumumba, Rwandan King Mutara III, and Burundian

King Mwambutsa at the end of the Belgian presence in Africa in the late 1950s

and early 1960s have triggered a series  of  responses which are likely  to have

significant strategic ramifications.

     The information emerged in a report by Colette Braeckman, the authoritative

Chief African Correspondent for the Brussels daily,  Le Soir, on November 14,

2001.  In  the  report,  Braeckman  reveals  that  the  Government  of  Belgium,

which  occupied  Rwanda  and  Burundi  under  a  United  Nations  trusteeship

arrangement,  and  which  occupied  the  Congo  as  a  colonial  power,  had

deliberately planned the assassination of Congolese leader Patrice

Lumumba,  the  murder  of  Rwandan  King  Mutara  III,  and  the

overthrow of his successor and brother, King Kigeli V, among other

acts.

     In the meantime, Rwandan expatriates and residents alike were agitating on
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behalf of the King. As well, some leaders and members of the Rwandan Bahutu

population were now saying that the new evidence absolved them of the long-

held  claim that  a  Bahutu  revolution  had removed the  King  and started  the

process of ethnic war in Rwanda.

     At the time, however, the Belgian authorities were careful to mask all of their

actions as best they could, especially given the tense and potentially volatile social

and political climates through much of post-colonial Africa. There were some in

the international community, however, who were able to see things for what they

were,  and  to  judge  accurately  among  those  who  presented  themselves  as

Rwandan patriots. Early in 1960, the UN had sent to Rwanda a mission under the

direction of Mr. Mason Sears, who also doubled as de facto representative of the

United States  in  Rwanda.  For  Sears,  King  Kigeli  was  a  guarantor  of  national

unity, and UNAR a party of respectability and probity.

The incidents that have recently taken place in Rwanda are not the result of

a popular revolution against social injustice…  The political party UNAR,

which  counts  among  its  members  many  Bahutu  faithful  to  the

Mwami,  is  above  all  an  African  nationalist  movement,  pure  and

simple,  and  almost  identical  to  those  which  one  finds  in  other

African territories.

King Kigeli  V is above all  a just man, humble, accessible, and

sober and,  with all  the necessary encouragements,  he could rally

90% of the population behind him in the very near future. 

However,  as  the  Belgian  authorities  were  bent  on  pursuing  a  policy  of

isolation and elimination with regard to the Rwandan monarchy, the last thing in

the world that they wanted to hear was that, with the proper amount of outside

support, Kigeli was entirely capable of quickly mobilizing the vast majority of the

nation’s population behind him

It was in search of just such “necessary encouragements” as Sears mentioned

in his report that King Kigeli set forth into the wider world, in the hope that his

cause,  and  his  mission  for  the  renewal  and  stabilization  of  an  independent

Rwanda, might receive a fair hearing. On 19 December, 1960, he approached the

United  Nations  General  Assembly,  during  the  Fifteenth  Session  of  its  Fourth
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Committee. In Item Number 45, entitled “The Question of the Future of Ruanda-

Urundi,”  the  Mwami  wrote  powerfully  and  persuasively  of  the  necessity  for

intervention on the part of the United Nations, due to the ethnic violence that

had again broken out across the country. “My first duty,” he proclaimed, “is to

defend the interests of the people who raised me to this high office.

     I hasten to make it clear that even if I had no other qualification than that of

a simple citizen of Ruanda, I would have appeared before this Assembly as a

patriot…  Thousands  of  people  have  been  killed;  thousands  of  refugees  are

wandering about with no shelter,  their property having been looted… Many

people, including two of my brothers, are subject to controlled residence or have

been deported to distant islands.

The King continued to refute, in a very pointed and exact fashion, some of

the aspersions  that  had been cast  on him with regard to  his  elevation to the

kingship. “When on 28 July, 1959, I was called upon by popular acclamation to

preside over the destinies of Ruanda; my first concern was to make a solemn

declaration in favor of a democratic régime, and specifically of a constitutional

monarchy corresponding to people’s aspirations. 

I then undertook a journey in order to restore calm to the country which

had been disturbed for the moment by the untimely death of Mwami Mutara

III. The enthusiastic welcome which I received everywhere presaged an era of

national peace. This, however, was short-lived. Political parties arose, and the

Belgian Administration, contrary to what they had asked and obtained of me in

the form of a statement that I would remain above party, supported certain

political parties. Belgian civil  servants took an active part in the creation of

political movements, while merciless persecution was launched against other

parties.

     The United Nations General assembly viewed the situation entirely as King

Kigeli himself did, and voted on 20 December, 1960, to enjoin Belgium to cease

its illegal and prejudicial actions, and to allow the return and reinstatement of

Rwanda’s legitimate sovereign.

RESOLUTION No. 1580: Concerning the Case of Kigeli V

     1. The General Assembly regrets that the powers of Kigeli V should
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have  been  arbitrarily  suspended,  and  requests  that  the

Administrative  Authority  rescind  these  measures…  [and] …return

him to Rwanda in order to permit him to exercise his functions as

Mwami,  while  awaiting  that  the  population  should  express  its

wishes on that subject.

     2.  It  decides that  a referendum shall  be  organized under  the

supervision of the Commission for Ruanda-Urundi on the institution

of the monarchy, and on the person of the present Mwami.

     3.  It asks that the above-mentioned Commission, after having

studied  the  situation,  should  present  to  the  General  Assembly  its

recommendations, during the reopening of the 15th Session, on the

subject of the date on which the referendum should take place.

     Notwithstanding  Resolution  No.  1580  of  the  United  Nations  General

Assembly, however, difficulties and complications seemed to multiply endlessly,

despite the King’s efforts to overcome all obstacles, and to unite the Rwandan

people. “After the burial of His Majesty Mutara III Rudahigwa,” recounts King

Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, “and in an atmosphere of high tension, I was enthroned

as King of Rwanda. 

The colonial administration was angered because we had foiled their plan

to overthrow the monarchy. However, they did not relent in these designs; they

continued, in secret, to encourage the Bahutu population to rise up against the

monarchy, by using the most educated among them, until I was forced to refuse

to sign a document that would have dismissed a number of Chiefs and Sub-

Chiefs for no valid reason.

     King Kigeli himself has declared unequivocally that the Belgian scheme for his

removal was becoming increasingly apparent over the course of the months. “I

journeyed to Bujumbura to see Governor Harroy," states Kigeli, “and to ask him

for some clarification of the [earlier] comments of Colonel Logiest.

During  our  conversation,  he  tried  to  minimize  the  declarations  of  the

Colonel,  by  describing  them  as  the  language  of  soldiers.  Despite  this

‘explanation’ by Harroy, their maneuvers continued to be evident throughout

the country, inciting the population, above all the Bahutu, to rise up against the
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power in place [i.e., the monarchy]. 

Faced  with  such  a  situation,  from Bujumbura,  I  found  it  necessary  to

travel to see the Secretary General of the United Nations, who was on a work

visit in Kinshasa [Congo], to explain the conditions that reigned in the country

at that time. Upon my arrival, they declared me persona non grata across the

airwaves of the Ruanda-Urundi National Radio.

From  Kinshasa,  therefore,  I  was  obliged  to  go  to  Dar-es-Salaam,  in

Tanzania, and I again contacted the Secretary General,  to advise him of the

further  deterioration  of  the  political  climate  in  Rwanda.  Following  this,  he

invited me to explain things in greater depth before the Security Council, in its

general meeting. I arrived in New York, and duly appeared before the Council,

where I outlined in detail the current state of affairs within Rwanda, and where

I also pleaded for the independence of Rwanda after a referendum, the fruit of

which were two UN Resolutions, Nos. 1579 and 1580, which provided for my

return, as well as for the organization of such a plebiscite as might determine

the future of the country’s system of government. 

It was evident that Logiest and Harroy wanted to chase me from power," he

states. 

If I  was at Léopoldville [at the time of the Belgian coup d'état],  it  was

because I wanted to meet Dag Hammarskjold, Secretary General of the

UN, and to plead in favor of independence. Harroy had made no objection

to  my  departure,  very  much  to  the  contrary.  But  when  I  returned  to

Rwanda, I found Belgian commandos who were guarding the border with

the  aim  of  keeping  me  from  re-entering  my  country...  I  never  fled

Rwanda,  as  people  have  said;  it  was  the  Belgians  who  kept  me  from

returning, for they wanted to establish the Republic..."  

Indeed, claims Kigeli,

The colonial administration refused to abide by the Resolutions [of the UN

General Assembly]; on the contrary, the very same administration organized a

referendum in my absence. However, I forced my return to Kigali by disguising

myself, in order to ensure the application of the resolutions mentioned above,

which authorized me to present myself in the elections. The next day, the secret
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services  took  me  in  hand  for  interrogation;  they  forcibly  expelled  me  to

Bujumbura by helicopter, thereby making it impossible for me to present myself

in the referendum.

On 28 January, 1961, in both haste and a certain measure of secrecy, the

Belgian government arranged for a meeting of local Rwandan burgomasters at

Gitarama,  under  the  heavily  armed  protection  of  Belgian  para-commandos,

where  these  native  electors  illegally  voted  for  the  abolition  of  the  monarchy,

thereby  leading  to  the  installation  of  the  Republic  of  Rwanda  under  its  first

President, Dominique Mbonyumutwa.

“When  King  Kigeli  V  left  Rwanda  in  1961  to  attend  the  independence

celebrations  in  [the  Congo],  the  Belgian  government  announced,  without  his

prior  knowledge,  that  there  would  be  a  referendum  on  the  future  of  the

monarchy,” writes Anthony Bailey of the colonizers’ machinations. 

… [T]hey ordered Kigeli not to return home. Belgium was now turning its

back on the monarchy and undermined the only institution that [the people]

held in general respect. 

King Kigeli, now effectively barred from returning to his homeland by the

successful Belgian plot, was offered a suitable residence in Kinshasa by Patrice

Lumumba, Prime Minister of the Congo, who was soon after to be assassinated in

another infamous instance of foreign  main-basse  in central Africa. The Mwami

did eventually manage to make a journey to New York (generously underwritten

by the prominent American financier, David Rockefeller), where he was entirely

successful  in  his  efforts  to  obtain  full  UN  support  for  the  independence  of

Rwanda.  British author Anthony Bailey recalls, “The United Nations called for

the postponement of elections and the referendum and the return of the King.”

The General Assembly stipulated that the Belgian government should 

1. Permit the repatriation of all Rwandan refugees who had fled their homeland

during the oppressive Belgian régime,

2. Accede to the return of H.M. King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa to his country

and

3.  Allow  Rwanda  complete  control  of  the  conduct  of  its  affairs  as  a  free,

independent and autonomous nation.
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“A UN team,” continues Bailey, “was dispatched to Rwanda, but by the time

it  arrived  there,  the  [Ba]  Hutu[s]  had  already  declared  the  Republic  and

appointed one of its leaders as president. 

     The  Belgians  recognized  the  new  rulers;  when  elections  were  held  in

September,  most  [Ba]Tutsi[s]  refused  to  participate  and  as  a  result  the

[Ba]Hutu[s] won the election and the monarchy lost the referendum.      

     In  the  end,  the  Belgians  would  ultimately  comply  with  none  of  the  UN

demands,  and  would  openly  defy  the  entirety  of  the  UN  resolutions,  instead

unilaterally proclaiming Rwanda to be a Republic at the end of 1961. In July of

1962, they granted full independence to the struggling and beleaguered nation,

now  bereft  of  its  Mwami,  the  traditional  spiritual  and  political  father  of  the

Banyarwanda. According to His Majesty's closest advisor, Boniface Benzinge,

After the resolutions of the UN regarding the future of Rwanda (namely

that  Kigeli  should  be  allowed  to  re-enter  the  country  as  its  King,  that  all

political prisoners should be liberated, and that all refugees should be allowed

to repatriate), His Majesty wished to return to Kigali as soon as possible. What

he knew, however, was that the Belgian authorities had posted commandos on

all  of  the frontiers of  the country,  with the express intention of  blocking his

return. Nevertheless, he left for Ngara in a car, from whence he intended to re-

enter the country, but found the border area heavily patrolled and guarded by

the commandos. 

     Seated in the back row of seats in the car, he was disguised as a pregnant

woman, with a veiled head and padded, protruding stomach, the latter giving

evidence  of  the onset  of  labor.  In order to  distract  the Belgian commandos,

those accompanying the King offered them a case of beer, saying that they were

in a great hurry, due to the advanced state of pregnancy of the lady within the

vehicle. As they were more interested in the beer than in the pregnant woman,

they quickly let the party pass the border check, in order to better enjoy their

complimentary drinks.

     Once within the country, the King and his companions went directly to the

house  of  M.  Rukeba,  the  president  of  UNAR,  who  lived  in  central  Kigali.

Unhappily,  though,  while  entering  the  house  of  M.  Rukeba,  Kigeli  was
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recognized by a Bahutu man, who immediately sought out Colonel Logiest, and

informed  him  of  the  King's  presence  in  Kigali.  Logiest  ordered  Belgian

commandos to encircle the house where the King was staying, and called for

him to come out, which he did, whereupon he was escorted by the commandos

to a waiting helicopter, which flew him to Bujumbura.

     While in Bujumbura, the King was placed under house arrest for more than a

week, and this news soon made its way to the ears of President Julius Nyrere in

Tanzania. The King had previously warned Nyrere that he was going to return

to Rwanda, in accordance with the UN resolutions, but he knew well that the

Belgians would do anything they could to derail his plans, so he had asked the

President  to  follow very  closely  the  events  that  were  unfolding  there.  Thus,

when Nyrere learned that the King had been arrested and sent to Bujumbura,

he immediately sent a telegram to Governor J.-P. Harroy, to inform him that

Kigeli had returned to Rwanda in accordance with the UN resolutions, but if he

(Harroy) did not want him there, he should send him to Dar-Es-Salaam, from

whence  he  had  recently  come.  If  not,  all  Belgians  working  for  the  the

International Maritime Agency in Dar-es-Salaam would quickly be arrested.

Faced with  such an  unpalatable  development,  Harroy very quickly  sent  the

King to Dar-es-Salaam, accompanied by the Belgian ambassador, M. Carlier,

as well as by the British ambassador. 

     The King’s seemingly solitary struggle was seconded by a number of high-

ranking  African  personalities,  among  them  the  members  of  the  African

Nationalist  Party,  who drafted  and delivered to  the  Fourth Committee  of  the

United Nations General Assembly the following Memorandum:

Having thoroughly studied the political situation in Ruanda-Urundi at a

special  conference  of  our  delegations…]we]  real[ise]  that  the  arrest  of  King

Kigeli the Vth of Ruanda on September 25 and the murder of Prime Minister

Louis  Rwagasore  constitute  a  challenge  to  law…  and  consider  []  that  the

legislative elections were organized in Ruanda by colonialists in an atmosphere

of terror that has cost the lives of 500 people, thousands of wounded, 200,000

exiled and hundreds of  detainees… [and] considering the obvious will  of  the
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Belgian colonialists to install a neo-colonialist government in Ruanda, [we]…

     Urge the United Nations to see that resolutions 1579, 1580, and 1605 of the

U.N. General Assembly on Ruanda-Urundi are properly implemented,

     Appeal to the United Nations to consider the flagrant violation of  these

resolutions by Belgium and to end its trust over Ruanda-Urundi to replace it by

a provisional U.N. direct administration,

     Recommend to all peace and freedom-loving nations, and especially Afro-

Asian  Nations,  to  strongly  support  the  national  liberation  movements  of

“UNAR”  and  “UPRONA”  [pan-Rwandan  monarchy  parties]  in  favour  of

genuine independence without neo-colonialism.

Sadly, despite the valuable support and recognition of such organizations as

the  African  Nationalist  Party,  the  voice  of  the  King,  who  struggled  to  bring

stability and peace to his tiny kingdom, fell on deaf ears. Thus were planted the

seeds of ongoing conflict, deception, and suffering that were to bear such bloody

and hateful fruit over the course of the coming decades. Alexis Kagame, like the

King’s  Chancellor,  wrote  of  the final  attempt of  the  King to gain  entry  to his

beleaguered kingdom. “The [Belgian] Administrative Authority had categorically

refused the return of Kigeli V before the Referendum. 

He  tried  nevertheless  to  return  and  he  managed  to  do  so  on  the  23

September  [1961],  two  nights  before  the  popular  consultation.  The  Special

Resident of Rwanda had prepared himself for every eventuality by installing

roadblocks on all of the roads by which the deposed monarch might re-enter

Rwanda. It even seems that the order to shoot him on sight had been given, with

the assumption that without a doubt he should return with an armed escort

which would lend itself to accusations of [his bringing a band of] assailants.

     On the contrary, however, he arrived quite discreetly, as a passenger

among others on board a humble camionette. In this way he passed all of the

roadblocks where the Belgian para-commandos awaited resolutely the cortege

of Jeeps and tanks that one imagined [would appear]. Having arrived at Kigali,

he was saved in principle; the Special Resident considered himself to be under
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the  obligation  to  do  no  more  than  to  arrest  him.  Alerted  to  this  fact,  Mr.

Rahnema, the UN Commissioner, intervened, but he did not succeed in bending

the Special Resident to his will. Kigeli V was thereafter sent to Usumbura, from

whence he was sent on to Dar-es-Salaam on 2 October, 1961. 

Many  are  those  today  who  call  for  the  further  investigation  of  Belgian

intervention in the Kingdom of Rwanda during this period, a kingdom that was

entrusted by the United Nations to the Belgian Tutelary Authority. According to

historian Ludo De Witt, “For Rwanda, there is still research to be done.

In this country, the Belgians threw oil on the fire of the rivalries between

Batutsi and the Bahutu, and used them in order to be able to install- under the

cover of a democratic Bahutu revolution- a government under their orders. This

is a major turning point in the escalation of  the ethnic conflicts in Rwanda,

which culminates in the genocide of 1994. 

The events of these fateful days  are also recounted by Julien Nyssens, who

was working as a Belgian administrator at the time of the King’s brief return to

Rwanda. “The myth of the Mmwami was so anchored in people’s minds," writes

Nyssens,

 that it was possible- but not certain- that his mere physical presence, a

sufficient cause of  fear for his  subjects,  would cause them to worry about a

seizure of power on his part, and that this would exercise in its way a kind of

pressure on the electorate.

     It was in the middle of the night, the evening before the vote, it must have

been two o’clock in the morning, I was called by Colonel Logiest to his house. He

had been  informed of  the  unwelcome presence  of  the  Mwami  at  Kigali.  He

gathered together a small état-major of about four or five people, to decide on

the  way  to  flush  him  out  before  sunrise,  and  then  to  send  him  beyond  the

border. I proposed that we should all be divided into five teams that could each

go to the residence of  one of  the top five candidates on the list  of  the “pro-

Mwami” leaders, which is to say, those of UNAR. Thus it was decided that each

of us would leave at the head of a few soldiers.

     For my part, I was to search the area of Nyamirambo, which was far

less large than it is today. I inspected the houses, and in each case found their
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occupants  in  bed.  Kitted  out  with  a  flashlight,  I  could  recognize  them.  No

Mwami in Nyamirambo; thus I rejoined my colonel, who informed me that the

Mwami had been rapidly flushed out from the house of Rukeba, the number one

on the UNAR list.

     I took the Mwami into custody, in order to lead him to the military camp,

from whence a helicopter was to transfer him to Usumbura. It was on the steps

of the Kigali Hospital that he was entrusted to me. Before taking him away in

my car, a VW Beetle, I asked him to raise his arms, so that I might frisk him. He

willingly complied with my request, holding in his hands a whisk. Ignoring his

dissatisfaction  at  having  to  ride  in  such  a  small  car,  I  brought  him  to  the

helicopter that awaited him at the previously arranged point.  

The bravery and determination of the young King Kigeli, exemplary in any

context, were part and parcel of the spirit of the Rwandan kingdom, especially as

its people began to foresee a time when they would no longer be under the heel of

foreign domination and manipulation. Rwandan historian and teacher, Théophile

Murengerantwari,  speaks  knowingly  of  the  “sea change”  that  had  taken  place

during the latter years of the reign of Mutara III Rudahigwa, and during the early

days of that of Kigeli V Ndahindurwa. “At the time of the accession of King Kigeli

V,” writes Murengerantwari, “people had begun to be more and more daring. 

In 1959, Kigeli V, having taken notice of the evolution of people’s thoughts,

had recently  decided  on  a  constitutional  monarchy,  which  is  to  say  that  he

wanted to demonstrate his desire to exercise power in a modern fashion, as was

the case in many other countries in the world, and notably in Belgium. Kigeli V

had seen clearly. According to the aspirations of the leaders of the people for

real  democracy,  there remained nothing but  to organize the royal  power in

such a way as to respond effectively to the plans for democracy that had been

encouraged by the leaders.  It  is  well  known that  [Grégoire]  Kayibanda [the

most prominent Bahutu republican leader, later President of the Republic of

Rwanda] and his companions had been satisfied by the accession of Kigeli V.

They  greeted  with  enthusiasm  the  decision  by  King  Kigeli  to  reign  as  a

constitutional  monarch,  a  decision  which  was  not  at  all  appreciated  by  the

[Belgian] tutelary authorities. The accession of a constitutional king, as was the
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case in Belgium, signified the total independence of Rwanda.

It  was  therefore  necessary  for  the  authorities  of  the  Belgian  tutelary

administration to block by any means necessary the exercise by Kigeli V of his

monarchical functions. This came to mean that Kigeli V, who had just sworn to

reign as a constitutional monarch, could practically not exercise his powers. It

is therefore a great injustice to pretend that everything that took place in 1959,

notably the revolution and its consequences, should be considered the fault of

Kigeli.  

     Many were those, however, both within Rwanda itself, and throughout the

international community abroad, who were fooled by the “smoke and mirrors”

techniques employed by the Belgian colonial authorities, and by their handpicked

successors, the Bahutu leaders of the new Republic of Rwanda. When violence

broke out between the political parties associated with the Batutsi (UNAR) and

the Bahutu (PARMEHUTU), the Belgians were quick to support the latter, while

coming down hard on the former. In the documentary film,  Rwanda and the

Colonel, Robert Regnier, a former Belgian official in Rwanda-Urundi, recalls that

the support of the colonizers for the Bahutu was apparent to all, even when they

were committing acts of violence against the Batutsi population. “It is true that

we were unilaterally very severe in the repression of the violent acts

committed by [the Batutsi monarchist party] UNAR.

Right  away,  we  were  there  with  our  troops,  and  with  our

territorial soldiers.

     And,  on  the  contrary,  we  closed  our  eyes  to  the  numerous

instances  of  violence  committed  by  PARMEHUTU  [the  Bahutu

republican  party],  and  therefore,  by  [those  close  to]  Kayibanda,

because  I  think  that  Kayibanda  had  his  men  well-armed,  and

therefore, they knew that they could get away with it, because he

had done so. 

     In his book,  From Feudalism to Democracy,  the last Belgian Governor of

Rwanda-Urundi, Jean-Paul Harroy, speaks candidly of his role in what came to

be known as the “Coup of  Gitarama,” of  28 January,  1961,  engineered by the

Belgians, and executed to bring about the domination of the entire country by
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their chosen men, the new Bahutu power élite. “Following the telephone call of

12:45 PM, Ambassador Dorsinville [of the UN Commission for Rwanda-Urundi]

regarded  me  with  his  piercing  eye,  while  asking  me  nonchalantly,  ‘Nothing

special?’ I was extremely unhappy to respond, ’No, nothing important,’ when in

truth I should have said to him, ‘They have just unseated your protégé of [UN]

Resolution 1580… [i.e., King Kigeli]…’ 

Harroy himself was thus personally involved in misleading and obstructing

the efforts of the members of the UN Commission that had been sent, under the

power of the UN Mandate in Rwanda-Urundi, to ensure that any transition to

power in Rwanda was to take place in a fully legal and internationally-sanctioned

environment. Of course, this is not at all the way in which events unfolded, and

the United Nations, as well as the broader international community, was simply

left with the fait accompli of the installation of “Bahutu power” in Rwanda, and

the summary elimination of the monarchy and its institutions (the Kalinga, the

biru), the personal overthrow of King Kigeli himself, and the installation of the

Republic. All of this was done within the course of a few short minutes, and by

simple  acclamation  of  the  crowd  later  assembled  in  Gitarama.  These  events

marked the beginning of a troubled and painful time for the people of Rwanda,

one that would endure for decades, and whose heart-wrenching repercussions are

still felt there today.
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CHAPTER VI

Unconquered:

Kigeli V’s Quiet Struggle for Rwanda’s Rebirth

(1961- present)

     In exile, King Kigeli’s efforts on behalf of his suffering countrymen have been

as unstinting and far-reaching as they were when he was still in power. At the

time of the horrific Genocide of 1994, a trauma that shook his nation to its very

core,  Kigeli  was  an  active  and passionate  voice  on  behalf  of  those  who were

suffering  and  dying  on  a  daily  basis.  The  February,  1995,  issue  of  Britain’s

Royalty  magazine  featured  an  in-depth  article  about  the  heartbroken,  yet

resolute African monarch. Author Anthony Bailey wrote warmly of the King, and

of his lonely struggle. “[H]is not a story of romantic dreams of regaining his long-

lost throne, but that of another Rwandan trying to do his bit for his country and

his countrymen, at their time of greatest need.

     Kigeli  V  has  dedicated  himself  to  keeping  his  country  in  the  world’s

consciousness, and to enlist[ing] its help… He did not wish to talk in any great

length about himself  or his family’s ancient history… There was no pretence

from this seven-foot-two-inch tall exiled monarch, just a friendly welcome and

a desire to get down to talking about his search for peace in his country. 

     King Kigeli’s earliest memories are largely of his mother, as his father was

occupied with state affairs, particularly the problem of the family’s return to

their homeland. Kigeli  describes his mother thus: ’She suffered terribly from

asthma. However, she did not spare herself when it came to my upbringing. She

oversaw  my  education  and  it  was  she  who  taught  me  the  importance  of

cultivating a life of prayer, the thing which has sustained me through all that

has happened ever since.’

Since the time of his enforced exile  by the Belgians,  H.M. King Kigeli  V

Ndahindurwa has lived the entirety  of  his  life  abroad,  first  in  Dar-es-Salaam,

Tanzania (1961 to 1962), and then in Nairobi,  Kenya (1963-1971). He has also

lived in Kampala, Uganda (1972-1978) and again in Nairobi (1979-1992). In June
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of 1992, and thanks to the direct intervention of his friend and fellow African

head  of  state,  Nelson  Mandela,  he  was  granted  political  asylum  by  the  US

government, and has lived in Washington, DC, ever since that time. 

     “Wherever I have lived in Africa,” recalls Kigeli fondly,

    I have met with a warm and generous welcome, whether it was in Tanzania,

in Uganda, or in Kenya. I have had very good relations with the leaders of these

countries, and as a result of my good ties with these people, they have received

Rwandan  refugees  with  respect.  While  in  Uganda,  I  was  offered  the

opportunity  to  send  Rwandan  refugee  children  to  secondary  and  technical

schools there, with the further possibility of their being admitted to Makerere

University, which was a direct result of my friendly relations with the Ugandan

government of the time.

His Majesty is even warmer in his praise for his adopted home in North

America.

My impressions of the American government and of the American people

have been overwhelmingly positive since the very moment of my arrival here

[in 1992]. They have given me such a warm welcome, and as I am a political

refugee, they have quite generously provided me with the means to take care of

my basic necessities. These days, I lead the simple life of a political refugee, with

certain medical and daily needs, but the American government is aware of my

long-term goals, and I believe that they will be willing to help at the opportune

moment.

     The King’s Chancellor, Boniface Benzinge, is equally fond in his recollections

of their arrival in the USA. “On 10 June, 1992,” says Benzinge, “we arrived in the

United States, and were received by our good friend, Bill Fisher.

     The next day, he presented us to some of the high-ranking personalities of

Oklahoma, and then after two days, we continued our journey to Washington,

DC. We noted that this country was highly developed, and that the American

people  were very welcoming and warmhearted,  very open to everyone,  and

that they took great pleasure in helping others. It was at this time that we made

our first visit to the US State Department, where we explained what was going

on [in Rwanda], and that the war that was going on greatly increased the risk
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of conflict degenerating into genocide.

      This visit was not to be the last that the insightful monarch was to pay to the

seats of  power in his  new  terre d’exil.  On 21 March,  1994,  a few short weeks

before the outbreak of the horrific genocide that so stained the pages of the last

decade of the 20th century, Kigeli wrote directly to the United Nations.

     This appeal is written with much confidence that you will understand it, and

take it  into consideration.  The reason[s]  that  ha[ve] forced me to make this

appeal [are related to] what is going on in Rwanda today:

1. Killings, hatred, and other discouraging situations.

2.  How the  Agreements of  Arusha [designed to bring peace and renewal to

Rwanda]  which  were  signed  before  with  certain  nations  and  organizations

have been so long delayed. I am afraid that this delay may bring terrible chaos

in Rwanda, [on a level] which was never experienced there before.

Tragically  prescient  in  his  fear  of  “terrible  chaos  in  Rwanda,”  the  King’s

painful foresight was to prove all too accurate, for by early April, the Genocide of

1994 was in full swing, with over one million Rwandan people dead by the end of

that horrific spring. “Had the UN and the African Union paid attention to my call

for action,” wrote Kigeli later in an address to the heads of state of two dozen

nations of  the world,  “we may have averted the  war,  the genocide,  and other

horrible human rights violations in Rwanda.” Sadly, his was a lone and unnoticed

voice at the time when Rwanda stood on the bloody precipice of its infamous

genocide, with the heartbreaking result that none of those who might have been

saved from the pitiless assaults of the crazed mass murderers ever managed to

survive. 

Unknown to the wider public, during the run-up to these atrocities, the King

had received a special secret envoy from then-President Juvenal Habyarimana.

“He asked me,” His Majesty recounts, “to keep refugees from requesting their

return, because Rwanda was ‘like a glass full of water; if they continued to agitate

for their return by force, the Tutsis within the country would be exterminated.’”

This shocking and prescient view of the situation within Rwanda was tragically

borne out only a few short weeks later, when the world stood back in horror and

disbelief at the sheer extent and nature of the unspeakable murders that took
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place within the strife-riven nation.  

While on the road in Montreal, Canada, in support of aid operations for the

struggling country, and according to exiled patriot Guillaume Murere, Rwanda’s

King  Kigeli  V  Ndahindurwa  was  represented  by  his  faithful  aide,  Boniface

Benzinge, who had the following to say about the insinuation that the King had

been chased out of his kingdom by the Bahutu majority: “This is not true; the

Mwami was not chased out by the Bahutu, he was chased out by the Belgians.”

Commenting further on the situation in Rwanda, Benzinge said, “We know how

the kings governed, and now we have also seen how the republics have governed;

why not let  the people  choose for themselves the form of  government that  is

suitable for them.” Clearly, Mwami Kigeli supports the self-determination of the

Rwandan people, thus positioning himself as a real democrat and, faced with the

extremists of the RPF camp, who have imposed their dictatorship at any cost, it is

patently obvious that he wishes that all democrats should form a cooperative and

efficient  coalition.  Later,  in  a  speech  at  Georgetown  University,  King  Kigeli

characterized  the  Rwanda  Genocide  as,  “the  most  preventable  tragedy  of  our

time.” He went further, to say that “the Genocide was the result of the loss of

respect and culture that the Monarchy had guaranteed throughout the centuries.”

The pillar of Rwandan civil society, its age-old monarchical system, had stood as

a bulwark of stability and order in a country that was to witness a seemingly

endless  spiral  of  violence  and  oppression,  once  that  key  system  had  been

dismantled and discarded through a fatally toxic combination of treason from

within, and of collusion from without.   

In the appalling wake of  this genocide,  many other related problems and

challenges arose. Again, in 1995, King Kigeli spoke movingly of the plight of his

broken and suffering nation.

We have thousands of  Rwandans in  exile  in  neighboring countries  who

must return home. We have thousands of  families who have had loved ones

murdered and must now be taught to forgive and not seek further bloodshed.

Internally  we  need  medical  supplies  to  treat  the  wounded;  roads  and

communication  facilities  which  have  been  destroyed  in  the  conflict,  water

distribution  networks  which  have  been  contaminated  or  destroyed,  schools,
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churches- the list is endless…

The genocide which has been happening in Rwanda is political, not because

of tribal differences. During my family’s reign, there was harmony amongst the

people. Today’s violence is part of a program of hatred planned by the country’s

former colonial leaders and their successors.

As a devout Roman Catholic and in a country which my brother dedicated

to  Christ  the  King,  I  am  deeply  saddened  by  the  wicked  murders  of  the

Archbishop, priests, and nuns, and have written to Pope John Paul II with a

message of sincere condolences. But my heart also goes out to all the innocent

men,  women,  and  children  for  the  death,  injury,  and  suffering  and  loss  of

homes, livelihood and possessions during this period of hostilities.

I am particularly conscious of the effect that these troubles are having on

our children, who are the future of our nation. In a way, I am thankful that

through my exile and poverty and because I am a refugee I am able to share

and fully  understand their suffering.  Before  coming to the United States [in

1992], I too had my life threatened by the very same people who created this

disaster and –without security- I was, like everyone else, at their mercy and

living in fear.

     Recalling his own years of exile in Africa, Chancellor Benzinge tells a tale of

mixed blessings and genuinely hard times. “My memories of exile in Africa are of

a very difficult life.

   I [first] went into exile after two years as a political prisoner, after the events

of  1959.  We  were  granted  amnesty  thanks  to  the  United  Nations,  which

demanded the liberation of all Rwandan political prisoners at the time. When I

left prison, I went directly into exile in Goma, in the Congo. I was hired by the

Lipton-Congo Company, and two years later, I found myself engaged by the

government of Goma District.

In 1964, there were tribal disturbances in the regions of Goma and Bukavu.

All Rwandan refugees were arrested by the local authorities in connection with

a plot of the Kayibanda government in Rwanda, who wanted to capture sixty

people from among our ranks, to have them executed at Gisenyi. 

On that day, God was truly with us, and really protected us, for in the end,
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they were unable to take a single person captive. Sadly, however, nine people

were killed by the Congolese police, who were trying to load them into some

trucks. After these events, I left to build a life for myself in Uganda, where I

spent over fifteen years working in the import-export trade.

These  days,  His  Majesty  King  Kigeli  V  Ndahindurwa,  accompanied  by

Chancellor  Benzinge,  regularly  travels  throughout  the  world  to  speak  out  on

issues related to the happiness, security and prosperity of his people, and has

received an immense amount of praise, as well as numerous international awards

of the highest rank in various knightly orders and confraternities, for his tireless

efforts on behalf of justice and peace in Rwanda. In 1998, he was awarded the

prestigious Gold Star Award of the International Strategic Studies Association,

for  his  work  in  trying  to  warn  the  world  of  the  approaching  genocide  in  his

country, and throughout the region. He is the founder and head of the King Kigeli

Foundation,  which  works  to  support  humanitarian  initiatives  on  behalf  of

Rwandan  refugees  throughout  the  world.  He  remains  in  daily  and  constant

contact with Rwandans throughout the world, including those still residing there,

fielding  scores  of  telephone  calls  every  day.  “King  Kigeli  is  in  touch  with

Rwandans in every corner of the world,” declares Benzinge, “as well as those who

are still within Rwanda itself. On the average, he receives a minimum of about

thirty  calls  every  day.  In  addition,  the  Royal  Council  of  Rwanda  gives  him

information on a regular basis, as well as daily analyses of the social and political

situations in the country.”

King Kigeli is the Sovereign Grand Master of the Royal Order of the Lion of

Rwanda,  an  Order  of  State  founded  by  his  late  brother,  H.M.  Mutara  III

Rudahigwa, as well as of the Royal Dynastic Orders of the Drum, the Crown, and

the Crested Crane, the latter three his own orders of chivalry (see Appendix III),

all of them in the great Christian tradition of knighthood. 

     “My life as a Christian began when I was a small child,” recalls Kigeli. 

My mother was a Christian, and a very devout one. She always brought

me with her to Mass, and we prayed together in our house with other members

of the family. I grew up in this environment, and in this way, I have been a

convinced Christian since that time, until today. Such a Christian culture has
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created in me a deep spirit of love for others, of justice toward others, and of the

need to forgive, [all of ] which have guided me throughout the course of my

reign, and throughout the many chapters of my life, down to the present.

Although one of the aims of the present government of Paul Kagame seems

to be to erase King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa from the collective consciousness of

modern  Rwandans,  this  plan  will  not  succeed.  “My  actions  on  behalf  of

Rwandans speak for themselves,” avers the King.

The  true  history  of  our  country  is,  thanks  to  things  like  the  Internet,

increasingly at the disposal of everyone these days. I am in daily contact with

Rwandans, both within the country, and throughout the world, and they keep

me informed  regularly  on  precisely  what  is  happening  within  our  country,

wherever they might happen to live.

Among the things  that  have  sustained  the  King  during  the  course  of  his

lonely and protracted struggle to restore a viable constitutional monarchy to his

beleaguered land has been his deep and abiding religious faith. “Wherever I am, I

try my best to remain a truly practicing Christian believer, and via my faith, and

the  King Kigeli  Foundation,  I  reach out  to  help  others  through philanthropic

undertakings  aimed  at  supporting  orphans  and  other  disadvantaged  people.”

Among the holy  sites  that  His  Majesty  has  visited  as  a  Christian  pilgrim are

Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Rome, and Fatima, places in which he has prayed deeply

and reached out for guidance as a devoted Catholic. 

     The decades that have followed the forced exile of its beloved Mwami have

been violent and painful ones for the Rwandan nation, and the way ahead still

remains  fundamentally  unclear.  Manipulated  and  betrayed  by  foreign

interlopers, torn asunder during decades of civil strife and unspeakable brutality,

the people of Rwanda have throughout these many tragic ordeals been deprived

of the inspired leadership of their traditional ruler, the chief bulwark and support

of the social, political and spiritual life of the nation. 

     “The  Kagame  government,”  asserts  Chancellor  Benzinge,  “has  always

attempted  to  transform  the  history  of  Rwanda,  and  of  the  monarchy,  into

something that they can then use for their own ends, but this will never succeed,

for truth always triumphs over lies and trickery. 
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     The proof of this is the fact that there are so many people who call  His

Majesty every day,  who wish  to  give  their  support  to  the monarchy.  Many

Rwandans now believe that the monarchy can bring solutions to longstanding

problems such as national reconciliation and fundamental unity, as well as a

lasting peace for Rwandan people, and this where the various republics have

failed. These young people, who have been steered away from the true history

of  the  Rwandan  monarchy,  will  come  back  into  the  way  of  truth  by  the

orientation of  their families,  their relatives,  and by exposure to truthful  and

solid documentation of the historical events. 

     Today,  however,  the  very  fabric  of  the  Rwandan  state  has  been  fatally

compromised by this important lacuna, and the resulting chaos and suffering of

the  past  four  decades  have  sadly  dogged  the  halting  development  of  the

struggling republic. When asked about the challenges that will doubtless await

the  King  and  his  ministers,  should  they  ever  return  to  power,  Chancellor

Benzinge is direct and forthright. “The first thing to do is to promote national

unity,  peace,  and  reconciliation.  This  is  the  basis  of  a  lasting  and  peaceful

cohabitation for the Rwandan people. 

All Rwandans must be able to live together in harmony, and in equality,

without any kind of ethnic, regional, or class discrimination. They must all have

basic  human  rights  and  complete  freedom  of  speech.  Understanding  these

needs, and responding to them effectively, are the two keystones of an eventual

return to power of King Kigeli.  

At present, King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa lives in Oakton, Virginia, a suburb

of Washington, DC, capital city of the United States. He devotes the majority of

his time to maintaining constant contact with the thousands of Rwandan refugees

who now live around the world, in places as far-flung as Montreal, Brussels, Los

Angeles,  and  London,  among  others.  He  is  especially  interested  in  nurturing

young  Rwandans,  who  in  his  words,  "absolutely  represent  the  future  of  the

country." He spends countless hours on the telephone each day, in addition to

those he spends meeting with members of the Royal Council of Rwanda, a body

that  was  created  in  2011  to  help  keep  the  King  in  better  and  more  effective
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contact with Rwandans in every corner of the globe.

"The young Rwandans of today," avers the King, "have little contact with

the  historical  realities  of  our  common  past.  They  are  fed  stories  by  the

government, and since this is practically all that is available to most of them, this

is what they grow up believing." In addition, according to His Majesty, Rwandan

youth have been misled by the same sorts  of  "false  histories"  that  were  once

peddled  by  the  White  Fathers  missionaries  and  the  Belgian  colonialists.

Chancellor Benzinge adds that "the Belgians exploited tensions and differences of

opinion among the various sectors of Rwandan society back in the 20th century,"

and the same sorts of things are being done today, all in the name of "national

unity and reconciliation." Thus, the King, even in his far-away exile, continues to

play an important role for Rwanda's youth, for he actively serves as a counter-

balance to the fabricated tales of old Rwanda, and to the present government's

cynical and purposeful manipulation of the facts and inclinations of the nation's

current population.

Each of the King's days typically begins in a similar fashion, with a 6:30 AM

wakeup, followed by some physical exercise, designed to combat his tendency in

recent  years  to  gain  some weight  around his  midsection.  Formerly  somewhat

rounder in past decades, a few years ago, His Majesty undertook to lose several

kilos, in order to keep fit, and to ensure maximum longevity and robust health in

the service of his country. He eats sparingly at breakfast, usually just a simple

bowl of cereal with milk, accompanied by unsweetened tea and/or fruit juice. In

order to preserve the best possible state of health at his age, His Majesty entirely

avoids taking coffee, preferring instead to perk up with a pot of Earl Grey tea at

his side.

At 7:30 AM, the King is in his office, where he goes over and responds to the

various types of correspondence that have come in over the course of the previous

night, all of which are brought to him by Chancellor Benzinge. During a typical

the morning, he will receive between twenty and thirty telephone calls, the vast

majority  of  them  from  Rwandans  situated  around  the  world,  most  of  whom

express either personal concerns or needs, and generally all of whom enunciate
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their personal loyalty and gratitude to His Majesty for his role in helping to solve

the various problems and challenges associated with life as an exile from their

Rwandan  homeland.  Many  are  those  who,  in  addition  to  phoning  the  King

directly, also choose to pay him special visits, either in the US, or in another of

the areas to which he has travelled over the course of the past two decades.

One  thing  that  the  King  does  most  scrupulously,  however,  is  to  avoid

engaging in any sort of political meeting, or in any species of partisan political

action, both of which things he considers to be outside the realm of his role as a

constitutional monarch in exile. "The King," says His Majesty," must be above

parties, above politics; he must only act for the greater good of all the people."

Much of his time is spent in arranging and participating in charitable activities

for the benefit of children, the poor, and the unfortunate, wherever they may be.

In addition, through the King Kigeli Foundation, he is able to act on behalf of

those refugees and asylum-seekers who typically have little if any voice in their

own defense. 

At lunchtime, His Majesty will take a brief break, in order to enjoy a bit of

food,  and  to  perhaps  have  a  short  nap.  For  lunch,  he  usually  has  a  salad  or

something similarly light, as he is very careful these days to avoid anything that

contains  too  much  fat,  or  which  will  exacerbate  his  mild  tendency  toward

hypertension. After his nap, he will typically take a stroll through his suburban

Virginia neighborhood, where he is well-known and much-appreciated by locals.

"They call me the 'King of Africa,'" he says, laughing, "and I accept it, because

they are very friendly and warmhearted. The real story is far more complicated."

In  the  winter,  however,  His  Majesty  finds  the  weather  a  bit  too  cold  for  his

comfort, and will restrict his after-lunch activities to some time on the treadmill,

or perhaps an hour spent lifting weights and doing aerobic exercises. Both the

walks and the gym regime are ways in which he can relax, and can also maintain

his health, at the same time. For a man of his age (79 years old) and size (roughly

7  feet,  two  inches  tall),  he  is  remarkably  robust  and  energetic,  and  strides

purposefully and steadily forward when passing through the various stages of his

day.
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In  the  evening,  if  he  is  not  presiding  over  a  public  event  or  a  working

dinner, the King will typically dine at home. He refers light, simple fare, and has

the help of a local person, who comes both at lunch and at dinnertime to prepare

and serve  his  favorite  dishes.  In  the  evening,  he  likes  to  read  and/or  answer

elements of his extensive correspondence, but is usually in bed by 10:00 PM on

nights when he has not been invited elsewhere. As a former the Head-of-State of

the Kingdom of Rwanda, however, over the course of the years His Majesty has

been invited to  the  four  corners  of  the  globe,  and  has  been received in  such

distant  lands  as  Uganda,  Ethiopia,  Saudi  Arabia,  Kuwait,  Jordan,  Morocco,

Burundi,  Portugal,  China,  and  Mexico,  to  name  just  a  few  among  the  many

countries  that  have  played  host  to  him  over  the  course  of  the  past  five-plus

decades. 

No  one  can  foretell  the  full  nature  or  duration  of  the  mandates  of

Providence, but with faith in the right, and with a firm confidence in his ultimate

value  to  his  beloved  homeland,  His  Majesty  Kigeli  V  Ndahindurwa,  King  of

Rwanda, continues to work tirelessly on behalf of his orphaned people, the nation

of the Banyarwanda. He continues to dream and to struggle for a return to his

homeland, and for the re-establishment of constitutional monarchy in the Land

of a Thousand Hills:

“If God gives me the chance to return to my country,” declares King Kigeli,

      I will do my utmost to persuade all Rwandans to break the cycle of social

injustice, discrimination, and violent conflicts between our people, whether they

are ethnic, regional, or otherwise. I will encourage the establishment of strong,

democratic institutions which will guarantee peace, and a peaceful cohabitation

of all people within our country. I will play the role of reconciler and unifier of

the nation, serving as a bridge between the different component elements of

Rwandan  society.  I  will  do  all  I  can  to  ensure  a  durable  peace  within  the

country,  and  a  policy  of  neighborliness  and  security  between  the  various

countries of the region.

The most essential thing at this time is to think of how to build a peaceful

and  harmonious  society  where  everyone  can  live  happily  and  fruitfully.  I

believe that Rwandans are tired, in their bodies, in their souls, and indeed, in

146



their very spirits, of interethnic tensions that go on and on, and which serve no

purpose whatsoever, other than to divide and further cripple our country. It is

time  to  put  in  place  a  system  of  government  that  is  both  inclusive  and

consensual, one in which all Rwandans can share a truly magnificent common

future, the future of a fully reborn and proud Rwanda.
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APPENDIX I:

The Dynastic Monarchy of Rwanda (1081-present)

I. Gihanga (1081-1114)

II. Kanyarwanda I Gahima I (1114-1147)

III. Yuhi I Musindi (1147-1180)

IV. Ndahiro I Ruyange (1180-1213)

V. Ndahiro Ndoba (1213-1246)

VI. Ndahiro Samembe (1246-1279)

VII. Nsoro I Samukondo (1279-1312)

VIII. Ruganzu I Bwimba (1312-1345)

IX. Cyilima Rugwe (1345-1378)

X. Kigeli I Mukobanya (1378-1418)

XI. Mimbambwe I Sekarongoro I Mutabazi (1418-1444)

XII. Yuhi wa II Gahima II (1444-1477)

XIII. Ndahiro wa II Cyamatare (1477-1510)

XIV. Ruganzu wa II Ndoli (1510-1543)

XV. Mutara I Nsoro II Semugeshi (1543-1576)

XVI. Kigeli II Nyamuheshera (1576-1609)

XVII. Mimbambwe II Sekarongoro II Gisanura (1609-1642)

XVIII. Yuhi III Mazimpaka (1642-1675)

XIX. Cyilima II Rujugira (1675-1708)

XX. Kigeli wa III Ndabarasa (1708-1741)

XXI. Mibambwe III Mutabazi II Sentabyo (1741-1746)

XXII. Yuhi IV Gahindro (1746-1802)

XXIII. Mutara II Rwogera (1802-1853)

XXIV. Kigeli IV Rwabugili (1853-1895)

XXV. Mibambwe IV Rutalindwa (1895-1896)

XXVI. Yuhi wa V Musinga (1896-1931)

XXVII. Mutara III Rudahigwa (1931-1959)

XXVIII. Kigeli V Ndahindurwa (1959-present)
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APPENDIX II:

 The Royal Council of Rwanda

(Abridged)

Introduction

1. Following the decision of His Majesty King Kigeli V to put in place, from 23

October, 2011, a Royal Council of Rwanda (abbreviation: CRR), the Members of

the said Council have agreed to define together the modes of functioning of this

structure, with a view toward their approval by the King.

2.  To recall  the facts,  H.M. King Kigeli  was obstructed by the former colonial

power from the proper  exercise  his  functions,  although he had just  launched

Rwanda on the path of democratic process, by swearing an oath to reign as a

Constitutional  Monarch.  Since  that  time,  dissension and divisions  have never

ceased to intensify in the heart of the Rwandan population, causing violence and

numerous conflicts, most having an ethnic character.

3. The return of the King to his country, as well as that of thousands of refugees is

therefore a key component in a logical process aimed at putting an end to the

spiral of violence, which is fed particularly by the politics of exclusion and bad

governance, and the denial of fundamental rights, including the right to life and

to  nationality,  as  well  as  the  right  to  live  peacefully  in  one’s  country.  It  is

necessary to put an end to the practice of self-destruction which has arisen since

the forced exile of the King.

4. The CRR is a consultative organ above political, ethnic, and regional divisions,

as well as any other form of separation.

5. The present document explains the mission and the role of the CRR, the ethics

which guide it, its structure and its relations with the living forces of the country,

as well as its mechanisms of partnership, and the mobilization of resources for

the accomplishment of its aims.
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CHAPTER 1: Mission and Role of the Royal Council of Rwanda

6. The mission of the CRR is principally to inform and counsel the King on the

measures and/or positions to take to support and reconcile the Rwandan people,

both within and without the country. True reconciliation of the Rwandan people

will find its roots in Rwandan culture, which is the keystone of all the work of the

CRR in relation to the Rwandan people, with the aim of rehabilitating our moral

and cultural  values,  which are  in the process  of  disappearing,  by  transferring

them to the younger generations, above all, both those of the present, and those

of the future.    

7. The objective being that one day we might all live again together in peace and

in a Constitutional Monarchy, only true guarantee of the unity of the Rwandan

people, the CRR takes up the following dispositions in relation to the preparation

and organization of the return of the King to Rwanda, as well as that of Rwandan

refugees in general.

8. With the aim of assuring that its mission has every chance of success, the CRR

will take up as well the problems connected to the return of the King, and of the

refugees. Here is meant most specifically those problems associated with unity,

with concord, and with national reconciliation, as well as the role that the King

must play in this domain.

CHAPTER II: The Ethics of the Royal Council of Rwanda

9. The Members of the Royal Council are conscious of the fact that in choosing

them from among the ranks of many people who merit this honor, H.M. the King

counts on them to carry high and strong the sterling ethical orientation which is

so close to his heart.

10. In this connection, the Members of the CRR struggle actively against all forms

of discrimination and/or exclusion based on ethnicity, region of origin, gender,

religious beliefs and/or practices, or political convictions. They preach dialogue

between the sons and daughters of our Rwandan homeland, and carry high the
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standard of a culture of peace, of tolerance, of understanding, and of national

concord.

11. The Members of the CRR are particularly preoccupied by the promotion of

human rights, beginning with the most fundamental among them, which is the

right to life, as well as other political, economic, and social rights.

12. The Members of the CRR are convinced that national reconciliation must go

in tandem with the development of normal relations with the rest of the world,

beginning with fraternal relations with our African neighbors of the Great Lakes

region,  without  forgetting the  countries of  East  and West Africa,  and without

losing sight of the promotion of African unity and integration.

13. The Members of the CRR are otherwise convinced that there is no better sign

of loyalty to H. M. the King than the defense of these principles and rights, as he

has always considered that human rights are indivisible and non-negotiable.

14.  The  different  crises  which  have  struck  Rwanda  have  caused  her  to  lose

thousands and thousands of human lives. They have also caused her to lose her

cultural  and  moral  reference  points.  This  is  why  the  right  to  life  and  the

promotion of culture, as well as Rwandan national morale are at the heart of the

preoccupations of His Majesty the King.

15. In consequence, the CRR intends to favor and to promote non-violent forms

of struggle and the national culture. This choice is therefore an imperative one,

and one which clearly marks one’s loyalty to the King’s cause.

CHAPTER 3: Structure and Functions of the Royal Council of Rwanda

16. The Royal Council is comprised of Councilors chosen by H. M. the King from 

within the different categories of Rwandan society, according to their competence

and loyalty to the cause of peace, of concord, of harmony, and of national 

reconciliation.

17. The function of Councilor, Member of the CRR, comes to an end by decision 

of H. M. the King, or at the request of the person concerned. The function of 

Councilor is voluntary.

18. The seat of the general coordination of the CRR is presently established in 
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Washington, DC, USA, where H. M. the King resides.

19. The General Council is the superior organ of the Royal Council. It is composed

of all the Councilors of the King.

20. The General Council makes determinations regarding principal orientations 

of the Council, and emits directives for the good functioning of the Royal Council.

21. The General Council approves the projects and programs of the CRR, and 

undertakes the necessary dispositions relative to their submission for the 

approval of the King.

22. The General Council may create commissions, give them directives, and 

receive and emit judgments regarding their reports. It may also make 

declarations about the budget and activities of the CRR.
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APPENDIX III:

The Knightly Heritage of the Royal House of Rwanda

The Royal Order of the Lion (Intare)

     The first of the orders of knighthood in the European mold to exist in Rwanda

was the Royal Order of the Lion (Intare), founded by H. M. King Charles Mutara

III  Rudahigwa  (1913-1959)  in  the  year  of  his  death,  at  a  time  when  he  was

engaged in Westernizing the local chivalric traditions of the kingdom.

     A  series  of  royal  decrees  set  in  motion  major  changes  that  would  be

implemented to modernize and westernize the Rwandan monarchy, and to make

it  more  like  other  Christian  African  kingdoms,  such  as  Ethiopia.  Among  the

changes  were  government  decrees  that  modernized  the  Rwandan  Army,  with

state of the art weaponry and modern Western uniform dress. The creation of

Rwandan  Royal  Dynastic  Orders  and  Orders  of  State  were  also  changes  that

Mutara  III  Rudahigwa  had  set  in  motion  during  his  discussions  with  King

Baudoin  of  Belgium.  It  was  therefore  the  avowed  intention  of  King  Kigeli  V

Ndahindurwa to continue the reforms and expansions in the various realms of

political  and  ceremonial  life  that  his  late  brother  had  envisioned  before  his

untimely death on 25 July, 1959. This meant the confirmation and ratification of

all those decrees that Mutara III had already put into law prior to his death.

As in Ethiopia, it was the intention of Mwami Mutara III Rudahigwa and his

court nobles to adopt European court dress, and court styles, following World

War  II.  However,  this  was  not  in  agreement  with  the  policies  of  the  Belgian

occupiers, who were determined to keep Rwandans in as subjugated and tribal a

state as possible, so as to maintain them entirely subdued and fully submissive to

their European “protectors.” During the reign of Mutara III, a new Constitution

and  Coronation  Protocol  had  been  legally  prepared,  with  an  eye  toward  the

eventual full independence of the country from foreign domination. The latter

protocol was contained in a royal government decree that stated that the King

recognized, as the bami had done for centuries, the European titles of nobility of
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those  foreigners  residing  in  Rwanda,  and  that  the  government  would  also

implement  the  substitution  of  royal  Rwandan  tribal  titles  for  equivalent

European styles, and vice versa.  

     Unknown to  many at  the  time,  the  recourse  to  the  new Coronation

Protocol and the use of European styles actually date from the coronation of King

Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, and the new King also implemented the standard use of

Western  formal  and  casual  modes  of  dress  in  the  Rwandan  Court,  and  also

encouraged their adoption by the nation’s population at large. The documents

that bear out all of these facts are now held in Belgian archives, which are located

at various points throughout that country, but which have remained inaccessible

to investigation, due to the sensitive nature of much of the material surrounding

the  latter  years  of  the  Belgian  protectorate  in  Rwanda.  In  addition,  there  is

material  evidence  that  shows  that  requests  were  made to  Arthus  Bertrand of

Paris, both by Mutara III Rudahigwa, and by Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, for designs

pertaining to the various dynastic, government, civil, and military orders of merit

envisioned by these two monarchs. In fact, these designs were returned to King

Kigeli  during  the  early  1970s,  when he  was  actively  engaged  in  studying  the

possibility of granting such honors in exile. 

     From the early 70s, the present King bestowed by royal decree various

orders, without, however, granting their insignia, and also occasionally bestowed

titles, as well, in addition to recognizing various foreign titles of nobility, as had

traditionally  been  the  practice  with  accredited  foreign  nobles  who  resided  in

Rwanda during the time of the monarchy. While still ruling in Rwanda, the King

had  previously  recognized  and  confirmed  the  titles  of  various  dukes  and

marquises  of  Rwandan royal  blood,  as  well  as  native  and foreign counts  and

barons created in Rwanda, and who now live abroad in exile. In fact, many of

these titles were bestowals in the European style, using the names of saints in

their designations, which had already been conferred by the King’s predecessor,

Mutara III Rudahigwa. Finally, upon the death of Rwandan titled nobles living in

exile, the King has conferred their titles upon the recognized and rightful heir of

the  deceased.  The  King’s  sole  and  exclusive  power  as  the  authority  on  the

recognition and regulation of Rwandan titles in the European style is absolute
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and unquestionable.

There had existed among the Batutsi bami, prior to the foundation of the

Royal  Order  of  the  Lion  of  Rwanda,  centuries  of  tradition  and  practice  in

connection with royal distinctions for outstanding acts on behalf of the Rwandan

kingdom.  These  distinctions  were  perfectly  comparable  to  those  awarded  by

practically all of the monarchies of the world at that time. 

     As Charles Mutara III Rudahigwa was the first Catholic king of Rwanda, the

details of the foundation of the Royal Order of the Lion were communicated to

the  Vatican,  and  were  thereupon  duly  registered.  This  move  corresponded

perfectly with the Order's profile as a Catholic order of knighthood, founded by a

monarch who had converted to the Faith in 1943. This was further demonstrated

by  its  bestowal  upon His  Holiness,  Pope Pius  XII  in  1950,  via  letters  patent,

which grant was accompanied by its traditional insignia, a lion's pelt. In the past,

royal  Rwandan ancestral  practice  and custom had dictated  that  distinguished

warriors should be invested with a collar of iron, and then immediately decorated

with a lion's pelt, as well.

     His Holiness replied by bestowing upon Mutara III the title of Very Christian

Majesty, or  Most Christian Majesty, as with the King of France. However, this

concession of title was more to be attributed to the Rwandan king's devotion to

the Sacred Heart of Jesus, than to the Rwandan knighthood awarded to the Pope.

According to all evidence, Mutara III Rudahigwa wished to constitute his own

equestrian  patrimony,  based  on  Rwandan  royal  practice  and  tradition,

comparable  to  that  of  the  Belgian  colonial  power  that  then  dominated  his

kingdom, and yet independent of it. Political difficulties, as well as his sudden

death,  sadly  derailed  his  plans  for  a  renovation  of  the  kingdom's  system  of

distinctions.

     Nevertheless, Mutara III distinguished with the Royal Order of the Lion of

Rwanda  a  number  of  leading  figures  of  the  day,  including  King  Baudoin  of

Belgium, Father Alexis Kagame, and the Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. His

half-brother and successor, H. M. King Kigeli V Ndahindurwa, has bestowed this

order on a number of European nobles, members of royal houses, and individuals

of  notable  achievement,  all  of  whom  have  distinguished  themselves  in  their
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support for the Royal House of Rwanda.

     The insignia of this order of knighthood consists  of a circular breast star

comprised of golden rays, charged in its center by a red oval with a lion rampant

in gold. The sash medal hangs from a depiction of the traditional crown of the

Mwami, with the sash itself being comprised of one red and two blue stripes. In

2007, H. M. King Kigeli requested that the Vatican register all of the orders of his

Royal House, which was done by the Governerato, presided over by the Cardinal

Prefect of Vatican City, Cardinal Szoka.

     Created as an Order of State, the Royal Order of the Lion was completely

ignored by the Belgian authorities who exercised power in the protectorate of

Rwanda. It is currently awarded by King Kigeli in his role as Head of State in

Exile.

     The Lion symbolizes the warrior spirit, with the related qualities of dominion,

sovereignty, and an unequaled bravery in the face of adversity. It is a metaphor

for courage, and for the determination not to submit to anything, or to anyone.

The Royal Order of the Crested Crane (Umusambi)

     Another of the tribal distinctions that was Westernized by King Mutara III was

the torque bracelet, or Impotore, bestowed on those members of the Royal Guard

who had performed heroic deeds before the enemy, amassing at least seven kills.

Mutara envisioned the transformation of this ancient distinction into a new order

that  of  the  Crested  Crane,  but  his  sudden  death  in  1959  meant  that  its

reorganization by means of royal decree was delayed indefinitely.

     King Kigeli, cognizant of the desires of his brother, effectively reorganized this

order in 1997, granting the Grand Cross of the Royal Order of the Crested Crane

to his faithful Chancellor, His Excellency, Boniface Benzinge. The bestowals of

this order have not been at all wide, and it is reserved for those who have realized

considerable achievements in the service of the Kingdom of Rwanda, and of the

Royal House of Nyinginya.

     The crested crane is the national bird of Rwanda. It also figures as one of the

supporters in the Royal Arms of the Kings of Rwanda. It is an elegant animal, of
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rare beauty. Its most salient characteristics are its plumage, and the colors that it

displays. The feathers of its body are gray, the wings are white, but with separate

feathers  of  various  colors.  Its  facial  coloring  is  white,  with  an  inflatable  sac

beneath its comb, and a tuft of golden feathers on its head. 

     In heraldic language, the created crane is a symbol of vigilance and majesty. It

may also be a happy allegory of a future restoration of the monarchy in Rwanda,

a sign of national tradition and vigilance which must be exercised to preserve the

precious gift of peace.

     The Royal Order of the Crested Crane is granted in two categories, or grades:

Grand Cross and Commander, normally to nobles created by His Majesty, and is

of  a  hereditary  character.  The  insignia  is  a  breast  star  of  eight  blue  points,

charged with a white circle bearing the figure of a crested crane in its natural

colors,  and  three  stars  of  gold,  representing  the  three  ethnic  groups  of  the

country. In turn, this is charged with a border of red, in which are inscribed in

golden letters  ORDER OF CRESTED CRANE RWANDA, all  on a  sunburst  of

undulating silver rays. In the intersections of its arms is to be found the royal

cipher (“K”) in gold. Its sash is of yellow silk moiré, with red borders, charged in

its center with another band of blue around the edges.

The Royal Order of the Crown (Ikamba)

     The Royal Order of the Crown, second in importance among those that form

the patrimony of the Royal House of Rwanda, is the inheritor of the tradition of

the burning of the javelin, a ceremony with which the greatest warrior, a true

national hero, was honored for having killed at least twenty enemies in combat.

This distinction granted its honoree the right to be treated as a member of the

family of the reigning king, a category that was similar to the Western noble rank

of duke. The hero in question (“he who takes the crown,” in Christian terms),

could  wear  the  crown  of  the  mwami,  when  such  was  not  being  used  by  the

monarch, thus demonstrating the confidence that was reposed in him.

     The Royal Order of the Crown (Ikamba, in the native idiom), was envisioned

by Mutara III in 1950, and formally instituted by his successor, Kigeli V, in 1959.
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Nevertheless, in connection with the occasion of the State Visit of King Baudoin

of the Belgians to Rwanda in 1950, Mutara III made him a gift of a miniature of

the  Crown  of  Rwanda,  made  by  hand,  a  gift  which  is  considered  a  physical

antecedent of the Order, and which served as a prelude to its official institution a

bit  later.  It  is  granted  in  three  ranks:  Grand  Collar,  Grand  Cross,  and

Commander.  It  has been granted in the class of  Grand Collar to  members of

distinguished royal houses, among them to Don Duarte de Braganza, Head of the

Royal House of Portugal.

     Its insignia is a navy blue cross of Malta edged in white, charged in its center

with a white circle with a golden image of the Crown of Rwanda in its center. In

the intersections of the arms stands the initial “K” for Kigeli. The color of the sash

is  sky blue,  with  white  fringes  along  its  borders.  The  Order  confers  personal

nobility to its recipient, if he/she had not previously held noble rank. 

The Royal Order of the Drum (Kalinga)

     Lastly, there is the Royal Order of the Drum, the highest honor granted by the

Royal House of Rwanda. As with the Royal Order of the Crown, this order was

designed by King Mutara III, and finally established by King Kigeli V in 1959. The

drum is the royal symbol of the bami, and holds extraordinary importance in the

symbolic universe of the entire region of the Great Lakes of East Africa. To it are

attributed  magical  powers,  and  it  is  associated  with  the  exercise  of  temporal

power by the person of the Mwami. 

     The Royal Order of the Drum is granted in two classes: Grand Collar and

Commander, although the Grand Collar may also be granted as a Grand Cross,

this  being  considered  a  Grand  Collar  of  Second  Class.  Its  insignia  is  a  blue

Maltese cross, charged with a circle of the same, edged in gold, charged with a

drum in gold. In the intersections of the arms of the cross alternate a golden lion

and a golden crested crane. The Grand Crosses carry a sash of blue moiré, edged

with white.  The Grand Collar  bears,  in alternating fashion,  the drum and the

royal cipher.
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