
THE UNLIKELY KID

From the Brink of Death to a Life of Triumph


Table of Contents

Title Page

1. Acknowledgements

2. Author’s Note / Preface

3. Chapter One: The Greatest Escape

4. Chapter Two: The Journey to the Unknown

5. Chapter Three: More Suffering on the Road

6. Chapter Four: Crossing into Danger

10. Chapter Eight: Setting My Sights on an Overseas Adventure

11. Chapter Nine: Adjusting to Life in the UK

12. Chapter Ten: Life-Changing Events Coming My Way

14. Chapter Twelve: An Invitation to Remember

15. Chapter Thirteen: When Hope Meets Arithmetic

16. Chapter Fourteen: New Beginnings, Stepping into Political Governance in Burundi

Conclusion: The Long Road Home

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1. Acknowledgements


[image: ]


Glory be to the Almighty God, without whom this journey would have ended before it began.

I extend my deepest gratitude to my wife and children, whose love, patience, and belief in me sustained me through both the writing of this book and the life it recounts.

My sincere thanks go to the Bitama family for their unwavering support at a critical moment in my life.

I am equally grateful to my mother, my brother Etienne, my nephews, and my nieces, whose presence and prayers never left me, even when distance separated us.

I acknowledge with respect the role played by CNDD-FDD during a defining period of Burundi’s history, and I offer thanks to Epipode, JB Ndikumana, General Leonidas, Abayeho, Chabala, Seleus, and others whose unconditional love and solidarity carried me through hardship.

Finally, I thank the Ntombomba family, Emmanuel’s widow Liberata, and all those—named and unnamed—who stood with me when survival itself was uncertain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. Author’s Note / Preface
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This book is not a political manifesto, nor is it an attempt to settle scores. It is, above all, a testimony.

I was born into a country where history often unfolded violently, where ordinary lives were repeatedly disrupted by forces far beyond individual control. As a child, and later as a young man, I did not set out to become a refugee, an exile, or a survivor of near-impossible journeys. Yet history made that decision for me.

What follows is the true account of how a boy from a small village in Burundi was forced to flee death, cross borders without protection, and navigate a continent in turmoil. It is the story of fear, faith, hunger, friendship, betrayal, resilience, and unexpected kindness. It is also the story of how displacement, suffering, and chance encounters can shape a destiny in ways no one could plan.

Some events described here may be uncomfortable. They involve war, corruption, desperation, and moral ambiguity. They are told honestly, without embellishment, because truth—however raw—is the only thing I owe the reader.

I write this memoir for those who have lived through conflict and exile, for those who believe survival is not an end but a beginning, and for anyone who has ever wondered what lies on the other side of despair.
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3. Chapter One: The Greatest Escape
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For more than three decades, Burundi had lived under the cold discipline of a military dictatorship. Power flowed downward from the barrel of a gun, and obedience was enforced by fear. Then, in 1993, something extraordinary happened. Against history, against expectation, the silent majority found its voice.

Democratic general elections were held.

The result was seismic. The Front pour la Démocratie du Burundi (FRODEBU), led by Melchior Ndadaye, won by a landslide. For the first time since independence, power had changed hands peacefully—through ballots rather than bullets. Many believed—perhaps naïvely—that this marked the birth of a unity government, a turning point that would finally anchor peace, stability, and dignity in the country.

But the army did not share this vision.

Ethnically structured and overwhelmingly dominated by the Tutsi minority, the military saw the Hutu majority’s victory not as democracy in action, but as an existential threat. The idea of civilian rule—of losing its monopoly over violence—was intolerable. From the moment FRODEBU took power, the army prepared to destroy it.

President Melchior Ndadaye was sworn in on 10 July 1993. That day remains etched in Burundian memory like a collective sunrise. People dared to imagine a future—schools without fear, politics without blood, children who would not inherit trauma as destiny.

Just over three months later, that future was murdered.

On 21 October 1993, the military struck. The coup was swift, brutal, and meticulously executed. President Ndadaye and most of his closest collaborators were assassinated. What followed was not merely a seizure of power, but a campaign of terror. Soldiers and militias descended upon civilians, targeting voters, activists, and anyone even loosely associated with FRODEBU. Being Hutu was often reason enough.

It was in this inferno that I—and countless other Hutu students—were forced to flee. Not because we were fighters. Not because we were politicians. But because survival itself had become an act of resistance.

One evening in June 1994, after weeks of hiding, running, and narrowly escaping death, six of us found ourselves in Bukavu, Zaïre. We were young—painfully young. None of us had ever crossed a border before. We carried no maps, no documents, no clear future. The world beyond Burundi was unknown territory.

What we did have was unity.

We had each other, a shared instinct to survive, and a strange, almost reckless courage born from desperation. The future was a blank page—terrifying, but also wide open.

Context mattered. At the same time, Rwanda was imploding. A rebellion advancing from Uganda was on the brink of taking Kigali. Reports flooded the region accusing Rwandan leaders and segments of the Hutu population of committing genocide against the Tutsi. Whether fully understood or not, the result was undeniable: Bukavu was drowning in humanity.

Rwandan refugees.

Burundian refugees.

Entire families on the move.

The city could not cope.

People slept on bare ground in the city centre. Fires burned between bodies as families tried to cook scraps of food. Children wandered aimlessly, hollow-eyed and weak. Parents stared into nothingness, crushed by the failure to protect their own. Bukavu had become a waiting room for despair.

We had nowhere to sleep. No money worth mentioning. No travel documents.

That night, we sat together and talked.

Zaïre, we knew, could not be the destination. It was too unstable, too corrupt, too hostile to the poor.

Zambia became the idea.

More than a thousand miles away. A place none of us had ever seen. A country that, in our imagination, represented distance from death.

How we would get there was unclear.

We placed our faith in God—not as an abstraction, but as a necessity. Without divine intervention, the plan was impossible. And yet, we committed to it fully.

At around six in the evening, we decided to try the Burundi Council’s residence in Bukavu. At the gate, a security officer stopped us immediately.

“No accommodation tonight. You must leave.”

We didn’t argue.

We sat down in the dust by the gate.

For two hours, we waited.

Eventually, word reached the Council that young people were sitting outside. He came out—dignified, weary—and listened. He explained the impossible pressure: too many refugees, too few resources. Still, something in our appearance—or perhaps our silence—moved him. He let us in for one night only.

After a week hiding in the bush, we must have looked like ghosts. He ordered his staff to prepare hot showers. We were fed. Before bed, he offered each of us a beer. It felt unreal—luxury after terror.

He said he wanted to speak in the morning.

When we woke, we showered again, ate breakfast, and held our own quiet meeting. Our decision was firm: Uvira first. From there, we hoped to catch a boat to Mpulungu, Zambia.

After breakfast, as the Council prepared to leave for his office, he stopped us.

What he said changed everything.

FRODEBU, he explained, had been overthrown by force despite winning democratically. There was only one path left: armed struggle. A rebellion had been formed, and they were recruiting young men—especially educated ones—who could serve not only as fighters, but as planners, logisticians, and administrators.

“You fit the bill,” he said.

Passes were already being prepared. Crossing back into Burundi would be our responsibility.

We followed him to the office. We collected the documents.

Once outside, we stopped.

We talked.

This time, agreement shattered.

Out of six, only two were ready to pick up arms and return into the fire.

The rest of us could not.

We chose the unknown over the gun.

Escape over ideology.

Life over certainty.

We would go to Zambia.

That quiet, almost anticlimactic decision was the moment our paths truly diverged.

And it set in motion everything that followed.
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4. Chapter Two: The Journey to the Unknown
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Around eight in the evening, the ship was finally declared full. It sagged under the weight of merchandise—bundles of second-hand clothes, sacks of foodstuffs, crates of construction materials—stacked in precarious towers that left no real space for human comfort. There were no designated seats.

We climbed onto the cargo itself and settled wherever our bodies could find balance, becoming part of the freight. We sat close together, a quiet collective suspended between fear and exhaustion.

By then, Emmanuel had fully merged into our improvised gang. In a hushed voice, he admitted that he had no plan at all—no destination beyond survival. His confession mirrored our own reality. None of us truly knew what lay ahead; we were moving not toward something, but away from death.

The Zaïrean traders aboard were a different breed. Seasoned travellers, hardened by repetition, they understood the unspoken rules of such journeys—the delays, the extortion, the humiliation, the waiting. As the engine rumbled to life, they began to sing low, rhythmic hymns that rose above the creaking metal. Then they prayed. When they noticed us properly—the refugees crouched among their goods—they redirected the prayer toward us. They spoke of young people trapped by circumstances not of their making, of forced journeys and stolen futures, asking God to see us and carry us forward. In that moment, we felt acknowledged, perhaps even protected.

The boat was slow, but Lake Tanganyika was merciful. The waters were calm, almost soothing, rocking us gently into a sleep so deep it felt like surrender. Fear loosened its grip, if only temporarily.

At dawn, as the lake shifted from black to blue-grey, we gathered for a brief meeting. Kalemie was approaching, and we needed clarity. The plan was simple, perhaps dangerously so: upon arrival, we would present our passports and passes and request entry visas. But beneath that simplicity lay a harsher pact.

We agreed on collective responsibility. If anyone was arrested, we would exhaust every option to secure their release. If we failed, the rest would continue the journey, leaving the detained behind to God’s will. It was a cruel agreement, but survival demanded it.

Our first destination in Kalemie would be the Catholic Church.

Baride, meticulous as ever, had clearly charted his own course. He remained aloof, hovering protectively around his “cutie”, detached from our collective anxiety.

We disembarked around nine in the morning. Kalemie assaulted the senses immediately. The air was thick with pollution, and the port exploded with noise. Rogue traders shouted over one another, hawking sachets of water—“Ya malili ya malili!”—their voices sharp and insistent. None of it deterred us. We were focused, alert.

We were among the first to descend, met by immigration officials already waiting. Most of our group passed through without incident. Then Bosco and I were stopped.

Our documents were examined longer than necessary. The officer’s expression hardened. He dismissed our explanations without interest. His name was Kasongo—a man whose reputation
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