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Mensiye: 

For Matteo:

As the history of Rwanda flows through my veins, so too does it flow through yours...and as peace, love, faith, and forgiveness flow through my veins, so too do they flow through yours. For this is our legacy. 

Susan: 

For Amalia: 

You are the light the world needs, for within your being lies the history of Rwanda and the future filled with hope, faith, and love. 

A little bit of background from Susan

Mensiye and I met when I lived in Rwanda in 2015. I was working there and at one point I shared a house with his infant son, my daughter, and the mother of his child. 

Rwanda has an addictive quality and even after I left, it didn’t leave me. 

It was on my third visit back where I suggested to Mensiye that the world needed his story. I also believed that it would be his story that could potentially generate an income for him and his family to live beyond a subsistent model. 

On this visit I had come from Australia, where I had been exposed to things, I had never experienced in my 25 years working as a teacher in Africa, Asia and The Middle East. Things such as suicide being the highest form of death in Australia for people under the age of forty. Things like loneliness being the second highest killer of people and homelessness reaching epidemic proportions. Things like children refusing to go to school, self-harming, drug testing stations out the front of primary schools testing mothers for narcotics as they kissed and dropped their children at the gate...I just couldn’t get my head around this. 

Having decided to put the story down on paper, I was now back in Australia and Mensiye in Rwanda where he lived without a laptop. Determined to get this down, Mensiye relived the pain and torture of his life in the form of what’s app messages he would type on his phone and send me. 

Reading these messages was devastating and at some point, led me into a literal writing paralysis. Unlike me, Mensiye speaks many languages and English is not the first (you will learn this story inside the pages of the book). So, in addition to editing and sequencing his story, I had to process hearing the life of my friend as he navigated stories and situations my life and background could simply not comprehend. That coupled with the world I was now living inside Australia was such a challenge to reconcile within myself. 

The book has taken way longer than anticipated and there have been many times when I have felt I let Mensiye down. But we understand the process and the healing we have achieved through the pages and the collective story, and we hope this will now be gifted to those who give their time to read it. 

It’s not an easy read, because it questions many things about life, love, faith and atrocity. It has however been designed in a simple format of letter writing so the reader can read short pieces at a time or choose not to put it down and read the whole book at once.

In saying that, I believe I can start with a spoiler which is that now Mensiye smiles, not always from his face...he smiles from his heart...something I think we all need to do more of. 

A little bit of background from Mensiye

If you haven’t ever met Susan, one thing you should know is she is a master at bringing the best out of people, because she knows the power of the human spirit to change the world. As she mentioned, we met in Rwanda when she was working there. We spent quite a bit of time together because my infant son and his mother lived with Susan at the time. 

It wasn’t however until she came back to Rwanda in 2022 after the Covid-19 lockdown has reopened the world that we sat and opened up. By her own admission Susan says one can never truly make change in their lives until they are on their knees. She also tells people that they might think they are on their knees but if they are not in the process of activating change then there is still further to fall. 

On the day we met in September 2022, I was on my knees. Susan had not been certain she would make it to the town where I lived and ran a small community school because she was in Rwanda only briefly and was flying out that night. But she made it, and it really was meant to be, for without that visit we would not have this book and more importantly we would not have this documented legacy for our children. 

As an educator and someone who had invested her own inheritance to build two schools in Kenya just before the Covid-19 lockdown, on the day Susan came to visit I had planned to talk to her about ways we could build up our community school in semi-rural Rwanda to make it into a self-sustaining model. My mother and I had been running the school for years and we all still lived in poverty. The school was created to ease the pain of genocide survivors and their children, yet our model had flaws and he first and foremost was that more often than not my mother and I didn’t have enough money to put food on the table for ourselves, let alone all these children. 

Susan sat listening to our pain. My mum doesn’t speak English and Susan doesn’t speak Kinyarwanda or French, so I did a lot of translating between the two, but to be honest I also did most of the talking. 

Towards the end of what I had to say, Susan suggested I start a children’s dance troop for Rwandese traditional dance. She had a similar program in Kenya, and it was proving to be very successful. That was when I asked Susan if she ever knew how I met Janelle, the mother of my child. She said she didn’t, and I started explaining about the African Children’s Choir. It was also when our second ever conversation related to 1994 came up and when I removed the sock off the foot of my mother to show Susan my mother’s feet. 

The rest is history and here we now are presenting this piece of work we have poured our souls into over the last couple of years. 

Susan teaches people your story is your superpower and even though reliving the pain of these moment was more painful than when I lived through the horrors of 1994, it was also such a relief and a catalyst for the conscious healing I have undertaken for the first time in my life since I was a child. 

The creation of this story is also to serve as a legacy to my son Matteo who shines as the light of my life and of a bright future. 

I offer so much gratitude to Susan for standing by my side through the good, bad and the ugly of this story and so much to you the reader for taking the time to read it. 

It is my hope you will come away feeling inspired, full of faith and overflowing with a love for life. 

Mensiye

Why now is the time for this book? 

In the heart of Africa, amidst the rolling hills and lush landscapes, lies a nation whose story transcends the tragic narratives often associated with the continent. Rwanda, a country scarred by the haunting echoes of its past, invites us to explore a tale that goes beyond the conventional narratives of genocide and despair. "Why I Couldn’t Smile" is not just another recounting of tragedy; it is a testament to the extraordinary power of hope and resilience, a narrative that the world desperately needs to hear in our tumultuous times.

Rwanda's name is unfortunately synonymous with the devastating genocide of 1994. The unimaginable violence and loss during those dark days left an indelible mark on the collective consciousness. Yet, this book seeks to unravel a different narrative, one that illuminates the strength, unity, and determination of the Rwandan people to rebuild their nation from the ruins.

As we navigate a world burdened by division, conflict, and societal fractures, the story of Rwanda becomes a compelling beacon of light. This book endeavors to explore the transformative journey of a nation that refused to be defined by its darkest hours. Through the lens of resilience, it invites readers to witness a remarkable metamorphosis – from the ashes of tragedy, Rwanda has emerged as a symbol of hope, progress, and reconciliation.

But "Why I Couldn’t Smile" is more than a retrospective look at Rwanda's past. It is a personal story of life, love, hope, loss, and the ability to still be daily contributors to a world that turned its back on you in your darkest of hours. In an era marked by geopolitical tensions, cultural clashes, and humanitarian crises, Mensiye’s story offers invaluable insights into the human capacity for forgiveness, healing, and rebuilding.

The West and the wider world can draw profound lessons from Mensiye’s experience – lessons that transcend borders and cultural differences. As we grapple with our own societal fractures and historical wounds, Mensiye serves as a mirror reflecting the transformative potential of collective resilience and the pursuit of a shared humanity.

This book is an invitation to explore the human spirit through the lens of a genocide thriver and the backdrop of Rwanda in all its complexity – from its painful past to its inspiring present and the promising future it envisions. "Why I Couldn’t Smile" challenges us to rethink the narratives that shape our understanding of post-conflict societies, urging us to prioritize hope over despair and resilience over resignation.

Join us on a journey through the hills and valleys of Rwanda and across the globe, where the human spirit, against all odds, has triumphed. Through this exploration, may we uncover the universal truths that bind us together, transcending borders and bridging divides, and may Mensiye’s story inspire a collective commitment to building a world defined not by its scars, but by its capacity for renewal and enduring hope.
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Your Story is what the world needs right now...

31/10/22

Dear Mensiye. 

I have just arrived back in Australia and wanted to tell you how amazing it was to catch up with you and your mum in Kigali recently. 

The day we almost didn’t make it. 

The day I messaged you in the morning and said my friend and I were so tired that we didn’t think we would have the energy to get out to Nyamata. 

Yet even in our state of being too tired to get a moto to the matatu station and board that matatu to get to the town near your place, where we would then hop onto the back of bicycles driven by men with the strongest calf muscles I had ever seen, I knew deep inside my heart that we needed to meet. And so, when my friend came back from his morning walk around the streets of Kigali, I told him I thought it was important we find the energy and make this trip to meet you. 

As soon as I saw your face, I remembered those nights in Kigali when we had put our children to bed, Janelle was at choir practice, and you would mount the projector and we would watch movies on the wall of my huge house. That couch was so hard, yet we would sit there eating the vanilla slice Janelle was famous for and drinking hot lemongrass tea with the lemongrass picked from your mums’ farm in Nyamata. 

That was way back in 2015. Yet as I sat in the office of your small community school in the town of Nyamata, Rwanda and you talked, I realized I didn’t really know you at all. 

We both know life can throw many unexpected turns our way and as you removed your mums’ shoe on that October day, with the rain falling heavily outside, tears rolled down my cheeks. Your mum in her beautiful African fabric. We didn’t share a language however we connected every time I was in Rwanda even when I didn’t meet you. 

You and I had never really spoken about 1994 and what you and your family lived through before and after the genocide. I wonder what prompted the conversation that day? Perhaps our collective love and passion for empowering African children through education. Perhaps our longing to create a sustainable model for these developments we had created where everyone could flourish and where we wouldn’t constantly be feeling we didn’t have the money required to grow, expand, or even meet daily financial expenses. Nevertheless, the conversation began. 

Did you notice the tears rolling down my cheeks? Perhaps they were hidden by the dark glasses I refused to remove. You took off your mums’ shoes. Then carefully removed her socks to reveal the toes that had been massacred by those who accused her of being a Tutsi in 1994. Those who were determined to crush the body, mind and soul of this lady who now stood before us, not in the posture of a victim of genocide. Rather she stood there as you removed her shoe to tell us this story as a warrior. As someone whose eyes never revealed the pain in her soul. 

As you put her socks back on and as I wiped my eyes again you began to tell me how you met Janelle. The beautiful soul who had brough the two of us together. It was through the African Children’s Choir. As you talked, I saw the conversation taking you back to some of the places in your life. Places of pain and places of passion. Your passion for singing and being of service and the pain of living the life as a child on the road where many didn’t understand what you had been through and where oftentimes your own mum didn’t know you were halfway across the world at such a tender age. 

Our visit that day was too short. We needed to get back to Kigali as we had a flight to Nairobi that night, but I knew yours was a story that needed to be told. I felt strongly that the world needed to hear your voice. Perhaps through the creation of a choir with the students in your school, but most certainly through a story...a story perhaps of Why you couldn’t smile. 

Susan

Dear Susan

What a gift it was to see you again. You are right, our connection goes way back to a time when we all loved living together in Kigali. A country that had brought all of us together with a shared history in some form or another. I don’t think I mentioned that day we met in October of 2022 that I had felt my story bubbling in the pit of my stomach. I had been longing to share it with others but wasn’t quite sure how to do that. Now as I sit here and begin to write, I feel assured that this story will be one of healing. A story that I will pass down to Matteo, my son of Rwandese heritage and that you will pass to Amalia, your daughter with that same heritage passed to her by her father and his ancestors. 

And so here goes...let the story begin. 

I was born in a family of 8 children. My father was a driver by profession, who had good knowledge of automobile mechanics. Very ambitious about life and the possibilities it could bring to his children. He was the kind of man who took good care of his family. Sure, he enjoyed beer, but honestly, which African man doesn’t?  Sometimes he forgot to send money home for the family. His drinking would hold priority over food for his children, but again, not something rare where we come from. 

My mother was a housewife, a very loving women who would do anything to ensure the survival of her children. We lived in the city centre of Kigali, in Rwanda. Even though we lived in the centre of town, the country was still underdeveloped, I remember we lived in a two-room house with no electricity and no running water. As children we would go to fetch water for home consumption and light a small petroleum lamp that gave us a shimmer in the darkness each night. Despite these hardships, I would say our family was happy. I was the fifth oldest child.

Mensiye
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Mum

Dear Mensiye. 

I remember the first time I met your mum. It was when I lived in Rwanda, and we had gone to visit the school you and she had created to help vulnerable children who were survivors of genocide. We had gone to collect lemongrass from her farm. Of an evening we loved to sit drinking lemongrass tea. Some nights we would have no power so we would sit by the light of a single candle sipping our warm lemongrass tea, the smell so soothing, retelling stories of the day. Your mum grew lemongrass on her farm, and she never minded if we went and picked some for our weekly supply of evening tea. 

Whenever I saw her, she was dressed so proudly in the traditional fabrics of Africa. Her hair bound tightly inside colourful fabric, adding height to her otherwise small stature. She was nowhere near as tall as many Rwandese women I knew. I must be honest I can never remember her name, but whenever I ask her the words of an exquisitely sounding French name roll effortlessly from her tongue. I would love to hear more about her...

Susan

Dear Susan

My mom is one of the strongest women I have ever met. Highly ambitious, family meant everything to her. She loved to garden, and I would see her smelling the scent of her favourite flowers grown lovingly from her toil. As an African woman who was born many years before the genocide of 1994, she never managed to escape the physical blows of my father. It isn’t uncommon for men to be intimate with more than one woman, likewise it isn’t uncommon for the wife not to like these acts. As I said he also liked a drink and this combination of women, alcohol and forgetting to send money for food for his children would leave my mother feeling abandoned and frustrated. I remember being a witness to these physical fights between my mother and my father on many occasions. Although not tall, my mum would powerfully use her head to headbutt my drunken father in such a way that could leave him heading to hospital for treatment. 

Mum also enjoyed a drink, and the smell of her cigarette was often smelt around our house when we were little. Unlike my father, mum didn’t let these habits interfere with the role she held as matriarch of our family. But then as if overnight things changed. 

Mum spent long hours in the company of her favourite sister. They acted like twins, wearing similar fabrics even when they had not planned to. My auntie was a Christian. She taught mum so many lessons of Christ that one day, about two years before the genocide mum decided from that day forward, she would be a Christian. 

I know I don’t need to tell you this Susan, because you have it in your lived experience also, and it even feels crazy writing it here, but genocide changes people. The images genocide imprints into your mind can never be erased. The feelings of loss, betrayal and insanity can never be described. A mind that was whole will never be whole again after the atrocity’s genocide pours into every cell of the mind, body, and soul. 

And like all of us, mum came out of genocide changed forever. She had experienced loss no one can ever fully speak about. How can a human still living on this planet, in this body reconcile the insurmountable loss and brutality of genocide? 

Having lost her sister and many others, after the genocide the greatest comfort mum had to console her pain was her religion. She embedded herself more and more into the ways of Christianity that served as a crutch in those early post genocide days. She refused to do anything that had not come as a direct instruction from God. Even today, twenty years later it is her faith in God that keeps her standing. She and I differ in our convictions and the role God plays in our lives and sometimes this causes conflict between us, but I cannot be inside her head, thinking her thoughts, interpreting the genocide the way she does, and she cannot be in mine. What I know for sure is that without the power that prayer has offered her through all these years, she would probably not be alive today to do what she does and play the role she plays in
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