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The massive white rhino passed within 
20 metres and continued southward, leav-
ing the makings of a credit card commer-
cial in her wake.

Our rental vehicle cost a chunk, elevated 
suspension and four-wheel-drive proved 
invaluable on Akagera National Park’s 
driving trails. A Kayonza Café breakfast of 
samosas, meatballs, beignet and excellent 
Rwandan coffee ran $6 Canadian. And our 
paperless entrance fee came in at $100 US 
a head.

But less than a half-hour into our African 
safari, the $40-US per day services of lo-
cal guide Firmin Hirwa had already proven 
priceless. 

“Rhino!” he exclaimed, pointing off in 
the distance.

In rapid Kinyarwanda, Hirwa passed di-
rections to our Canadian host, Rwandan 
expatriate Jean-Claude Munyezamu. Paus-
ing to let a young black mamba slither past, 
Munyezamu turned, heading back the way 
we had come. Hirwa expertly gauged the 
rhino’s path and pace, asking Munyezamu 
to stop and then back up 20 metres, a cape 
buffalo hoof from the previous evening’s 
lion kill banging off our left, rear wheel 
well.

Transfixed, we sat silently as the rhino 
covered the final 100 metres, angling di-
rectly in front of us and ambling onward, 
graceful for all her bulk.

“My name means lucky and today we are 
just that,” Hirwa said as our collectively 
held breaths released in awe and admira-
tion. 

We were on safari not in a zoo – but he 
and Akagera had delivered.

My unlikely path from Beaconsfield, 
Ont. to Akagera National Park, Rwanda led 
through a feature story with Munyezamu. 
A survivor of the 1994 genocide against the 
Tutsi, he arrived in Canada as a refugee, set-
tling in Calgary. Munyezamu started a soc-
cer program to improve his public-housing 
neighbourhood, ultimately morphing into 
Umoja Community Mosaic (umojamosaic.
org). The not-for-profit added a culturally 
sensitive food bank, after-school programs, 
leadership for young women and a popular 
community sewing circle. 

Inspired during a 2022 visit to Munye-

zamu’s former village Kabura, Umoja ini-
tiated diasporic outreach bringing school 
uniforms, sports equipment, fresh water 
and a basketball/volleyball court to the 
community’s Umurava Primary School. A 
second fresh-water source for the village 
centre and improving a road rendered im-
passable during the rainy season are ongo-
ing goals.

“Come to Rwanda,” said Munyezamu, 
who makes it a practice to share annual 
visits.

Beginning with family members, 20 out 
of 20 (a random yet illustrative number) 

people expressed significant reservations 
about a destination primarily recognized 
by Canadians as the site of horrific geno-
cide.

Deeply respectful and desiring to learn 
how Munyezamu chose reconciliation 
over revenge, reassured by his declaration 
of safety and with a side hustle figuring 
out how my wife could check ‘African sa-
fari’ affordably off her bucket list, I only 
somewhat nervously boarded Ethiopian 
Airlines.

Full disclosure: my newspaper career 
was spent covering sports, council, knock-

‘Rwanda Now’ produces big three… and memories
JEFF TRIBE
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Students from Umurava Primary School celebrate the recent gift of basketballs and soccer balls in Kabura, Rwanda. 
The celebration includes Umoja Community Mosaic Executive Director Jean-Claude Munyezamu (orange shirt) and 
Umurava coach Patrick Ndagijimana (centre, holding the soccer ball).

(JEFF TRIBE PHOTO)

Eagle-eyed Akagera National Park guide extraordinaire Firmin “Lucky” Hirwa. (JEFF TRIBE PHOTO)
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ing together happy features and building an outdoors col-
umn, not international political commentary. I will not be 
starting now. Anyone seeking the 60,000-foot overview is 
encouraged to source alternatives. 

My view of a very different Rwanda than I might have 
expected – ‘Rwanda Now’ if you will – is the ground-level 
account of a person sharing something of what he experi-
enced.

It began with a tour of the Kigali Genocide Memorial, 
presenting an intense, no-holds-barred, matter-of-fact and 
more-balanced account than I might have anticipated. It 
encompassed Rwandan history, colonialism and other fac-
tors leading to genocide. That and the aftermath included 
victim exhibits, survivors’ personal accounts and impor-
tantly, ongoing efforts to reconcile and rebuild following 
unspeakable horror.

The memorial’s website (https://kgm.rw) includes an op-
tion to sign up for a virtual tour.

My day-one impression of Rwanda was that of a nation 
on the move with sidewalks full of bustling, uniformed 
students (school is free to Grade 9), mothers with babies, 
delivery people, joggers and well-dressed professionals 
headed to work. Personal, people-moving and transport 
vehicles own a share of the road based on size, but mo-
torcycle taxis prized for their ability to skirt traffic dart 
everywhere as Munyezamu compares them to “a pack of 
wild dogs.”

On rural highways, “Sophia” photo radar units (so named 
after a famous smart robot) text transgressors significant 
fines, thereby lowering previous levels of vehicular car-
nage. Bicycles remain key to the transportation system for 
everything from additional humans (the cheapest taxi) to 
cans of milk, furniture and produce like crates of chickens 
or up to a half-dozen bunches of bananas to market. Rid-
ers dismount to push huge loads up Rwanda’s purported 
“thousand hills,” the latter a serious underestimation.

Crossing Kigali streets requires either “Rwandan in-
stincts” or common sense. There is little doubt however, 
should the worst occur, the mess would be cleaned up 
quickly. Rather than providing social assistance, the coun-
try offers paid employment including street sanitation, Ki-
gali’s graffiti-free byways regularly swept clean as a result.

We stayed inside a classic two-bedroom apartment with 
ensuite bathrooms, kitchenette, WiFi and gated 24-hour se-
curity costing $300 U.S a week. An omnipresent streetside 

ATM equivalent seen everywhere from downtown Rwan-
da to isolated mountain villages sat outside. In essence, 
independent contractors under brightly coloured umbrel-
las staff desks holding thousands of Rwandan francs. The 
most remote corner of the country is well-connected by 
cell service exceeding that at our rural Canadian country-
side. Clients present a code on their phone to proprietors 
who hand over cash, receiving a transaction percentage for 
their efforts. 

The ATMs and the fact one sees women walking alone 
on city streets late at night allayed pre-trip fears. Munye-
zamu recommended protecting one’s cell phone from 
crimes of opportunity in busy markets for example, but 
overall, personal safety was not a concern. We breakfasted 
a short stroll away, past a medical centre typically filled 
with mothers and young children, part of universal health 
care our host says is provided via a variable geared-to-
income contribution. A six-egg Spanish omelette at Em-
manuel Ntuyenabo’s Good Mood Coffee Shop cost the 
equivalent of a toonie, with a burger and fries costing $5. 

Ntuyenabo’s is partially farm-to-table, its rural base a pro-
gressive multi-hectare operation employing 11. In terms 
of agriculture, the lush nature of Rwanda’s hilly land-
scape was a surprise, in effect much of the country is a 
multi-crop garden. There are ongoing efforts to modernize 
smaller subsistence operations of under an acre. 

Food was very affordable, chicken curry, rice and salad 
at the Kayonza Cafe running $14 Canadian, another $10 
on top at Hotel de Mille Collines – the Hotel Rwanda. As a 
general rule of thumb, the more white people you see, the 
more it will cost. There definitely is a tourist versus local 
price Munyezamu helped us avoid on most occasions.

We mzungu (white people) were a curiosity, mildly so in 
Kigali, more so in Kabura where students crowded around, 
curious to discover what mzungu skin or hair feels like. 

Soccer was queen; incredibly talented kids in sandals 
playing on every bit of available space with homemade 
balls historically made from banana leaves tied up in twine, 
evolved into plastic cores. Presenting a factory-made ball 
to a kid in a Vancouver Canucks jersey drew a crowd ap-
proaching 100, seemingly from nowhere, within five min-
utes.

Travelling the countryside offered striking contrasts: 
farm labourers hand-milling rice backdropped by subdi-
visions, translatable to Canadian counterparts, speaking to 
a growing middle class; women carrying stacks of fruit 
or vegetables on their head, corralling a baby on one hip 
while chatting on a cell phone held in their other hand; 

Jean-Claude Munyezamu sources money from a street-side 
“ATM.” 

CONTINUED ON PAGE  19

A female white rhino passes close by our vehicle in Akagera National Park, Rwanda. (JEFF TRIBE PHOTO)

The local milkman enjoys a quiet moment at Kabura village centre. (JEFF TRIBE PHOTO)

Experience 'Rwanda Now' from ground level
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Kigali mansions,the modern 10,000-seat 
BK Arena hosting Masai Ujuri’s Giants of 
Africa basketball tournament in both 2023 
and 2025; and construction cranes busy as 
the capital begins to grow up, compared 
to neat and tidy plaster-faced and painted, 
baked mud-and-straw brick houses more 
prevalent in rural areas.

Progress includes rebuilding Akagera 
in conjunction with African Parks from 
devastation caused during the genocide 
and, subsequently, the 40,000 cattle ac-
companying returning refugees. Sharing 
profits and hiring locally encouraged re-
gional support which, with regular patrols, 
has drastically reduced poaching. Animal 
populations have also been bolstered by a 
combination of transplantation and reintro-
duction. Lions came back in 2015, rising 
in number to an estimated 60 today, and 
rhino in 2017, re-qualifying Akagera as a 
“Big Five” (lion, leopard, elephant, rhino 
and cape buffalo) park.

We would finish with a “Big Three,” the 
penultimately shy leopard and elephants – 
approached with caution at the best of time 
– remaining elusive. Beyond rhino, buffalo 
and lions, we saw multiple species includ-
ing amphibious hippos, giraffe, herds of 
impala, topi, zebra, waterbuck and feisty 

warthogs among them, along with “life 
list” African birds.

It’s beyond arrogance to feel one can fig-
ure out a country in a couple of weeks, par-
ticularly viewing through a North America 
bias rather than African lens, despite our 
privilege in accompanying Munyezamu to 
places foreigners don’t go. But my consis-
tent impression that, regardless where you 
are, whether you’re mzungu or otherwise, 
“People are pretty much people,” was only 
reinforced. In other words, the great ma-
jority of us are just trying to pay our bills, 
have a little fun, feel safe and secure, and 
believe in some form of a better future for 
our children. And that Rwanda seems to be 
striving to build opportunities that, through 
an accident of privileged geographical birth 
in Canada, we tend to take for granted.

Unquestionably, the nation faces ongo-
ing challenges, but an initial sense of a 
narrative moving forward, a country and 
its people seeing the potential benefits and 
being willing to put in the work required, 
was not changed. Neither was the thought 
it’s a pretty good place for a tourist to ex-
perience Africa.

And even if the elephants and leopards 
didn’t cooperate, that only provided one 
more reason to return.

Students from Umurava Primary School perform a traditional dance 
during a ceremony celebrating the school’s new basketball/volleyball 
court, constructed in conjunction with Umoja Community Mosaic and 
Stampede Rotary Club, Calgary. 

Emmanuel Ntuyenabo shows off a cob of roasted “maize” for sale at 
his Kigali-based Good Mood Coffee Shop, grown on his family farm 
outside of the city.

A young soccer player from Kabura, Rwanda illustrates the difference between a ball 
constructed from plastic bags and twine (in his right hand) and a factory-made equivalent 
donated by the Tillsonburg Minor Soccer Club.

A forward from Umurava Primary School looks to control the ball under 
the watchful eye of GS Rubira’s goalie and fans during an all-Kabura 
“friendly” between the two schools.

Rwanda Basketball Federation executive director Fiona Ishimwe 
stands in front of the modern, 10,000 seat BK Arena in Kigali, the city’s 
45,000-seat soccer stadium to the rear.
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Progress in Rwanda


