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From Bloodshed to Hope in Burundi
and for
Robert and Kathleen Krueger’s
work in Burundi:
“Murder, massacre, and ethnic cleansing are no longer mere news items but
terrifying realities in this tense personal account, written from the eye of
the storm.”
—John Carey, Professor Emeritus of
English Literature, Oxford University
“Kathleen Tobin Krueger’s compelling story of an ambassador’s family cop‑
ing with an explosive revolution in Burundi should be ‘must-reading’ for
diplomats. She leads the reader breathlessly from sentence to sentence as
she details the dangers amid the desire to teach her small children how to
cope in a world of turmoil. I was proud of her as a mother, an author, and
a Texan.”
—Liz Carpenter
“Reading Kathleen Krueger’s vivid and captivating story of embassy life in
Africa shatters the stereotype of a traditional diplomat’s wife. Leaving the
bone china and chandeliers behind, Kathleen chose to visit refugee camps,
face down armed soldiers to protect a household employee, and put her
young children to bed to the sounds of machine-gun fire and grenades
exploding outside. Americans reading her vividly told, captivating story
will be proud to have had a person of such grace and strength representing
our country overseas.”
—Tipper Gore

“Ambassador Krueger’s courage in defending democracy gave courage
to the members of FRODEBU and inspired all other Burundi political
democratic parties to believe that democracy could succeed and prevail in
Burundi.”
—The Honorable Dr. Jean Minani,

speaker of the Burundi parliament,
 January 2002–August 2005; president of the FRODEBU party,

January 1995–October 2005;

and member of parliament 2005–2010
“Robert Krueger is certainly the most influential and the best ambassa‑
dor ever to serve in Burundi since we received our independence in 1962.
He fought for the preservation and consolidation of democracy with all
his heart and his intelligence. He never took partisan sides, as many were
tempted to do. On the contrary, he based every single statement and any
action on his own careful inquiries made on the ground in every corner of
Burundi. He saved many lives and gave hope to those who lost their cher‑
ished ones.”
—Jean-Marie Ngendahayo,

member of the Burundi parliament and Minister of

Communications, 1993; Foreign Minister of Burundi,

1994–1995; and member of the Burundi parliament and
chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, 2005
“While providing leadership characterized by his attachment to peace,
his Excellency Ambassador Robert Krueger represented his country, the
United States of America, during the most critical moments in the his‑
tory of Burundi. An ambassador out of the ordinary, he would go to the
countryside to see for himself the atrocities committed against a population
that left many too afraid to speak out. He went wherever there were mas‑
sive violations of human rights. He was not afraid to face down armed men
and call out their transgressions; he met with the media to cry out loud
and clear to the world what was happening in Burundi; yet he never failed
to call the protagonists to dialogue rather than confrontation. His phone
was always available twenty-four hours a day, ready to receive calls for help
from the people. Even if he could not understand their language, his inter‑
preter was always by his side. Ambassador Robert Krueger viewed mas‑
sacre sites and visited the wounded at their hospital beds. His Excellency
Ambassador Robert Krueger even risked his own life in an ambush planned
by those who feared his outspokenness. This political man of vision had
always said that the problems of Burundi would only find resolution

through dialogue among Burundians. When he returned to Burundi in
2007, events had proven him to have been right all along, as he found
Burundi to be now entering a phase of reconciliation and reconstruction.
This man of peace and exceptional courage has contributed immensely to
the defense of human rights for the population of Burundi—so much so
that thirteen years after his official service to Burundi ended, the name of
this ambassador reminds people of the love and hope that he gave to the
people of Burundi.”
—The Honorable Norbert Ndihokubwayo,
 member of Burundi parliament, 1993–1994 and 2004–present
The one who dared to go and see what others couldn’t or were afraid to see . . .
“When Burundi was destroying itself, God raised up a man eager to see
for himself the plight the population was living. Courageous, persistent,
unwavering and above all loving, Ambassador Robert Krueger, against all
expectations, was probably the only diplomat who dared to venture outside
the capital city of Bujumbura and reach down to the villages, where the war
was raging, to get acquainted with the depth of the crisis. Being a man of
compassion, it is obvious that Ambassador Krueger was determined to suf‑
fer with these people he so much loved, regardless of all the threats on his
life that this represented. This led him to speak openly against the cruelties
that were being inflicted on the population. Many a time, his mere pres‑
ence and his eyewitness at the spot of the drama have inspired hope in the
victims. More than anyone else, he is worthy to bear this witness. May this
be to him an expression of too many unexpressed thanks of the Burundian
population he has jeopardized his life to love and serve.”

—Bishop Jethron Nsabiyaremye, president of the
Association of Burundi Seventh-Day Adventist Churches
“Robert Krueger was the ambassador of the United States of America in
Burundi from 1994 to 1996, the hardest time in the history of Burundi. I
first of all want to express our heartfelt appreciation and gratitude to the
United States of America as a country and to his parents who made the
important decision of sending this strong man, Robert Krueger, to a wartorn country like Burundi in those years, for the service of the nation.
He and his beloved wife were persecuted and were sometimes in danger
because they were not afraid of speaking out against the ills the Burun‑

dians were going through. However, they did not give up. I am talking
here about a man who could not sleep while he heard the cries of innocent
people being killed every day and night. He is a fearless man and sensitive
to injustice. Ambassador Robert Krueger fought energetically for justice,
peace, reconciliation, human rights, and democracy for all Burundians.
He hated bloodshed and he advocated for the unjustly treated Burundians.
I knew him personally, and he is one of the rare foreign diplomats who
knows the reality the country of Burundi went through. He is among the
people to be consulted if one wants to know the history of Burundi well. I
can simply say that his work in Burundi helped to save lives and preserved
democracy. The peace Burundians are enjoying today is the result of the
work of strong and courageous men like Robert Krueger.”

—Bishop Simeon Nzishura,
president and legal representative of the
Union of Christian Churches in Burundi
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F

		
rom Bloodshed to Hope in Burundi is,
partly, a story of faith: faith in the power of the people in a small, littleknown nation in central Africa, Burundi, to be capable of reestablishing
peace and democracy in their war-torn homeland, which for over a century
has suffered from colonialism and its own tyrannous military government.
The authors, Ambassador Bob Krueger and his wife, Kathleen, document
their experience of living amid genocide in a country heroically seeking to
throw off decades of domination by a small group of Burundians whose
armed forces have employed murder, torture, intimidation, and segregation
to keep the majority of the population under their control. The authors had
faith that if the world knew the truth of conditions in Burundi, the truth
could help set Burundi’s people free. Using the advantage of outsiders who
were freer to travel, discover, and speak the truth than were most of Burundi’s
own citizens, they also believed that only by revealing the truth of Burundi’s
suffering could reconciliation between its warring factions be achieved.
The story they tell is frank, unsparing, and directly documented by per‑
sonal observation and experience. The narrative recounts scenes including the
annihilation by the Burundi Army of 430 people in the village of Gasorwe,
and the selling of tickets by a group of young thugs to allow buyers to watch
and participate in the torture and killing of a group of eight laborers whose
only crime was to have been born into a different ethnic group. But their
account equally recounts the heroism of courageous citizens, ranging from
civilians in government to educators at the university and peasants living in
the countryside, who were willing to step forward at their own peril to reveal
the horror being perpetrated against Burundi’s people.
Recognizing, then, that only after the truth of genocide and tyranny is
revealed can reconciliation be possible, the authors proceed to a call for for‑
giveness by all parties in this ethnically divided nation, and for attention
and support from a world that has ignored the Burundi genocide as if kill‑
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ing tens of thousands of people in a little-known country somehow didn’t
matter. Yet Jesus reminded his followers, “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto
one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.” Therefore
we in the twenty-first century should surely be able to see that if democracy
is denied, if tyranny and injustice anywhere in the world go unreported and
unattended, then all of us suffer from our neglect and indifference toward
our brothers and sisters with whom we share this planet.
The story of Burundi is therefore our story: not simply the story of Afri‑
cans, or Americans, but of all of us. This particular story takes place in Africa,
and this is an important book about Africa. But the practices of tyranny, of
ethnic and cultural division and oppression, and of unattended suffering
and apathetic inattention take place in various forms around the world. This
account, written with pain and compassion, but with scrupulous specificity,
makes that clear. After its searing report, it offers a hopeful vision of the
budding green shoots of a democratic future for Burundi that even now
seem to be emerging. The book is thus a reminder that, in the words of the
spiritual sung by slaves in America over a century ago, “All God’s children got
wings.”
If we are to fly to our full height, we must all fly together.



P re face

T

		
his is a love story. A story told by a
couple who fell in love with a people and their country: a tiny, mountainous,
remote nation in the heart of Africa, seemingly set apart from the world in
distance and time. The story includes horror and hope, calumny and cour‑
age, pain but also personal triumph. It is told by two narrators. One, a re‑
cently defeated American officeholder whose workplace shifted from the
shining mahogany of the U.S. Senate chamber to the killing fields of equa‑
torial Africa, and whose activity changed from decorous debate to digging
up graves. The second, his wife, who plucked our two small children from
the security and familiarity of small-town Texas and found herself putting
them to bed under African mosquito netting, listening to the clatter of ma‑
chine guns and thud of grenades outside. Sent there expecting to find a na‑
scent democracy, we found genocide and a fledgling, frightened government
under threat:
And we [were] here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash[ed] by night.
— M at t h e w A r n o l d , “D o v e r B e a c h”

We arrived in this ancient country familiar with it through books, but as
strangers to its people. The longer we stayed, the tighter grew the bonds of
affection; and upon our departure, having been given a view into such a dis‑
tant and different world, where the suffering of the people is immense, but
where their sacrifice and service are also ennobling, we felt a responsibility to
tell their story.
Burundi is one of the world’s ten poorest countries. When one adds to its
material poverty pitifully inadequate health care, daily murder, and intermit‑
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tent massacres, one has an equation combining penury, disease, and terror.
It is perhaps not surprising, then, that in July 2006, an analytic social psy‑
chologist at the University of Leicester, Mr. Adrian White, reported that after
receiving responses from 80,000 people in 178 countries to assess their level
of overall happiness, he found that the people of Burundi ranked 178th, and
were the unhappiest in all the world.
Burundi is, for its citizens, one of the world’s most difficult places to live.
Facing its challenges is made more difficult because through experience Bu‑
rundians have realized that no one in the outside world seems to care about
their plight. Burundi has suffered through several large genocides, as in 1972,
when 10–15 percent of the total male population was massacred in a couple
of months. Those victims included, by design, probably three-quarters of
those in the largest ethnic group who had received formal education beyond
age fifteen. But the world said and did nothing.
More recently there has been what some have referred to as a “creeping
genocide,” in which individuals and groups of people are targeted because of
their ethnicity and put to death. I calculated in 1995 that in Burundi at least
100 people a day were being so killed. Adjusted for the difference in popu‑
lation between Burundi and the United States, the numbers killed would
equal 4,200 victims of premeditated murder every day in the United States.
That many deaths would be equivalent to a new Oklahoma City bombing
every hour of the day, 365 days a year; or ten World Trade Center attacks each
week. Yet that level of violence continued, without notice or intervention
from the world outside, well into the twenty-first century.
In the final years of the twentieth century, tens of thousands of people
were imprisoned by the Burundi dictatorship in “regroupment camps”—
actually concentration camps—where families were forced to live outdoors
or in hovels put together from grass, reeds, sticks, scraps of board and twine,
and mud. They were subject to rape, torture, theft, abuse, and sometimes
murder. The people were not the victims whom Hitler chose for genocide:
Jews, gypsies, and homosexuals. They were Hutus: an ethnic group in Bu‑
rundi that has been subjugated and persecuted throughout most of the
twentieth century. Yet the world has taken remarkably little notice of their
plight.
Some attorneys and governmental officials deny that there was genocide,
either creeping or swift, taking place in Burundi at all. We do not wish to
quibble over words, but we challenge that notion.
Webster’s Third New International Dictionary defines genocide as “the use
of deliberate systematic measures (as killing, bodily or mental injury, unliv‑
able conditions, prevention of births) calculated to bring about the exter‑
xii
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mination of a racial, political or cultural group or to destroy the language,
religion, or culture of a group.”
“Killing”? In my first three weeks as ambassador, I visited with Amnesty
International and Physicians for Human Rights a mass grave where at least
120 bodies had been thrown into a pit and covered, the legs and skulls picked
clean by animals and the elements. The night before our group went to in‑
vestigate, the military authorities responsible had tried to hide the horror by
pouring diesel fuel on the grave to mask the stench of rotting bodies. The
killing of these refugees by the Burundian and Rwandan armies was “delib‑
erate” and “systematic,” and I call it genocide.
I wonder what those who deny that genocide existed in Burundi would
say to three of the many people whom I visited in a hospital in the village of
Butaganzwa after a Burundi Army attack on the local population in January
1995. A twelve-year-old boy whose arm had been snapped like a tree branch
by a Burundian soldier; a twelve-year-old girl, Hakizimana, who delicately
lifted her clothing to show me the healing scars on her abdomen, where
the soldiers had thrust bayonets; or Louis Ntawarushwashaka (whose name
translates as “No one wants to be miserable”), a man in his seventies with
slices all across his bald skull from army machetes. All were suffering “bodily
or mental injury” from “deliberate systematic” attacks against victims per‑
sonally unknown to the attackers.
“Unlivable conditions”? After 800,000 of the nation’s six million people
fled to other countries after the presidential assassination of 1993, and
400,000 more were internally displaced from their homes, Burundi was a
country with 20 percent of its population uprooted. Houses were burned,
furniture destroyed, and often only ashes remained. Even for those accus‑
tomed to poverty, these had become “unlivable conditions.” Thus, many Bu‑
rundians sought refuge in surrounding countries, even as fleeing Rwandans
came to Burundi. Many of these, in both groups, proceeded to live on bare
earth, under blue plastic United Nations sheeting, in hovels the size of pup
tents with neither running water, heat, nor insulation, but with tuberculosis,
malaria, and rampant dysentery.
“Prevention of births”? Had those who deny genocidal intent been with
me in April 1995 in a hospital in Muyinga, we would together have witnessed
an eighteen-month-old girl who had been bayoneted in the vagina by a Bu‑
rundian soldier so that she might never be able to have children. Had those
who deny genocide been at the Monument to National Unity in Bujumbura
in September 1995, they too would have seen, as we pulled back the cloth
covering his body, a five-year-old boy whose skull had been split open and
whose penis had then been cut off by the soldiers, who compounded murder
xiii
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with mutilation and sought to send a message that no more Hutus should be
born.
There is no doubt in my mind that all these acts were “calculated to bring
about the extermination of a racial, political, or cultural group,” in an at‑
tempt to destroy not only their bodies but also their dignity and their hope
for a better future. One of my colleagues in the U.S. Congress once said in
debate, “If it looks like a duck, quacks like a duck, and walks like a duck, it’s
a duck.” I would say if there is a pattern of massive killing, bodily or men‑
tal injury, unlivable conditions, and prevention of births directed toward
a group of people, not because of who they are as individuals, in personal
vengeance, but because of the ethnic group into which they were born, this
is genocide.
In the pages that follow, we have in several chapters documented with
first-hand observation this “creeping” genocide, whether represented by
large massacres or individual murders. This genocide was particularly for‑
midable and terrifying because it was an effort of the combined powers of
the national army, the police or gendarmerie, the judiciary, and many in the
legislative and executive branches of the government. With the state propel‑
ling the genocide, the populace had nowhere to turn for safety. We have writ‑
ten not to shock, but rather to awaken the world to the horrendous cruelty
and suffering of human beings in an isolated and forgotten land. But we
wish to provide not simply a catalogue of horrors. As King Lear is arguably
the cruelest and most painful of all of Shakespeare’s great tragedies, so it also
portrays qualities of redeeming love, personal sacrifice, bravery, and extraor‑
dinary compassion in fuller measure than any of his comparable works. As
in drama, so in life, in Burundi. We have seen the examples of Bishop John
Berchmans Nterere, who performed the Mass, even though he was fired
upon by soldiers as he elevated the host in Muyinga, an attack that succeeded
in slaughtering over one hundred communicants as they fled the church, and
wounded many more. Or Prosper Mpawenayo, a professor of physics who
risked his life to accompany me into the countryside in order to give a true
and accurate account of armed massacres in Butaganzwa. Or Jytte and Knud
Hansen, Danish missionaries who spent approximately thirty years living in
Rwanda and Burundi in order to teach and minister, reading Greek and He‑
brew texts at night by candlelight, since they had electricity only two hours
a day. Or members of parliament from the Front for Democracy (Frodebu)
political party, who courageously continued to serve even after twenty-one
of their fifty-seven members had been assassinated, one by one.
The story of Burundi is charged with ethnic tension. Some, unfamiliar
with Burundi’s history and jumping too readily to conclusions, assume that
xiv
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the conflict between Tutsi and Hutu has gone on for centuries. Not true. The
tension is palpable and the most defining feature of daily life and conversation
today, but it has not always been so. There had been intermarriage and com‑
mercial and social exchange between Hutu and Tutsi for generations. What
has happened in recent years, however, is that deeper motivations of fear,
pride, avarice, and wrath—all the seven deadly sins and more—have found
their expression by polarizing people into two groups, Hutu and Tutsi. And
though the conflict between them certainly bubbles from deeper sources,
once it is aboveground, it is almost always expressed as ethnic hatred.
When we went to Burundi, we sought to avoid categorizing people eth‑
nically. But when almost everyone in the country defines himself or herself
daily and often hourly as Hutu or Tutsi, it becomes impossible to understand
a culture and what is happening in it unless one accepts the existence of the
patterns of thought by which the people define their own cultures, thoughts,
and actions. One might as well try to talk in terms of feet and pounds in a
world where everyone else is using centimeters and kilograms. To commu‑
nicate and to understand how local culture communicates, one must accept
that even if citizens share the same language, a similar history, much inter‑
marriage, and many biological connections, they still consider themselves to
be either Hutu or Tutsi. And, unquestionably, the structure of government,
commerce, and education, and above all the killing, looting, and attempts to
instill fear and to subjugate, revolves around perceived ethnic differences be‑
tween these two major groups. The majority of the population, having been
tricked or coerced by their leaders into thinking in this ethnic framework,
continue to do so. As observers, we should not limit our understanding to
the perceptions of these groups; but to ignore their vision would be to bury
our heads in the sand because we did not like what we saw.
There are many reasons that the world has paid little attention to the
fate of Burundi: it is isolated and poor, and neither its culture, its economy,
nor its politics has ever significantly affected the developed world; and it
is perhaps easier to ignore people who are suffering terribly than to know
their fate, because to know it might make us subject to caring about them.
If we assume that Burundi’s struggles are the result of historic rivalries and
as inevitable as tropical rain, then we can no more change the violence than
we can stop the rain from falling. We must, instead, recognize that we can
be separate from people because of language, culture, distance, time, habits,
race, and color—and yet know that these are ultimately superficial differ‑
ences. If we close our eyes and hear a baby cry, we cannot tell whether it
is Burundian or American; if we see skeletons in a field, we do not know
whether they are African or European; but in either case we know that they
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