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Mukakarangwa Sarah & Ntamigemo Elias 

Story Number:  SFH0068 

 

Short Description: Living in exile, Sarah, 15, was obligated to get married to a 28 

year old at the age of 15. She returned home to Rwanda where she was rejected by her 

in-laws who coerced her husband to abandon her because of her ethnicity.  He was to 

die two weeks before the birth of her son Elias. The only thing that keeps her going is 

her love for her children and her message to them is one of love, unity and 

reconciliation.  

Tags: Widow, Genocide, Exile, Family History 

Sarah: My names are Mukakarangwa Sarah and this is my son. 

Elias:  I am called Ntamigenzo Elias, Sarah is my mother.  Mum, why is it that 

nowadays you don’t like telling us past stories, yet I am sure they might be helpful to 

me? 

Sarah:  That is a good question my son. I think that you have asked me this question 

in timely way because I have also felt the need to share my story with you. As a child I 

grew up only to find myself in Kenya, where my parents had moved there long time 

from Rwanda. 

Elias: Why did they move there? 

Sarah:  Well they say they fled to Kenya because in Rwanda they were treated like 

slaves and beaten with sticks. 

Elias: Who hit them (Who treated them like this)? 

Sarah: (I think it) is the regime and government of the time. They never shared what 

happened with us in detail but sometimes I overheard conversations between them and 
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other Rwandese. As I grew up, this became a challenge because I wanted to know who 

my grandparents since I had never seen them. 

Elias: Were they in Rwanda? 

Sarah: My mother told me that by the time she fled Rwanda her parents were dead, 

while my father told me that his mother was dead but his father was alive but they had 

lost contact completely. We lived in that country until we became old men and women, 

until I got married!  I was unlucky though, I was forced into marriage at a very young 

age.  I was only fifteen years old! (When it all happened) 

Elias:  Fifteen!!? 

Sarah: Yes, fifteen! 

Elias:  Wasn’t there a law to punish people who forced children into marriage? 

Sarah:  Not really. As Rwandese (foreigners and refugees) nobody cared about us. In 

any case we could not live freely because we were not in our home country in the first 

place.  

Elias:  In that case am guessing my father was also fifteen (years old) at the time?  

Sarah: No, Your father was older than me, he was 28. Later on my parents thought of 

returning to their country.  I was very happy and excited; I really wanted to see what 

Rwanda looked like!   

Moderator: Please make this clear... Did you say that you lived in Kenya where and 

that you got married at 15? 

Sarah: Yes 

Moderator: And that your husband lived there as well? 

Sarah: Yes. I felt my patriotism mount (as we prepared to head back to Rwanda). We 

eventually arrived here in 1977 with our children. Soon after we arrived, we realized 

(that the country had) big problems. Ethnic divisions run deep. 

Elias: Ethnic divisions? Which ethnic groups? 

Sarah: We found Hutus talking about Tutsis (as bad people). We also found (divided) 

political parties. We had never experienced all this while in Kenya. Meanwhile my 

husband was put under pressure by his family to abandon me and get another wife 
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from within his ethnic group. He tried to reason with them and explain that he already 

had children but this would result into endless fights. 

Elias:  So that means they were Hutus? 

Sarah:  Yes. War broke out in 1990 and the area where we were stayed was affected. 

Things got difficult (for Tutsis in my area) and my husband helped me to escape to 

Ruyenzi in Gitarama where I spent three months without you (my family). When the 

war cooled down, I came back home. On April 18, 1991 your father met his death two 

weeks after you were born. That is why you don’t know him. After his death my life got 

really difficult. I started suffering worse than before, but I managed to be strong and 

patient with my in-laws. By 1994, what happened in Rwanda could not be described 

with words. I tried to escape and was fortunate to be helped by the (RPF) Inkotanyi 

soldiers. When the war ended I went to my parent’s village in Commune Gikoro and 

found everyone had been killed. 

Elias: Were they killed during the genocide? 

Sarah: Yes. All of them except my father who had died earlier because of disease – my 

mother and her whole family were killed during the war. I was now faced with a tough 

choice to make about where I could settle with you (my children). I was scared of living 

in that place and I was also scared of going back to my husband’s family. Eventually I 

chose to live in Kabuga and that how we ended up there and how you came to think it 

is your home but in reality, it is not. That is why up to this day we still don’t have a 

place to call home and it is why we live in poverty. 

Elias:  What was my dad’s real place of birth. 

Sarah:  He was born in Gisenyi that is where his parents stayed.  I did not see them 

for long though, they died shortly after we had returned from Kenya. 

Facilitator:  You told us you lost your husband in 1991, what gave you the strength to 

move on in those hardships? 

Sarah:  It’s true I lost him in 1991, in April.  I did not have anyone to turn to so I 

turned to God. I accepted Jesus as my savior and lived off prayer because I had 

nothing else.   

Elias:  So what happened next? Now that my father was dead and the in-laws did not 

want you? 
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Sarah:  It was a tough struggle and that is when is started living in poverty and 

continue to live like that up to this day. I never got any happiness from my marriage. I 

never had a peace of mind. 

Facilitator:  Apart from praying, what kept you going during the tough times? Where 

did you get courage to carry on? 

Sarah:  Love for my children kept me going. I was born with a heart that loves children 

and I was determined to do anything to help them to grow. I took on odd jobs that I 

could not handle so my children could have some food. I accepted to go naked so my 

children can be dressed. This is what kept me going, the determination to see my 

children grow. There were times when I felt like it was okay for me to die as long as my 

child could grow up. 

Elias:  Looking back, what do you think was the deep cause of all these wars? 

Sarah:  In my view, and I say this having lived in many different cultural settings for 

many years. Rwandans are very different from other tribes and cultures. When a person 

of another tribe doesn’t like you, they will tell you openly and when they love you, they 

will tell you so whereas Rwandese can hate you and never tell you about it openly. This 

is deep-rooted in our hearts and it is something that needs to change. We need to fight 

this and promote love. We need to love fellow Rwandese and love our country. We 

should fight anything that disrupts our country and fight for everyone who disturbs 

fellow Rwandese. More importantly we should avoid divisionism based on ethnic lines. 

Let us forget about Hutus and Tutsis and Twas. We are all the creation of God and if 

we start to see ourselves that way, our country will become peaceful. 

Elias:  I have thought about that too. I have heard so many elders saying that the 

future of this nation lies in the hands of the youth and that we are the hope of 

tomorrow. But I see no hope in the future if parents continue to spread divisionism to 

their children. Parents are planting the wrong seeds in the youth and if it is true that 

the power of the future belongs to the youth, then this power will be used wrongly. 

What do you think? 

Sarah:  Parents are different. I am a strong parent but now am aging. If I have any 

strength left in me, I will use to struggle to make sure our country succeeds. As my 

child I advise you strongly to do the same as long as you are alive and after I am dead. 

Use all you strength and intelligence to make sure you don’t live a life like the one we 

lived. This is the legacy I wish to live with you.  

 


