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Since 1776, extraordinary men and women have represented the United States
abroad under widely varying circumstances, What they did and how and why
they did it remain little known to their compatriots. In 1995, the Association for
Diplomatic Studies and Training (ADsT) and DACOR, an organization of foreign
affairs professionals, created the Diplomats and Diplomacy book series to increase
public knowledge and appreciation of the professionalism of American diplomats
and their involvement in world history. In this sixty-ninth series volume career
diplomat Joyce E. Leader analyzes the failed diplomatic efforts to achieve democ-
racy and peace in Rwanda as the country careened along the path to genocide,
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A Weekend Respite

During the first weekend in April, I enjoyed a respite not only from
our spate of Washington visitors but also from the stress of physi-
cal insecurity. It was Easter weekend. Both Good Friday and Easter
Monday were holidays, so I took advantage of the four-day week-
end to have a new adventure in Rwanda. With a camping-enthusiast
friend and her visiting sister and ten-year-old nephew, I went on a
two-night camping trip to the Nyungwe National Park in the moun-

tainous rain forest of southwest Rwanda. The road leading west to
the park from the southern town of Butare was a vast improvement

over the one I had traveled fifteen years or so earlier.

Back then I was the U.S. Peace Corps associate director respon-
sible for approximately one hundred education volunteers in Zaite
and for several others teaching in Rwanda at the university in Butare,
Lvividly remember a harrowing trip from Butare to Bukavuy, site of
the Peace Corps training program in Zaire. A narrow, rocky road
wound through the mountains and across barren mountain ridges,
Local Rwandan villagers milling along the roadside scattered rap-
idly, with fear in their eyes, as our Land Rover raced by. We were
trying to reach the border before it closed at nightfall, the driver
had calmly explained.

This time we drove an expertly engineered, wide, paved, two-
lane road, banked appropriately to the mountainous terrain with
guardrails as needed for physical security. What a glorious change!
We seemed to be the only visitors in the Nyungwe National Park
that weekend. We found a lovely, flat place in the densely for-
ested hills to pitch our tents, and well-kept paths offered us sev-
eral hiking opportunities during our stay. What a feeling of peace
and serenity!

We returned to Kigali on Easter Monday, in time to attend a recep:
tion hosted by the Senegalese troops in UNAMIR to celebrate their
national day. The Senegalese seemed to have invited everyone they
knew to the festivities. Their UNAMIR officers and fellow soldiers,
the diplomatic community, international and local NGO leaders
were all gathered together. The magnificent food included one of
my favorites, chicken yassa, a dish covered with caramelized onions
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and lime juice. The steady rhythm of West African music blared over
loudspeakers, prompting many people to dance.

Only when the inevitable speeches began was I jolted back to
reality as I pointed out high-level Rwandans to Ambassador Raw-
son, who had not yet met all of the key players. I remember calling
Rawson’s attention to one Rwandan military officer in particular,
Col. Théoneste Bagosora, the chief of staff at the ministry who had
been a hard-line government delegate at'the Arusha talks. I told
Rawson that Bagosora was known among the observers at Arusha
as “Colonel Death.”

Another Visitor Arrives to Explore Refugee Issues

The next day, April 5, I welcomed to Kigali the U.S. Department of
State’s regional refugee officer, Linda Thomas-Greenfield, who was
based at the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi. She had come to Rwanda to
monitor the situation of the recently arrived refugees from Burundi
in the south and to learn about Rwanda’s plans for the impending
return of Tutsi refugees from neighboring countries in the wake of
the peace agreement. Linda and I knew each other well from our days
in the political section of the U.S. Embassy in Lagos, Nigeria, about
cight years earlier. She would be my houseguest during her visit.
On the following day, Wednesday, April 6, we made several calls
on government and UN officials concerned with refugee issues. Our
last call was on Jacques Bihozagara of the RPF, who would be respon-
sible for refugee resettlement in the forthcoming transitional cabi-
net. We met him in the national assembly building, where the RPF
security contingent had taken up residence at the end of Decem-
ber pending installation of the transitional government. During that
meeting Bihozagara informed Linda and me that many Tutsi ‘ref%1-
gees had in fact already returned from their many years in exﬂe-‘ in
Uganda. They were settling in the RPF-controlled territory just inside
the Rwandan border. We discussed my traveling with him in the near
future to check on the condition of these spontaneous returnees.
He and I agreed to fix a specific date for the trip in the coming days.
Ftched in my mind from that visit is the stunning view that lay
before us as we stepped outside the national assembly building, The
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day was sunny and warm. The late afternoon air was crystal clear. The
sky was deep, deep blue. As Linda and 1 looked out across the val-
leys from the highest hill in the city, we could see small, tin-roofed
homes in neighborhoods below us. Roads wound down one hill and |
up another to the center of town. On the valley floor was the stream '|
where young men were often busy washing cars. On a hilltop oppo-
site us stood government buildings and the homes of Rwandans and
some diplomats. We paused for several minutes, admiring the view
and appreciating the beauty of Kigali. How could there not be hope: )
for Rwanda, I thought. No one we had talked with and nothing we
had seen that day gave us any hint of the tragedy that would begin
to unfold within hours of this blissful moment.

A Plane Crash

That evening the representative of the UN refugee agency, Carlos
Rodriguez, and one of his colleagues joined Linda and me for dinner
at my house. We wanted to discuss the refugee issues facing UNHCR
in Rwanda and the region in greater depth than we had at his office
earlier in the day. At about 8:30, while we were at the table, we heard
a distant but distinct explosion but continued talking and eating,
Loud noises and explosions weren't entirely without precedent; it
was likely another grenade assault on an unfortunate robbery victim,

We couldn’t have been more wrong. About half an hour later
Ambassador Rawson telephoned to say that the noise had been an
airplane crash near the airport. President Habyarimana’s plane had
gone down. He had been returning from a meeting in Tanzania about
impending conflict in Burundi. The president’s condition and that
of others on the plane was not yet known. Nor was there an expla-
nation for the crash. Our dinner party ended abruptly. My UNHCR
guests left agitated and worried. Linda and I were anxious. We won-
dered what it would mean if the president were dead.

A couple of hours later the ambassador phoned again. UNAMIR
sources had confirmed that all aboard the plane were dead: Presi-
dent Habyarimana, President Cyprien Ntaryamira of Burundi, close
aides of both, and the entire French crew of the plane. uNAMIR also
confirmed that the plane had been shot out of the air by an uniden-
tified missile.
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I was charged with drafting the message to the American com-
munity. After the ambassador approved the message, consular 01.cﬁ—
cer Laura Lane and I used our radio network—in accordance w1t}%
emergency procedures—to notify the American community in Kigali
and elsewhere in Rwanda of the situation. Our message alerted all
Americans, both official and nonofficial, to the plane crash, told them
that the president and all others aboard were conﬁrme:d dead,' and
advised that they remain indoors while awaiting further instructions.

Comment

Responsibility for shooting down the president’s plane has never
been definitively determined. Both hard-liners in the government
and the RPF had plausible motives. The extremists may have tl?ought
that eliminating the president would be the only way to stop imple-
mentation of the Arusha Peace Accords and prevent the power-
sharing provisions from going forward. The RPE ma).r have thought
that removing the president would remove the major obs'tacle to
implementation of the pact that would give them a considerable
role in governing Rwanda. Alternatively it could have been a gam-
ble by one side or the other to take over the peace process and scrap
the power-sharing arrangement called for in the Accords. Whether
cither side had the expertise or the means to shoot down the plane
was not clear. Whether anyone was still committed to power shar-

ing was doubtful.
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