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        “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.”
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      To hold this book is to hold a lifeline, a story stretching across nearly a century. Tracing Umutara recounts the journey of a man born in the former Umutara region of Rwanda, a man who was exiled from his homeland yet never severed his bond with it, and who, in time, returned to be reunited with it. Both man and land have endured, maturing with a quiet strength that ages like fine wine.

      It is a singular privilege to introduce the story of my great uncle, Mr Alfonse Kabutura, a man whose life has been defined not merely by longevity, but by an unwavering devotion to family, country, and legacy.

      Our families have shared more than a century of close association. The bonds between us are fraternal in the truest sense, extending deeper than many ties of lineage. Mzee Kabutura’s influence on my life, and on the lives of countless others, remains immeasurable.

      Born in colonial Rwanda and raised within the Anglican tradition, the young Kabutura began his education in the most modest of circumstances, seated under a tree, taught by those whose knowledge, though limited, represented the best available at the time. From such humble beginnings, he progressed to formal boarding education, undertaking journeys of nearly one hundred kilometres on foot.

      Upon completing his studies, he married the love of his life, Petronilla, a Catholic, and established a home in Nyamirambo. There, he began his professional life in the medical field at Kigali Central Hospital, serving a country he has always regarded, without hesitation, as the finest on earth. In those early years, he stood poised for a life of stability and success. His Anglican faith, his marriage across denominational lines, and his service to both Belgian and Rwandan elites in Kigali reflected a character defined by inclusivity and a rare absence of sectarian division.

      Yet the turbulent events of the late 1950s and early 1960s intervened. Rwanda’s descent into ethnic persecution forced him into exile in Uganda, after he narrowly survived death in a time when countless others did not. Such a rupture might have broken many. In his case, it forged resilience.

      In Uganda’s Ankole region, he rebuilt his life with determination and dignity. He integrated into the community, acquired fluency in English and Runyankole, and continued his work in medicine, serving with distinction across several health centres. His contributions left enduring impressions of care, professionalism, and humanity.

      Amidst these efforts, he raised a large family, nurturing them with love and instilling in them the same fortitude that had sustained him through displacement and uncertainty.

      Neither time nor circumstance could erase the memory of home. While his gratitude to Uganda, his country of refuge, remains profound, his longing for Rwanda never diminished. That longing was fulfilled in 1995, following the liberation of Rwanda by the Rwandan Patriotic Front. He returned at last to the land of his forefathers, free and alive, and immediately recommitted himself to service. Engaging in public life, cattle husbandry, and community development well beyond conventional retirement, he continued to contribute meaningfully to the rebuilding of his nation. The establishment of St Jack’s Clinic in Nyagatare stands not merely as a professional undertaking, but as a deeply personal expression of gratitude and belonging, a bond renewed between man and Umutara.

      His return to cattle keeping, which he regards not simply as an occupation but as an intrinsic part of his identity, fulfilled a yearning that had endured throughout his years in exile.

      His life has encompassed both profound joy and deep sorrow, including the passing of his beloved wife in 2018. Her presence, however, endures in his daily reflections, her wisdom continuing to guide him, a testament to a love that transcends time and mortality.

      Today, as this book is published, he is surrounded by his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, a living patriarch whose wisdom continues to illuminate the path for those who follow.

      This book is more than a memoir. It is a narrative of resilience, a historical record, and a reminder that home is not merely a place, but a piece of the heart. Within its pages, the reader will encounter a model of humility, love, patience, kindness, and unwavering integrity. While deeply personal, Mzee Kabutura’s story reflects the shared experience of many Rwandans. Its themes of loss, endurance, and return will resonate widely.

      It is my honour and privilege to share his journey with you.

      
        
        —Busingye Johnston

        High Commissioner of Rwanda to the UK
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      There are moments in one’s life that shift the course of everything that follows. For me, such a moment came in early boyhood. It marked a quiet turning, an inward awakening, the kind that etches itself upon the soul with such clarity that even after ninety-three years, I can recall it not merely as memory, but as presence. Some find it difficult to understand how a man of my age can summon with such precision the sights, the sounds, and the emotions of a childhood long past. They look at me curiously, even sceptically, as though the weight of years should have blurred it all, but I do not trouble myself to explain.

      I have lived long indeed. I have laughed, grieved, loved, doubted, and endured. Some moments I chose, others came uninvited, borne by fate. Whether by design or by providence, they formed the tapestry of my life. I remember, for these memories are not simply stories; they are my teachers, my companions, and my quiet judges.

      It brings me joy, deep and almost unspeakable, when others speak of where I come from or how I was raised. Therein lies the quiet power of remembrance. It is this remembrance that I now offer you, dear reader, not for pity nor for praise, but as a legacy. I write not merely for the curious, but for the thoughtful, the ones who might pass this account from generation to generation, so that the children of your children may know not only what happened, but who we were. I owe my deepest gratitude to my children, who not only inspired me to write but made this book possible.

      My story cannot be contained in a few neat chapters. It resists simplification. These nine decades have held complexities that words may strain to capture. Those who lived through similar seasons will understand me, even when I do not spell out every detail. Those younger than I, perhaps you too, shall recognise some of your story in mine.

      I am often surprised by the vividness of my earliest memories. I remember the texture of the soil beneath my bare feet, the songs the wind carried across the hilltops, and the smell of woodsmoke curling from the fire at dusk. I remember faces, some long departed, whose words and gestures shaped the man I would become. When I let those memories rise, as they often do, they bring with them a mixture of delight and ache. At times I have wished to turn back the clock, to erase the sorrow, yet I have come to know that in doing so, I would risk losing the joy as well. Thus I have learnt to welcome it all.

      What you are about to read is not a perfect tale. It is, rather, an honest account of a life lived fully, stumbling at times but always pressing forward. My name is Kabutura Alphonse. I am ninety-two years old, and these are the stories that made me.
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            OF ANCESTRY AND ROOTS

          

        

      

    

    
      My story begins not in the present, nor in the mere recollection of one man’s experiences, but deep within the folds of ancestry, where bloodlines met destiny, and the weight of heritage was as real as the soil beneath our bare feet.

      The tale of my origins winds its way through the noble lineages of two ancient realms, the royal house of Kigeli Ndabarasa III of Rwanda, and the house of Abenegahaya of the Mpororo Kingdom, once nestled in what is now western Uganda. From these houses came the inheritance of land, cattle, duty, and memory that shaped the life I have lived.

      I am Kabutura Alphonse, son of Ruvumbinabi, son of Bahigi, son of Sebagwagwa, son of Mitima, son of Ruyenzi, son of Semugaza, of the line of King Kigeli Ndabarasa III.

      From this lineage, I was born into a household where ancestry was not spoken of lightly, but lived. My father, Yohana Ruvumbinabi, a native of Karama ka Abahebera, was wedded to Margarita Nyiramugasa, a woman of grace and quiet strength from Gahini. Their union, arranged in the tradition of the time, laid the foundation for what would become a family that endured war, famine, joy, revival, genocide, and the slow, steady shaping of civilisation in the Eastern Province of Rwanda.

      In the year 1816, the family of Abagaza, from whom I descend, was granted land in Umutara by King Yuhi Gahindiro, a sovereign who was also a kinsman of our house. In those days, land was not merely a resource; it was an inheritance, a covenant, and a gesture of trust. With the land, my ancestor Ruyenzi received cattle known as Umuriro, a royal gift that signified resettlement, acceptance, and the right to stand among the people as one restored to society. From those cattle flowed dignity, obligation, and continuity. Our people settled, built their homesteads, and ordered their lives around the keeping of cattle, which became not only our livelihood, but the measure of our identity and honour, as we began to build a life beneath the watchful gaze of the hills and the sky.

      As was customary, marriages were not romantic ventures, but sacred arrangements. Parents, with wisdom gained from seasons of toil, chose suitors for their sons and daughters with caution and communal counsel. It was, in essence, a form of due diligence long before the term was spoken, and from such a union, the Karama family was born, my family.

      My parents were first joined in a traditional ceremony, a wedding not officiated by priest or pastor, but by clan and community, as was the custom. It was a purely human affair. Later, following their conversion to Christianity and subsequent baptism, they were wed again in the eyes of the Church in 1943, a ceremony I was witness to as a child.

      The year 1928 marked a season of spiritual awakening in our region, as the Church Missionary Society established its mission post in Gahini. From this stream, my mother, Margarita, received the Holy Spirit, and with it, faith was woven into the fabric of our family’s life.

      I was born in a remote hill village that bore our family name, Karama, situated not far from the expanse that would, in due course, be designated a national park. It was, and in my recollections still is, a place of wild and unspoiled beauty, where man and nature lived in a harmony that was enduring, though never without its trials. Disease was common, malaria and ibinyoro⁠* among them, and life demanded resilience from an early age. Twenty or so families, all related in one way or another, made up our community. We were herders by tradition, fiercely proud of our cattle, and unafraid to defend them, even against lions which occasionally prowled into our homesteads at dusk. In spite of the dangers, we slept in peace beneath the stars. Politics were of no concern to us, for the matters of kings and governments were far removed from our daily rhythms. We lived simply, and in many ways, nobly.

      The year was 1934 when I drew my first breath, on the sixteenth day of February, to be exact. Life in Nyagatare District, in Rwanda’s Eastern Province, was rural and unadorned. Children, myself included, often ran naked, our feet hardened by the red earth. Malaria was the silent killer of our time. By the age of five, most children bore distended spleens, victims of disease long before medicine became accessible. Four of my siblings did not survive those early years. Of the nine children born to my parents, I was the seventh. Those who reached adulthood include Donatilla Mukankusi, Faustin Rushanda, Fulgence Karamaga, Frank Munyaneza, and myself. In the pages that follow, you shall come to know them better.

      We were, in many ways, enchanted children, resilient and spirited, nurtured not by luxury, but by the rawness of our environment. Though many have since left Karama for more temperate places, I have remained tied to that soil in many ways, and, in truth, consider myself fortunate beyond words. For although we had no roads, no clinics, no formal schools, and certainly no furniture, we had community. We had cows, and we had one another.

      Neither my mother nor my father could read or write. Literacy was not yet a mark of value in our village. What mattered was wisdom, the kind passed down through stories, songs, poems, and observation. The people of Karama were among the first to settle that region. Livestock was not merely livelihood; it was identity, dignity and a symbol of wealth.

      Our homes were built closely together, ten to fifteen households nestled within walking distance. Ours was no place for solitude. My father’s house stood beside that of my grandfather, with two uncles nearby and their children scattered among the homesteads. Fences were made from pencil cactus, and narrow footpaths, just wide enough for a man to pass, connected us all. The proximity served a purpose, for if someone shouted for help, others would hear. It was not only peace that held us together, but vigilance.

      Among our people, my father possessed the largest herd and the loudest voice. Naturally, he was regarded as the leader. Any stranger who came to Karama would first stop at his door. He was the gateway, the protector, and the elder. In that sacred and rugged setting, my life began, barefoot, beneath the towering trees, with the call of cattle in the distance and the quiet knowledge that I belonged to something far older and far grander than myself.
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Born in the hills of Umutara in 1934, Alphonse
Kabutura’s life spans colonial rule, revolution, exile,
genocide and national rebirth. From tending cattle
as a barefoot boy to serving in Kigali’s operating
theatres, from wrongful imprisonment to a midnight
escape across the Muvumba River, his journey is one
of faith, endurance and unwavering love for family
and country.

Tracing Umutara is the story of a generation uprooted
yet unbroken, of a homeland lost and restored, and
of a marriage that shone through every trial. It is a
testament to memory, resilience and the quiet hope
that, however long the road, it may still lead home.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Alphonse Kabutura isaRwandanmedical practitioner,
husband, father and patriarch whose life of more
than nine decades has been devoted to service, faith
and the preservation of heritage.
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My Roots and Horizons
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1963 | With our daughter Edith  Petronille in her Maize Garden
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2004 | Me with my grandchildren at Kacyiru, Rwanda





