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SHAKE HANDS WITH THE DEVIL

BY LGEN. ROMEO DALLAIRE

It has been almost nine years since | left Rwanda,
but as | write this, the sounds, smells and colours

come flooding back In

someone has sliced into my brain and grafted this horror
called Rwanda frame by blood-soaked frame directly on
my cortex. I could not forget even if I wanted to. For many
of these years, I have yearned to return to Rwanda and dis-
appear into the blue-green hills with my ghosts. A simple
pilgrim seeking forgiveness and pardon. But as I slowly
begin to piece my life back together, I know the time has
come for me to make a more difficult pilgrimage: to travel
back through all those terrible memories and retrieve my
soul.

I did try to write this story soon after I came back from
Rwanda in September 1994, hoping to find some respite
for myself in sorting out how my own role as Force
Commander of UNAMIR [United Nations Assistance
Mission for Rwanda] interconnected with the internation-
al apathy, the complex political manoeuvres, the deep well
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digital clarity. It's as if

of hatred and barbarity that resulted in a genocide in which
over 800,000 people lost their lives. Instead, I plunged into
a disastrous mental health spiral that led me to suicide
attempts, a medical release from the Armed Forces, the
diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder, and dozens
upon dozens of therapy sessions and extensive medication,
which still have a place in my daily life.

It took me seven years to finally have the desire, the
willpower and the stamina to begin to describe in detail the
events of that year in Rwanda. To recount, from my insid-
er’s point of view, how a country moved from the promise
of a certain peace to intrigue, the fomenting of racial
hatred, assassinations, civil war and genocide. And how the
international community, through an inept UN mandate
and what can only be described as indifference, self-inter-
est and racism, aided and abetted these crimes against
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humanity—how we all helped create
the mess that has murdered and dis-
placed millions and destabilized the
whole central African region.

A growing library of books and
articles is exploring the tragic events
in Rwanda from many angles: eye
witness accounts, media analyses,
assaults
American administration at the time,
condemnations of the UN’s apparent
ineptitude. But even in the interna-
tional and national
launched in the wake of the genocide,
the blame somehow slides away from
the individual member nations of the
UN, and in particular those influen-
tial countries with permanent repre-
sentatives on the Security Council,
such as the United States, France and the United
Kingdom, who sat back and watched it all happen, who
pulled their troops or didn’t offer any troops in the first
place. A few Belgian officers were brought to court to pay
for the sins of Rwanda. When my sector commander in
Kigali, Colonel Luc Marchal, was courtmartialled in
Brussels, the charges against him were
clearly designed to deflect any responsi-
bility away from the Belgian government
for the deaths of the ten Belgian peace-
keepers under my command. The judge
eventually threw out all the charges,
accepting the fact that Marchal had per-
formed his duties magnificently in a near
impossible situation. But the spotlight
never turned to the reasons why he and
the rest of the UNAMIR force were in
such a dangerous situation in the first
place.

It is time that I tell the story from where I stood—Ilit-
erally in the middle of the slaughter for weeks on end. A
public account of my actions, my decisions and my failings
during that most terrible year may be a crucial missing link
for those attempting to understand the tragedy both intel-
lectually and in their hearts. I know that I will never end
my mourning for all those Rwandans who placed their
faith in us, who thought the UN peacekeeping force was
there to stop extremism, to stop the killings and help them
through the perilous journey to a lasting peace. That mis-
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sion, UNAMIR, failed. I know inti-
mately the cost in human lives of the
inflexible UN Security Council man-
date, the pennypinching financial
management of the mission, the UN
red tape, the political manipulations
and my own personal limitations.
What I have come to realize as the
root of it all, however, is the funda-
mental indifference of the world com-
munity to the plight of seven to eight
million black Africans in a tiny coun-
try that had no strategic or resource
value to any world power. An over-
populated little country that turned in
on itself and destroyed its own people,
as the world watched and yet could
not manage to find the political will to
intervene. Engraved still in my brain is
the judgment of a small group of bureaucrats who came to
“assess” the situation in the first weeks of the genocide:
“We will recommend to our government not to intervene
as the risks are high and all that is here are humans.”

My story is not a strictly military account nor a clinical,
academic study of the breakdown of Rwanda. It is not a
simplistic indictment of the many failures
of the UN as a force for peace in the
world. It is not a story of heroes and vil-
lains, although such a work could easily
be written. This book is a cri de coeur for
the slaughtered thousands, a tribute to
the souls hacked apart by machetes
because of their supposed difference
from those who sought to hang on to
power. It is the story of a commander
who, faced with a challenge that didn’t fit
the classic Cold War—era peacekeeper’s
rule book, failed to find an effective solution and wit-
nessed, as if in punishment, the loss of some of his own
troops, the attempted annihilation of an ethnicity, the
butchery of children barely out of the womb, the stacking
of severed limbs like cordwood, the mounds of decompos-
ing bodies being eaten by the sun.

This book is nothing more nor less than the account of
a few humans who were entrusted with the role of helping
others taste the fruits of peace. Instead, we watched as the
devil took control of paradise on earth and fed on the
blood of the people we were supposed to protect. @
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