
Hi Folks,

We just returned from our 13 day trip to Rwanda. We made 
it home after 36 hours traveling. I slept 12 hours the fi rst 

night. God I hate those long fl ights. The trip was great. We spent 
time with the “Gorillas in the Mist” who are living wild on the vol-
cano mountains in Rwanda. Just amazing!

There are 13 families of Gorillas on the Rwanda side of the vol-
cano. The trackers keep track of where each gorilla family spends 
the night. In the morning guides with groups of 8 visitors trek on to 
the volcano through very thick bamboo cover to where the families 
are feeding. When we get near them, we stop. The gorillas actually 
ignore us and continue their feeding, playing and grooming 
each other. 

We saw 13 of the 26 gorillas in our “family” including the big 
daddy “sliver-back” leader, males, females and twin babies. 
They ambled within 5 feet of us paying little attention. We 
spent an hour with them watching and taking pictures. 

Other highlights included a trek in the Nyungwe mountain 
forest where the trail switchbacks across the 80% angle of the hillside (at least it seem 
that steep) which went down several thousand feet to the river below. At one point, we 
crossed over a swinging cable bridge that was 90 meters above the ground, but believe 
you me, it seemed like it was 2,000 feet above the ground. The guide stopped out in the 
middle of the bridge to talk and I fi nally had to tell him to “PLEASE MOVE ON!”

We also went sightseeing on the savannah, which featured giraffes, zebras, impalas, 
water buffalo, gazelles and hippopotamus among other animals. We did not see ele-
phants but I was able to capture a picture of elephant “dung”. The savannah in Rwanda 

is not like the serengetti scenes we see on television where thousands upon thousands of animals are migrating to the 
water holes hundreds of miles away. 
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           Gorillas in the mist

One of the highlights of the trip was spendting time on the Volcano 
with “the Gorillas of the Mist” 



In Rwanda the animals live there year round and the populations are small. 
Rwanda is located just below the equator but higher in the mountains. 
Therefore the weather is wonder-
ful year around hovering in the 
low 80s in the day and high 60s 
at night. We also spent time on 
the resort lake Kivu as well as 

amazing sight seeing and traveling on the highways and byways of Rwanda. 

The economy is literally a Thomas Jefferson utopian farm subsistence econo-
my, with the exception of the people living in a major city. EVERYONE is self 
suffi cient from a food production stand-point. Each family grows their own food 
and sells surplus of one kind or another in the village for cash to buy items they didn’t 
produce or need. Needed items would include food they didn’t grow and second hand 
clothes (mostly from America) that are distributed and sold in the villages. It is common to 
see women carrying baskets of fruit on their head for a 5 or more mile walk to market to 
sell their goods for cash. 

We left for the volcanoes around 4:00 am one morning and again the sides of the roads 
were alive with people carrying their food items, wood or other goods on their heads to 
market. It would be nothing for people to walk 10 miles each way each day to market. 

Almost every bit of land on the sides of the mountains are covered 
with precisely defi ned plots of land laid out in rectangular check-
erboard squares so steep that I cannot believe people can even 
climb up to their plot of land let alone cultivate them. The plots are 
not terraced in horizontal fl ats like you might expect but the crops 
are planted on the horizontal slope of the mountain. This was 
amazing to me. It was like a piece of artwork with texture, color 
and geometry

Most of the people live in mud brick houses approximately 9m 
X 6m and have up to 12 members in a family. Their kitchen and 
privy are in separate buildings behind the house. Their plot of land 
may be several miles away on the side of the mountain. Homes 
have no access to water except from a village well, so all water is carried in yellow “jerry cans” by anyone and everyone in 
the family. Everywhere we traveled we saw yellow water cans going and coming from the wells 

A patchwork farm quilt covered the steepest mountain sloaps



in-

cluding four or fi ve year old kids carry-
ing one- or two-gallon jerry cans up and down the hills. NO fat people here!

They burn wood to cook with that also has to be collected each day by a des-
ignated child in the family. Since wood is becoming scarce, the government 
recently developed a new cooking stove that converts cow dung to methane gas 
that is then burned in a stove. Since most families have one cow, this is a great 
“sustaining” technology.  

People might earn $2 or $3 a day working for the government to repair the roads 
or other manual labor tasks. 

The country was as clean as anyplace I have ever been to. Throughout the entire trip you had 
to look very, very hard to fi nd a scrap of paper along the road or on the streets in towns. 

The main roads are black topped with frequent potholes that must be navigated around and 
both sides of the road are alive with people walking by.  Outside of the cities there are very few 
automobiles and NO carts or wagons pulled by animals. Everyone is walking along the 
sides of the road. Villages are dust streets covered with a red dusty clay covering 

The most disturbing visits of the trip were to two of the many genocide memorials. The 
fi rst visit was to a school where close to 50,000 Tutsis were killed. Tutsis were told to 
go to this school where they would be safe. After they were collected in the compound, 
they were systematically gunned then macheted until all were dead. Today at the 
memorial you visit room after room of human skulls and bones covered with lime and 
displayed on wood tables. The odor was stifl ing and the sensation eerie.

The national memorial in Kikali was a very comprehensive and moving experience. The memori-
al took you through the entire 90 days of killing in 1994 and the role the Belgium and French gov-
ernments played, at best, “looking the other way”, and at worst, supporting the Hutus. In this memorial were also rooms 
dedicated to the genocides perpetrated against the Jews in WWII, the Armenians in Turkey, and Pol Pot in Cambodia.   



All in all, we felt absolutely safe traveling throughout Rwanda, but I must admit, there were plenty of security people 
around in the city. This included security at private homes as well as police 
and military personnel with AK47 weapons strapped over their shoulders. 
Yet we certainly did not feel like we were ina military or police state. The 
people are free.

Motivation for the trip
From the mid 1980s through the 1994 genocide, Southwestern Michigan 
College (SMC) had over 60 students from Rwanda who attended the two 
year college in Dowagiac, Michigan. SMC had the most Rwanda students 
at any college in the USA at the time.

 During the early part of this time, Ilene was responsible for recruiting and man-
aging the international students at the college. She grew this Rwandan student 
population one student at a time by initiating all the paperwork necessary for 
them to meet all the government requirements to enter the U.S. and attend the 
college. Each student had to show they had suffi cient money to live ($4,000 
cash) and proper documentation to cover 2 years of lodging and tuition. 

It all started with one student who was at-
tending the Seven Day Adventist School, 
Andrews University located in the nearby 
town of Berrien Springs, MI. This student 
discovered how cost effective SMC 
was to attend and one could earn 
the fi rst two years of college at a 
much more cost effectively rate than 

was possible at private Andrews University.  This student wrote home 
about SMC and soon other students applied to the college. One student 
told another as one student at a time they came and Ilene remained the 
conduit for a new life in America.

Almost ALL of these students were from the Rwanda minority Tutsi tribe 
which represented perhaps 10% of the total population. The Hutu tribe 
was the 90% majority in the country and they were very repressive to the 
Tutsi. 

To understand Rwanda at this time for the Tutsi population, it is worth 
reviewing the situation of three brothers of the Rwanda students who 
grew up in Rwanda and coming to America for an education and a new 
life. They were all Ilene’s students. Their names are Antoine, Gervais and 
Protais.

Their family lived in a rural area of the country and lived the life I de-
scribed above growing up. There were eight children, and mother and 
father growing up and living in their small mud brick house. Life was hard.

Traditional residence of the King of Rwanda 
until 1959

Etienne, Ilene, Gervais & Protais at Kings 
residence



During one of the repressive periods to 
the Tutsi in the early 1980s, the father fl ed to the neighboring country of Burudi  to avoid being killed and remained there 
until well after the genocide in 1994. During this time the mother ran the family. 

The children gathered wood for cooking, carried water each day up a 
large mountain and did all the other farming chores required to sustain 
a living. They attended primary school by walking over fi ve miles each 
way to the regional school. Tutsu children had to attain almost perfect 
grades to keep from being excluded from school by the Hutu majority. 
The fear was constant that the school Hutu teachers and administrators 
would fi nd a reason to keep them from attending. Through focus and 
dedication to their studies they all graduated primary and high school. 
One brother fl ed to the Congo in order to attend high school. Their 
mother drove them to excel. Mothers rule in the Tutsi household!

The students moved to the city after high school earning money for 
attending college any way they could. One of the brothers (Gervais) bought a TV monitor and VHS recorder and would 
charge a fee to show action movies to people in the city. Even though these movies were in English and most could not 
understand English, they came in droves to watch the action sequences. 200 people at a time would line up to watch the 
movies.

When Gervais migrated to the U.S. to attend SMC, he was 24 years old. He had some money but not enough to live on 
and pay for college tuition for two years. He had to fi nd some kind of 
work to support himself and this he found in local nursing homes. 

Nursing homes were desperate for good dependable workers and 
even though the brother could speak NO English, he was hired by a 
nursing home that was located some 18 miles away in Buchanan, MI.

He bought a used car and got his drivers license. His duties were at-
tending to the patients needs. He said this was the ideal job because 
he could work two 8 hour shifts, back to back, and still study his les-
sons between patent calls for assistance. 

One year later Protais joined him at SMC and because of the exem-
plary performance of the fi rst brother, was also hired at the nursing 
home. 
The brothers told me that this was the toughest two years of their lives, working 16 hours a day, going to school, study-
ing and learning English. Still, when they both arrived, neither could speak any English. They soon took on Ilene as their 
primary contact point at the college for academic and social assistance. While they took pre-course preparation classes, 
primarily in learning English, they also took classes in mathematics moving quickly to calculus. Over time, the predomi-

Ilene and Gervais on the savanna

Dinner with Ilene’s Rwandan students in Kigali



nate number of students taking calculus at the college were Rwandese students. The one other brother and a sister fol-
lowed them to SMC.

After their two years a SMC, many of these students transferred to 
other universities, including Indiana University South Bend to pursue 
their degrees.

At one point, the ambassador from Rwanda hosted a luncheon where 
he recognized Ilene’s contribution in assisting Rwanda students ob-
tain an education. All seemed well until the spring of 1994.

That spring, there were some 30 or 40 Rwanda students a SMC 
and reports started to come through telephone calls from relatives in 
Belgium that something horrible was happening back home. Relatives 
reported that their mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, cousins, 
aunts and uncles had been killed as a mass slaughter of Tutsi’s was 
taking place in Rwanda. 

Fear, hysteria and panic raged through the Rwandan student population both at SMC and IUSB.  How could this be true? 
How could this be happening? What should they do? What could they 
do? 

In mass they turned to the one person they felt they all could go to for 
counsel and help and that person was Ilene Sheffer. Ilene was now in 
advancement work at the Vice Presidential level but she remained there 
for her “Rwandan kids.”

Ilene organized a mass meeting of the students to share what was 
known “through the grapevine” and explore survival tactics for the stu-
dents. 

What was compounding the problem at this exact time was the fact that 
the family news from home spread faster, much faster that the word to the world community and the press. There was 
zero news in the media about any genocide going on in Rwanda. Nothing! And nothing appeared for several weeks (or a 
month or more). Ilene contacted our district’s congressman’s offi ce and they knew nothing about it. This was extremely 
confusing and scary. Without fi nancial support from home, as meager as that might have been, students would need jobs 
to support themselves and Ilene went to work. 

Since legally these students could not get green cards to work in the 
states, most jobs were closed to them. Some students contacted the Ca-
nadian government and were immediately granted political asylum. Two 
of the students came to the Sheffer home and were paid to help me cut 
and haul wood for winter fi replace burning. (They reminded me of this 
when we were in Rwanda).  

Also, SMC foreign students could work legally as paid interns as part 
of their college program. The problem was the work experience had to 
be relevant to their area of study. Nursing homes in the region always 
needed good help so this was a natural for students taking health related 
curriculum. However students going on to become engineers or in the business program theoretically were not qualifi ed.

Leopold and Ilene

A toast “to Life:

Antoine, Protais, Rose and Gervais



Creativity was required and Ilene was not short on that. Nursing homes were com-
munity businesses so work there would be benefi cial for business and engineering 
students who would be going to work in business upon graduation. You probably 
get the idea. She framed it so every student could benefi t from work at nursing 
homes. She helped all the students she could fi nd jobs that way. There were no 
shortages for good healthcare help after that.

Once the news of the genocide reached the public press, Ilene got a phone call 
from the Rwanda ambassador’s offi ce in Washington demanding a list of all past 
and present students’ names and addresses who were attending SMC or had at-
tended SMC. The ambassador was a Hutu and of course the students were Tutsis. 
The obvious reason this list of names was for deportation actions against these 
students. For the students, deportation was merely the fi rst step to their death.  In 
discussion with SMC college offi cials, the decision was made not to turn over the 
list. 

Next, Ilene received a call from the FBI. They requested a meeting with her to dis-
cuss the status of these students and her involvement with them. It was 
reported (by the Rwanda ambassadors’ offi ce it is believed) that these students were into 
using and distributing illegal drugs and an investigation was in order. This couldn’t be further from the truth of course.

As her husband, I was somewhat removed 
from the terror being felt by the students, but I 
was a fi rst hand witness to the fear Ilene had 
for the visit by the FBI. I nonchalantly told her 
not to worry about it, but this was no help to 
her. Her fear was real. The FBI did visit with 
Ilene but nothing problematic occurred. How-
ever, the FBI next broke down the doors (liter-
ally) at the home of some of these students 
and did a thorough search for drugs or other 
illegal items. Absolutely nothing was found 
and the governmental heat was lifted. All they 
found were stacks of textbooks.

As I mentioned before, the aftermath of this 
genocide left over 800,000 Rwanda Tutsi 
dead. Every student lost most, if not all, of 
their family back in Rwanda.  

Some of the students completed their studies at SMC and returned to Rwanda to pick up their lives. After 1994, ALL of the 
students who stayed in America went on from SMC and fi nished their bachelor’s degrees and many went on to complete 
their master’s degree. Many did so in engineering and one of these students went on to complete his doctorate degree 
and is now a business professor at Mercer University in Atlanta. 

But the one thing that has remained constant over this time is their deep love and affection for the one person they felt 
helped them through the most diffi cult time of their lives, and that person was Ilene.

 *  *  *

(Left to Right) Leopold, Antoine, Rose, Gervais, Ilene, Mark, Etienne & Protais

(Left to Right) Etienne, Dr. Jeanne D’arc 
Mujawamariya (Rector / President Kigali 

Institute of Science & Technology) and Ilene.



In 2003, Ilene move on to a new position at IUSB as Vice Chancellor of Public Affairs and University Advancemnt and 
was pleased to run into several of her prior students working to fi nish their bachelors or master degrees. All but one of 
the Rwanda students Ilene worked with at SMC graduated with a bachelor’s degree or higher and this student completed 
his associate degree at SMC and went to work for the UN in Haiti as a maintenance supervisor using his auto mechanics 
degree as his credential. 

Starting in 1995, Rwanda students began 
holding an annual “memorial day of remem-
brance” of the genocide at either Notre 
Dame or at Indiana University South Bend 
and Ilene was always an honored guest. 
One year all the children of these students, 
some fi fteen or twenty, came one by one 
and each handed Ilene a rose symbolizing 
their families lives she helped save from cer-
tain death. The children called her Grandma.

In 2005, we held a reunion at our home in 
Edwardsburg for Ilene’s Rwandan families and over 120 adults and children came from South Bend, Detroit and Canada.

All of these students view Ilene as their “Schindler”, for in their mind, she saved 
them from certain death. They verbalized to me that if Ilene had not bothered to go 
through all the paperwork and trouble to assist their move to America and college at 
SMC, they would have been killed with the rest of their family. If she had not gone 
“to bat” for them when the genocide occurred fi nding work and protecting them, 
they would have been lost and alone. 

They call her their “mother” and since most of them had lost their mothers in the 
genocide, she is their “only” mother they have… alive today.  

*  *  *

Each year at the genocide memorial events, the students would implore us to return with them to Rwanda for they were 
so proud of the progress their country was making in both terms of reconciliation and economic progress. Unfortunately 
the time never seemed right, until this year and so we went. 

The trip was made more than possible by a surprise gift by her students who held 
a trip donation contest between the students still in America or Canada and the ones back in Rwanda. They surprised us 
with $6,000 towards the cost of our trip. This was an amazing and heartfelt gift of 
appreciation that we never ever expected or will ever forget.

At the plane’s landing in Rwanda, we were greeted by a contingent of Ilene’s 
prior students. They were fantastic and looked after us every day we were there. 

What is so interesting is how well these people have done since their days at 
Southwestern Michigan College and IUSB.  Earlier I told how three brothers and 
their sister grew up in Rwanda in the mid 1980s and early 1990s. Here is a quick 
look at how the lives of the three brothers, who all returned to Rwanda to live, 
turned out. Protais’ home under construction

We had dinner at Hotel Des Mille Collines 
where the actual “Hotel Rwanda” 

event occurred

Ilene and her Rwanda students, spouses and children at the 2005 reunion at the 
Sheffer residence.



One brother, Gervais, owns Gerry Tours & Safaries, a company taking people from all over the world on tours of the 
sites of Rwanda. He is the only tour company in Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, that features air conditioned Toyota safari 
vehicles. (The competition have no air conditioning so heat and dust make trips very uncomfortable.) When any tourism 
company is hosting a VIP, the tour is always referred to his company. He has recently bought a new home in Kigali that 
cost over $250,000 USD. 

Another brother, Antoine, is currently serving as the Minister of Disaster Relief in the Rwanda government and prior to this 
worked directly for Rwanda President Kagame. His wife has a franchise for a national telephone company and they live in 
a beautiful new home that costs well over $400,000 USD.

The third brother,Protais, owns a very successful construction company and is completing his new family resident at a 
cost of over $600,000 USD. (I offer these home cost merely as a means of showing how students of Rwanda, who had 
nothing, conquered so much hardship and yet moved on to such success.) 

Well that’s the end of my story and highlights of our trip to Rwanda. The trip was humbling but very rewarding.  I hope all 
is well with all of you.  

    Rick
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