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Introduction
Rwanda, affectionately known as “the land of a thousand hills,” is a place where
breathtaking vistas, deep history, and extraordinary resilience converge. Nestled
within the heart of Africa’s Great Rift Valley, Rwanda’s landscape of rolling hills,
shimmering lakes, and verdant forests captivates visitors and locals alike. Despite
being one of the continent’s smallest countries, its compact geography belies a
richness of culture, diversity, and human spirit that leaves an indelible mark on all who
experience it.

Over the centuries, Rwanda has been defined by cycles of unity and division, of
hardship and recovery. The long arc of Rwandan history stretches back to ancient
times, where successive waves of migration and settlement gradually shaped a
distinct identity and social fabric. The rise of the Rwandan kingdom brought
centralized power and cultural flourishing, but it also laid the foundations for later
divisions. Colonial interventions by German and then Belgian rulers deepened existing
divides and set the stage for decades of upheaval in the modern era.

The tragedy of the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi left Rwanda scarred and grieving,
but it also initiated one of the most remarkable stories of recovery in modern history.
The years following the genocide witnessed the rebuilding of national institutions,
unprecedented innovations in justice and reconciliation, and a government-led drive
toward economic transformation. Efforts such as community-based Gacaca courts and
national days of service have fostered a renewed spirit of unity and collective purpose,
while anchoring new narratives of Rwandan identity.

Today, Rwanda stands as a country on the move. It has earned a reputation for
security and cleanliness, ease of doing business, and ambitious national visions for
growth and modernization. Kigali, the capital, boasts modern infrastructure and acts
as a hub for regional innovation, while the country’s breathtaking national parks and
cultural sites draw increasing numbers of visitors each year. Yet beneath the signs of
progress lie important challenges—ranging from political freedoms and social equity to
environmental conservation and the lingering effects of trauma.

This book invites readers on a journey through Rwanda’s mountains and plains, its
vibrant villages and cosmopolitan city squares, to encounter the depth and diversity of
a nation continuously remaking itself. Through an exploration of Rwanda’s history,
society, culture, and present-day realities, we seek to present a portrait of both pain
and hope—a testament to the courage and creativity with which Rwandans face the
future.
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Whether you are a traveler, a student, a businessperson, or simply a curious reader,
“Rwanda: Portrait of a Country” offers both context and perspective. Here, you will
find stories of resilience, artistry, leadership, and everyday life—woven together to
illuminate the past and envision Rwanda’s place in the wider world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and the Land of a
Thousand Hills
Rwanda, a country often celebrated as "the land of a thousand hills," lives up to its
poetic moniker with an undulating landscape that rarely presents a flat horizon. This
East African nation, officially known as the Republic of Rwanda, is landlocked and
positioned a few degrees south of the Equator. Its borders are shared with Uganda to
the north, Tanzania to the east, Burundi to the south, and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo to the west. While it may be relatively small in area, spanning 26,338
square kilometers (10,169 sq mi), Rwanda holds the distinction of being one of the
most densely populated mainland African countries. The capital and largest city,
Kigali, sits comfortably near the country's center, serving as a vibrant hub amidst the
varied terrain.

The topography of Rwanda is a study in elevation, with the entire country situated at a
high altitude. The landscape generally ranges from a low point of 950 meters (3,117
ft) above sea level at the Rusizi River, which forms part of its western border, to a lofty
4,507 meters (14,787 ft) at Mount Karisimbi. This impressive peak is the highest point
in Rwanda and is part of the Virunga volcano chain, located in the country's northwest.
The Virunga Mountains themselves are a series of eight major volcanoes, five of which
are within Rwanda's borders, extending into the Democratic Republic of the Congo and
Uganda. Mount Karisimbi, a dormant stratovolcano, is not only Rwanda's highest point
but also the 11th highest mountain in Africa. Its name, "Karisimbi," is derived from the
Kinyarwanda word "amasimbi," meaning "snow," a nod to the occasional snow cap
that graces its summit.

The western and north-central regions of Rwanda are characterized by these
mountains and the Congo-Nile Divide. This divide is a significant geographical feature,
separating the drainage basins of two of Africa's largest rivers: the Congo River, which
flows westward into the Atlantic Ocean, and the Nile River, which flows eastward
towards the Mediterranean Sea. The divide itself is a mountainous area, with some
peaks exceeding 3,000 meters (10,000 ft). Within Rwanda, the Congo-Nile Divide runs
from the northwest down to the south of the country. Rivers on the western side flow
into tributaries of the Congo River, while those on the eastern side feed into Lake
Victoria and, subsequently, the Nile. The Nyabarongo River, for instance, is a major
river in Rwanda and forms part of the upper headwaters of the Nile. Its source is
considered by some to be the most distant headwater of the Nile, rising in the
Nyungwe Forest in southwestern Rwanda.

Moving eastward, the central part of Rwanda unfolds into a series of rolling hills and
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valleys. This region truly embodies the "land of a thousand hills" moniker, with
elevations generally ranging from 1,500 to 2,500 meters (4,921 to 8,202 ft) above sea
level. The capital, Kigali, is nestled within these rolling hills, with the city itself
featuring a series of valleys and ridges connected by steep slopes. The eastern and
southeastern parts of the country present a different landscape, consisting of
savannas and numerous lakes. This area is generally at a lower elevation compared to
the mountainous west and central regions.

Rwanda is also dotted with a collection of notable water bodies, each contributing to
the country's diverse geography. Lake Kivu, shared with the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, is Rwanda's largest lake and one of the African Great Lakes. This stunning
lake lies within the Albertine Rift, the western branch of the East African Rift, and its
deep emerald green waters cover a surface area of 2,700 square kilometers (1,040 sq
mi). At a maximum depth of 480 meters (1,575 ft), Lake Kivu is one of the world's
deepest lakes. Its irregular shoreline is punctuated by numerous inlets and peninsulas,
and it even boasts Idjwi, one of the world's largest inland islands. Historically, Lake
Kivu drained north towards the White Nile, but volcanic activity thousands of years
ago blocked this outlet and reversed its flow south through the Rusizi River, which
eventually empties into Lake Tanganyika.

Beyond Lake Kivu, other significant lakes include Lake Muhazi and Lake Ihema. Lake
Muhazi, a long and shallow freshwater lake, stretches east to west through eastern
Rwanda. It is known for its winding shoreline and serves as a popular spot for
relaxation and water activities. Lake Ihema is located in the southern part of Akagera
National Park in eastern Rwanda, near the Tanzanian border. It is the largest lake
entirely within Rwanda, covering an area of about 100 square kilometers (40 sq mi),
and is a vital habitat for a variety of wildlife, including hippopotamuses and crocodiles.
The Akagera River feeds a complex of lakes in the park, including Lake Ihema. These
lakes, along with numerous rivers and wetlands, form an important source of
freshwater for the country and its diverse ecosystems.
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