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Interview with:  Sarah (01) 
Interviewed by:  Rachel 
Date of interview: January/February 2017 
Travel:   Democratic Republic of the Congo – Burundi – Tanzania – Mozambique – South Africa 
 
 
Rachel: I, Rachel, have come to my Sister Sarah’s place to talk to her about our research into refugees. 

Sarah, hi. 
Sarah: Hi, Maman Rachel. 
Rachel: I have come here for you to give me or tell me your story of how you left Congo, how you travelled 

and arrived here. I would like you to tell me your story. 
Sarah:  Thank you for thinking about me and for putting yourself in my shoes [in order for you] to know 

the situation that I am going through in this country, South Africa. I grew up in Uvira [where] I was 
staying with my parents. The area was good before. After some time, the area became bad. That means 
the living conditions [became bad]. People became bad and hunger came into the area. 
One day we were sitting at home when people entered our house wearing soldier’s uniforms. But they 
were not soldiers. These people forced the door and found Daddy in the house. I [was asleep] with my 
two daughters. They arrested Daddy. They bound and beat him seriously. [There were six people in 
our place, two with Daddy and we were three, and my mother.] They started to rape. These people 
raped my first daughter. Then they took my mother and put her at the place where I was and started 
raping her in front of me. Imagine, we baluba, they are raping your mother in front of you! [I feel] cold 
about things that are happening in the country. I was astonished about things that are happening in 
the country. 
The way they were beating my father! After that I took him to the hospital of nuns which was nearby. 
They helped him and my mother. After that, we left there and came home. We thought that it was 
finished and we could rest and continue living well. The next day other people came and entered the 
house and took my father out of the house. They burnt everything. We went to neighbours. It seems 
that they saw [us going there] and followed where they did they did the same thing again.  
[Our living conditions were] very bad. I asked myself where we could go to find rest. The country was 
burning. [So] we went to a certain village near Uvira called Fizi. We ran away to get a little peace and 
arrived at a widow’s place. The widow’s husband had been killed. We were there with her young sister. 
We entered the house and we slept one night there.  

Rachel: Okay, Sister Sarah. Going back a little bit, can I ask you if the people who came to the house were 
soldiers or rebels? 

Sarah: They were rebels. They entered the house wearing soldier’s uniforms, but they were not soldiers. 
The rebels [did that sort of] thing. 

Rachel: How did you know that they were rebels? Are rebels different from soldiers? 
Sarah: The clothes that they were wearing showed us that they were not soldiers. Their intention is to 

destroy. With that thing (a balaclava) they were covering up they eyes. You could not identify them. 
They were not looking like soldiers. They had guns, knives and a lot of things that showed they were 
not soldiers. 

Rachel: Okay, so when you saw people with knives, covering up their eyes, you knew that they were 
rebels? Is that how you knew them? 
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Sarah: That is the way we knew them. Often soldiers have guns and their eyes are not covered up. They 
walk in the midst of people, but them (the rebels) were walking around in soldiers’ clothes and knives 
and guns bound to their waists. This showed that they entered the place where we were with the 
intention to harm us. 

Rachel: I want to come back a little bit. You were saying that they raped her (mother) in the house. You 
were home? Your mother was in her bedroom alone? Tell me about that place. I heard you say they 
took your mother out and put her in the same place you were.  

Sarah: My mother was in the bedroom with my daddy. I said that at the place where they were sleeping, 
my father was bound and beaten. They [brought my mother to the place where we were with the 
children]. People raped me. Then they took my mother and my child. They raped them in front of me. 
That is how it happened. 

Rachel: I want to come to the moment they raped you, your mother and your daughter. 
Sarah: They raped us. They did that thing in turns. They were not doing it at the same time. Two were 

with me; others were with my child and others with my mother. It was done in that way. 
Rachel: Did you say that they raped also your daughter? Ok, you can continue to talk. 
Sarah: Yes, it was like that. At Fizi, we hoped to get some rest. But after two days we saw a house at the 
back burning, and another house burning on the side, and another house burning. We came out and found 
people crying. 
Then they surrounded the village. So we ran away with the lady’s sister. You know that when a person 
runs, he goes like a wind. He goes in this direction thinking that this is a good direction. [The direction we 
took led us to a] certain place in the forest. 
People were raping us and arresting us again, saying that “Today we are going with you”. The people that 
raped us followed us to the village that I spoke about (Fizi). After they burnt down the house, we ran into 
the forest. At that place we found many young women. They told us that these people were their 
husbands. They said that as we have come we will be their wives too. When they go to work, we will 
become housewives. That’s how we stayed there. We became suspicious in this place and we were not 
happy with it. 
Rachel: Please, Sister Sarah, I want to know better. Were those people looking for young women only or 

women and men? What were there looking for?  
Sarah: When those people found men, they killed them, but ill-treated and raped the women.  
Rachel: You said that you found women at the place you went to, women who were like their wives now. 

There were about how many? 
Sarah: There were about twenty or more young women at that place. It was built like a village with tents 

under the trees. 
Rachel: Now, how many of you were there? 
Sarah: We were seven. With the twenty that we found, we were twenty-seven. 
Rachel: Now, how did you become their wives? 
Sarah: When they come from work, they found women who are helping them. They continue to rape 

them because they are not married women. The women were lifting heavy loads. 
There was no food at that place. You needed to go into the bush to look for food. They beat the women 
a lot. This made the living conditions bad and made me more afraid. 
I spoke to two young women about that place—how we were suffering with nowhere to rest. We said 
let’s run into the bush and maybe we will meet some people in the village. That’s how we left. But the 
men there didn’t want us to go. If a person says she wants to go pee, they spy on you. If you run, they 



    

 
 

Thiluba Asylum Seeker 

Permit 

P
ag

e3
 

will gun you down. You go, you come back. You go, you come back. That’s how we did it. Each one 
must take his own turn. One time at the toilet, we asked them if they could see someone standing up 
… how we were then crawling in the bush and trying to get away. I went alone.  
We came to a place where there was a lot of trees. We cried a lot. The place was so scary. We went 
through the bush till we came out in another country. There was no water to drink, or even wash. We 
young women were in tattered clothes and smelling. That is how we left the country. 
When we arrived in another country we asked if there were people who could help us, but we didn’t 
find anybody. They said they had no place to put people who were coming there, no food to give them 
to eat. They said we should continue with the trip. 

Rachel: Sister Sarah, I want to go back to when you got to the widow’s place. Was her house bunt down? 
Did they enter the house and catch you just like that? 

Sarah: The house on the side and the other one at the back were burning. We saw everyone running. We 
didn’t know that the house burnt down too. Everyone was on the run.  

Rachel: If I can come back a little bit further … you spoke about the time they raped you and beat your 
father. Now I see you are alone. Where are your father and mother and children? They have died or 
they left alive? 

Sarah: I left my father and my mother at the hospital. My mother was discharged the following day and 
my father remained in the hospital. My mother was left with all the children. I don’t know if they [the 
children] are dead or alive, but my mother is alive.   

Rachel: Do you speak with your parents since you came this side? 
Sarah: I don’t speak to them. But I don’t know about the children. My mother was with them in the 

hospital, but I don’t know. I don’t talk to them at all. 
Rachel: You spoke of the country that you went through in the bush, where there was no water and no 

food. Didn’t people tell you the name of the village where you went? Were you in Congo or in another 
country beside Congo? 

Sarah: We were in the country beside Congo, in Burundi. 
Rachel: At the place where you arrived was there nowhere to put people who were running from war? 
Sarah: At each place where we arrived, they told us that there was no food and no place to welcome us 

and keep us.  
Rachel: How long did it take you to cross to Burundi? 
Sarah: No, we didn’t sleep. When we were told that there is no way of helping us, we continued with our 

suffering. We knew that people in Burundi were in trouble. There was no place. People wanted to have 
peace. We ran to the police officers for help but there was no help. So we continued with our journey. 

Rachel: I want to know, when you ran to the police officers, did they help you? What did they tell you? 
Sarah: The police officers didn’t help us. They said that at that place there was no way they could give 

help to us because we didn’t have anything that they could give us to get peace. 
Rachel: I heard you saying that in Burundi people were in trouble. Does that mean there was war there 

and no peace? 
Sarah: It was like that. There was war. There was no peace. We saw that Tutsis and Hutus were fighting. 

So we continued our journey to the following country, which was Tanzania. When we arrived there, 
we explained to them our problem. We said: “We are coming from [Congo] looking for help.” We were 
hungry and dirty. They told us there is no way here. We saw how people were worried. We asked them 
to show us a place where we can find peace. They said nowhere. We saw other people who were 
looking like us behind us. There was a truck. They told us to ask the truck to help us. Two young women 
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came to us and told us that the truck could help us move to the country ahead. At the truck we saw 
people standing and getting up and down. They asked us where we were going. We told them we were 
looking for help. We asked them to help us to have peace. We said we didn’t have a place to go to. We 
were running from the war, from people with guns. There is no food. There is hunger. They do bad 
things to people. There is always rape. They are having sex without seeing a woman’s age. Things are 
shameful. You feel cold inside your body. We explained these things to those people and they felt sorry 
for us and took us to the last country which was Mozambique. They told us to jump off here. We asked 
them where we were going in Mozambique. They said they were going back to where they had come 
from. When we asked people if they could give us a place, they told us that they don’t keep people 
there. They showed us the place where they cook. But we were without food.  
We saw people on the water and asked them to help us. They helped us and we went to South Africa. 
It was our first time to come to South Africa. We didn’t know where to go. The people we were with 
were looking the way we were: dirty, hungry and with white lips. 

Rachel: When you ran away from your village in Congo, were you running away from war or hunger? 
Sarah: My sister, we ran from war and from people’s hunger. My father was beaten, wounded all over, 

the house was burnt, they raped. We can say anger, we ran away to have peace. 
Rachel: Now when you arrived in Mozambique, who told you that in South Africa they take people? 
Sarah: People were crossing while others standing. We told them we were in difficulty. Where can we go 

to find peace and rest? 
Rachel: But you didn’t know the language of that country. How did you ask them? 
Sarah: There was a young man who was with us. He used gestures. He felt our emotion and told us [to go 

to a particular country]. 
Rachel: Now after you arrived in that particular country, how did you come here? 
Sarah: We arrived here. People at bank of the river helped us to come here. We didn’t have money or 

anything. People helped us when they saw our suffering. 
Now when we arrived, there was no place to sleep. It was cold outside. It was just suffering. So people 
started praying. We slept in the road with cars passing. There was dust. It was cold. People told us to 
go to the place where they pray—the church—instead of sleeping in the road. We asked them to show 
us the place where they help people in difficulty. They told us about this place where they are helping 
those in difficulty. People were crying after listening to our story. They were talking Swahili and 
Tshiluba. That’s how they showed us the place where they were helping people. They didn’t go with 
us. We went to the church without anything to cover us. People from that church started helping us 
but not all day. When they were arranging the church during the day they told us to go and walk 
outside. 
At this place they said they were helping people who don’t have permit to legalise their stay. That’s 
how they showed us the Home Affairs Department. We went there and they helped me with the 
permit.  
Now I am alone. They told me that if I stay alone, I can look for work. But which work? I worked as a 
car guard, looking after cars while people are buying things in the shops, so that I can get a little money. 
It was helping me to eat but not to eat normally. But this small job was helping me. [One day] I went 
well to work, but on my way back the car was involved in a very bad accident. I was standing in the car 
and fell down. There were eight people in the car: three young women and three young men, plus the 
driver, the seventh. The driver died on the spot. His brain came out. They were saying that he hit his 
chest on the steering wheel. The person next to the car was unconscious. I started crying and forcing 
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myself with my hands to get out of the car. People were saying I shouldn’t be crying because I was 
alive. I told them I had pain on my lower parts of my belly and my clothes were torn. I had broken 
bones. They took me to King Edward Hospital and helped me there. 

Rachel: Okay, Sister Sarah, who helped you at the accident scene? Who took you to hospital or did the 
ambulance come to help you? 

Sarah: The ambulance was the one to take me to the hospital. When I sat down, they told me that I had 
an injury. 

Rachel: Was the ambulance called by people? 
Sarah: Yes, people called the ambulance.  

The accident took place on the 15 July 2015. On 18 July they performed a big surgery, using an iron 
plate to solidify the bone. I was left in a motionless position for three months, not standing, not sitting 
… Doctors who were qualified treated me and gave me a blood transfusion. But if the country is not 
yours, treatment is not good at all. Nurses ask you questions which you don’t hear properly and you 
answer something else. Then they ask you: “What did you come to do here … kwerekwere?” They see 
you with no value. If you try to tell the doctor, they will do what is worse: no talking, and you are afraid. 

Rachel: Okay, Sister Sarah, nurses were calling you ‘kwerekwere’ when they were passing, but if they were 
giving you permission to talk to the doctor, what were you afraid of? 

Sarah: When the doctor was not there, they were the ones that were looking after me: bathing me and 
doing everything. If I report to the doctor, they could do something bad to me. I was aware of the iron 
plate in body. It was itching and I was crying. I needed the doctor to give me a painkiller. But the person 
working night shift came and gave me a bad injection. After that I started shivering and felt weak. I 
told people visiting me about what they did to me, that what I was very afraid that they would kill me 
or do something bad to me. I was afraid to tell this to the doctor. Also they didn’t understand our 
language. I was in the hospital for about six, seven, eight months. I was discharged in the ninth month 
and I didn’t have a job, food and place to sleep. Even now, as I speak, I don’t have a job. I eat by God’s 
mercy. I don’t have a place to sleep and food to eat. I am very happy to see Sister Rachel putting herself 
in my shoes and asking me about my problems. She hears my suffering.  

Rachel: Sister Sarah, I heard. You said that you don’t have a job, food and a place to sleep. Did you lose 
your job when you were at the hospital? How was that? 

Sarah: That’s where I lost my job: I have become a disabled person. I walk with an iron plate but one day 
I will not walk with iron plate. At the hospital, I was told to rest for three years and I am unable to stand 
or sit for an hour. When it comes to sleeping, I am sleeping well. Turning onto my right side gives me 
problem. 
I am living a life that I cannot explain in South Africa. So I want to speak the word that I am speaking. 
Is there any place where they can help people because, with God’s mercy, if I get help, I will feel very 
happy. 

Rachel: I want to thank you very much for sharing with me your story of your journey from Congo to here. 
But what about schools? What do you see because you didn’t tell me about schools here? 

Sarah: My children who are going to school are complaining about being called ‘kwerekwere’. Children 
are not at peace together, even though they have the same skin colour. They are not taken with any 
value. 

Rachel: But you don’t have a child here who is going to school. How did you know that foreign children 
are called ‘kwerekwere’? You have heard it from people that are staying with you or in the road?  
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Sarah: There is a certain child, seven years old, who came and told us what they did to him at school. 
There is another child who came to take his copy book. They started insulting him. Children don’t have 
peace there. They ill-treat them because they are foreigners. They are people from other country. 

Rachel: The child that you spoke about … is he called ‘kwerekwere’ by teachers or children themselves?  
Sarah: It comes from someone, because the child cannot know these things by himself. It comes from 

someone. When he hears what comes from a teacher, he repeats it to another child. Even at home if 
you insult a child, calling him a dog, tomorrow you will hear the children insulting him also: the dog. 
This is what we see in schools here. 

Rachel: Okay, I thank you, Sister Sarah, for sharing your story with me. 
Sarah: Thank you also. I am very happy that you allowed me to tell you my story. 
 


