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Paul Rusesabagina was never the most idealistic man. As manager of the

Belgian-owned Mille Collines, a luxury hotel in Kigali, the Rwandan

capital, he knew when to slip a bottle of Scotch to corrupt colonels to

keep them in his pocket.

Those street smarts became his salvation when Rwanda plummeted into genocide ten years ago in an event that transformed the genial businessman into an unlikely hero.

As ethnic Hutus began killing their Tutsi neighbors, Rusesabagina—a Hutu married to a Tutsi woman—turned his hotel into an impromptu refugee camp for more than a thousand terrified Tutsis and moderate Hutus. 
Deserted by international peacekeepers, Rusesabagina began cashing in every favor he had ever earned, bribing the Rwandan Hutu soldiers and keeping the bloodthirsty militia (mostly) outside the gates during the hundred days of slaughter.

In the end, he survived along with his wife and three children, as did most of the refugees he sheltered.

Now his heroic story is recounted in Hotel Rwanda, a gripping account of a genocide that claimed an estimated 800,000 lives, mainly Tutsis but also many moderate Hutus. 
Hate Radio

At the start of the genocide, Rwanda, a nation of six million people, was about 85 percent Hutu and 15 percent Tutsi. The two groups speak the same language and share the same culture.

The primary cause of the conflict, referred to in the film, can be traced back to European colonialism. The Belgian rulers concluded that the tall and thin Tutsis were superior to the short and stocky Hutus, and favored the Tutsis for all positions of power. 

Resentment among Hutus gradually built up. At Rwanda's independence in 1962, a Hutu dictatorship took over and further polarized the ethnic state, blaming Tutsis for every crisis. 

The genocide was ignited by the death of Rwandan president Juvenal Habyarimana, a Hutu, when his plane was shot down above the Kigali airport on April 6, 1994. Hutu extremist politicians blamed Tutsi rebels for shooting down the plane. 

Within hours, the streets filled with Hutu militia known as the Interahamwe, or "those who work together." Spurred on by furious calls for blood by a local radio station, they first killed the Tutsi business and political elite, then turned to ordinary Tutsi citizens. 

In weeks the slaughter had spread to much of the Rwandan countryside. Local officials ordered Hutu peasants to kill their Tutsi neighbors. Those Hutus who refused were murdered themselves. At its peak, the genocide claimed 8,000 lives per day, a rate far faster than the Holocaust.

The international community, meanwhile, turned a blind eye toward Rwanda's horrors. Western governments avoided calling the slaughter "genocide." Under the UN Geneva Convention, that would have obliged outside nations to intervene.

To some outside Rwanda, the massacres seemed like an impulsive outburst of ancient tribal hatred, which perhaps partly accounted for the West's reluctance to get involved. In reality, the genocide in Rwanda was precisely planned and executed by one of the most authoritarian states in Africa. 

Terry George, Hotel Rwanda's director, is blunt when sharing his opinion about why the outside world deserted Rwanda. "It's simple," he said at a reception after the film's Hollywood screening. "African lives are not seen as valuable as the lives of Europeans or Americans." 

