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With Tense Calm in Congo, Time to Assess Damage 

By JEFFREY GETTLEMAN

Walter Astrada/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images

Congolese residents displaced by the recent violence passed the body of a soldier on Friday on the road from Goma to Kibumba. 

KIBUMBA, Congo — Bodies of dead government soldiers were sprawled in the mud. 

Famished villagers were huddled in ramshackle houses, surviving off raw carrots and hard, unripe papayas.

Victorious rebel soldiers, shirtless and chiseled, exercised on a former United Nations military base, lifting a makeshift dumbbell fashioned from plundered United Nations equipment.

This is what eastern Congo looked like behind rebel lines on Friday. As thousands of displaced people began the long trudge home, the rebels who routed Congo’s national army earlier this week tightened their control over the territory they had seized. 

The cease-fire the rebels called on Wednesday night, right as they were about to march into the strategic city of Goma, seemed to be holding. Aid workers took advantage of it to resume food distribution to the hundreds of thousands of people uprooted in recent weeks. High-level diplomats pressed both sides, the Congolese government and the rebels, to return to the negotiating table.

The civilians who had been trapped by the fighting finally got a moment to assess the destruction that sent them fleeing.

“Just look at this place,” said Wabo Gatambara-Kari, a chief in Kibumba, scanning his ransacked village, which had been bombed by the rebels, vandalized by retreating government soldiers and then stormed by rebel fighters.

Even some refugee camps did not appear safe. United Nations officials are now investigating claims that rebels looted and burned down camps about 55 miles north of Goma, in areas the rebels control. 

“We are extremely concerned about the fate of some 50,000 displaced people living in these camps,” said Ron Redmond, chief spokesman of the United Nations refugees agency, according to its Web site.

For more than a decade, Congo has endured round after round of rebellion. But this week the country saw some of the most vicious fighting in recent years, as an insurgent group led by Laurent Nkunda, an enigmatic renegade general, nearly captured Goma, a city that up until now had been thought to be safe.

A journey down the 20-mile road from Goma to Kibumba, a village of about 15,000 people, tells part of that story.

It starts in downtown Goma, where shops were open on Friday for the first time in days, women who had been terrified of being raped returned to the market and life began to creep back to normal.

But just on the outskirts of town, thousands of people were hitting the road in endless columns, streaming back to the villages where fighting had raged just a few days ago. In the process, the returnees left the large, impromptu refugee camps where they had been congregating.

“Who knows if peace will last,” said Kabando Rusisi, a farmer marching along in yellow flip-flops. “But we were starving.”

No food. No shelter. Pounding rain. Sick babies. Mr. Rusisi described a joyless choice: to venture back to his village, now under rebel control, or to wither away in the grass waiting for the help that did not seem as if it would come. “We’re better off on our own,” he said.

The exodus of the previous days, of people pouring out of their villages to the presumed safety of Goma, flowed in reverse. On the road to Kibumba, boys pushed wooden bicycles piled eight feet high with clothing and blankets. Old women tramped next to them, occasionally sitting down in the road to catch their breath and rest their thick, swollen feet.

About 10 miles outside of town, in the Kibati refugee camp, aid workers handed out high-energy biscuits to malnourished children with protruding bellies, the first such distribution in several days. Until now, it had been too dangerous to venture into the countryside. “It’s a real emergency,” said Jaya Murthy, a Unicef official, as he stood in a circle of children who tugged at his pockets, pleading, “biscuit, biscuit.”

A few miles more and the Congolese Army melted away. Gone were the teenage government troops with crooked berets and high-top gym shoes, the ones who have been accused of looting hospitals, shooting at United Nations workers, raping women and killing children as they fled Goma on Wednesday night.

An empty, bucolic no-man’s land stretched for several miles. The scenery in this part of Africa is like a dream. Emerald green volcanoes, their conical heads buried in the clouds. Quilted fields of corn, beans, potatoes and bananas climbing up the hillsides. Muddy streams the color of chocolate milk trickling past.

At one point, a mob of angry motorcycle taxi drivers blocked the road and swarmed a carload of journalists. They seemed aggressive. And jumpy. Some brandished sticks. They were free to do what they wanted. There is no law or order in many parts of Congo, especially in conflict zones where the government has all but disappeared.

In the end, though, all the motorcycle drivers seemed to want was a little sympathy. They said the rebels were preventing them from returning to Goma and they let the journalists pass after venting their outrage.

Nearby lay the bodies. One government soldier was on his back, his skull shattered by a bullet, his worn boots sinking into the mud. Another soldier had been shot in the chest, apparently through a small Bible that he had carried in his breast pocket, which now had a jagged little hole drilled through it.

The road was littered with tank shells, spent rifle cartridges, broken up wooden ammunition boxes, ration cartons, soggy discarded uniforms and other rain-soaked residue from the fleeing Congolese Army.

Near Kibumba, the rebels finally appeared. One, two and then groups of five or six. They carried themselves differently from the government troops, more erect, more serious. They wore proper camouflage and sported well-oiled Kalashnikov assault rifles and shin-high black rubber Wellington boots. They were listening to their radios and cleaning their guns in the very same military bases that just five days ago had been run by government soldiers and United Nations peacekeepers.

They said their job was to welcome back the refugees. “The only safe places in this country are under our control,” said a rebel spokesman, Babu Amani.

Kibumba is clearly theirs. Rebel soldiers were working with village elders on Friday to assess the damage caused by the departing government forces, who residents said had picked clean dozens of homes and robbed the local bank, cracking open the safe and stealing the villagers’ savings. But Mr. Nkunda’s troops may have committed similar abuses. “These guys are bad, too,” one man whispered in Kibumba.

But he did not want to elaborate. 

Instead, he slipped away, down a path toward the bright green bean fields. It is planting season now, and many people have said that if they don’t go back to work, soon again there will be nothing to eat.

Graham Bowley contributed reporting from New York, and Stephen Castle from Brussels.
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