February 2026 Speaker, Alpha Nkuranga
“Journey Of Trials and Resilience”
“My story is of displacement, endurance, hope, and above all, the power of education, especially for girls,” Alpha began her harrowing, shocking, and also inspirational talk of her survival of the 1994 genocidal civil war in Rwanda. Her face changed from stoic as she recounted the ghastly trials she encountered to a radiant smile as she described how her determination to get an education, not easy for girls in sub-Saharan Africa, increased her resilience. “Education isn’t only school and books; it’s also about opportunity, dignity, and human rights.”

She then rivetingly and eloquently told us: “My life changed forever when I was eight. At that age a child should be thinking about school, play, and dreams. Instead, because of the Rwandan violence, I had to think about survival. Taking her four-year-old brother Elijah by the hand, Alpha set off from her grandparents’ home where they were living. They hid for a week in a swamp. “We walked and walked and walked through three countries, searching for safety.” That’s why I titled my 2024 memoir Born to Walk: My Journey of Trials and Resilience. (Published by Goose Lane Editions). “I didn’t want to walk; life forced me.” They joined other Rwandans also fleeing and the group eventually reached a refugee camp in Tanzania which borders Rwanda. The camp had a school of sorts; it too was a matter of endurance for Alpha because the classes were overcrowded and the teachers beat the students. “Yet I kept going. School was my escape – not physically but mentally and emotionally. I saw myself as no longer just a refugee but as a student, a girl with a future. I started while hungry and traumatized and people said to me, ‘Why bother? You’ll just become married because child marriages of girls are common. Something inside me refused to give up. Education was giving me a sense of identity, purpose, that my life had value.”	Comment by Susan Goldenberg: I believe she said “Tanzanika” but online says the correct name is Tanzania.  Until the 1960s part was called Tanganyika.

Alpha’s talk followed a brief talk by Maxime Michel, executive director of CAMFED Canada, a non-profit which supports education for girls in sub-Saharan Africa, on how valuable UWCNY’s backing has been: $14,285.30 contributed since 2022. “You have our deepest gratitude.” Alpha commented: “Girls’ education matters. That’s why your support for CAMFED is so important.” There’s a ripple effect, she said. “When you educate a girl, you educate a family and thence a community, reduce poverty, improve health, and strengthen democracy. Education is the most powerful form of aid. Food serves today; education serves generations.”

Alpha came to Canada on refugee status in 2010. “I had survived war and refugee camps and now I had to survive starting all over in a new country, with no network.” She lives in Kitchener and works for Women’s Crisis Services of Waterloo Region which assists women, children, and families undergoing domestic abuse. Its work resonates with her because both she and her mother were beaten by her father. “My mother would be lying on the ground, almost dying, and nobody helped her; they said, ‘She belongs to him.’ I joined Crisis Services to honour my mother, to stand beside women.” 

								Susan Goldenberg
