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Follow coverage from our 261 daily news operations of coronavirus
news, the response, the economic impact, cancellations and how you
can keep yourself, your family and your community safe in our
“Nation’s Health” section at coronavirus.usatoday.com. 

Guidance counselor Jamie Miner wasn’t expecting any student visitors when she went to
her office at Wilson Magnet High School one day in August 2019 to get ready for the coming
school year.

If she did have visitors, she wouldn’t expect them to be asking about college applications,
which wouldn’t be due for several months. And she certainly wouldn’t anticipate that they
would be refugees who had only arrived in the United States six months earlier.

She had never met Armand and Desire Chiruza.
“They were going through the college application process before our kids who have been

here for four years,” she said.
Armand Chiruza, 19, and his brother Desire Chiruza, 18, will graduate later this month from

the Rochester City School District. 

‘I want my parents 
to be proud of me’

Brothers Desire, left, and Armand Chiruza pose outside Wilson Magnet High School in
Rochester. The pair, refugees from the Democratic Republic of the Congo by way of Uganda,
are graduating from Wilson later this month. SHAWN DOWD/ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

Refugee brothers to graduate from RCSD 
1 year after arriving in the US

Justin Murphy Rochester Democrat and Chronicle |  USA TODAY NETWORK

See BROTHERS, Page 6A

In the weeks since the killing of
George Floyd by a Minneapolis police
officer, yard signs, T-shirts and rallies
proclaiming Black Lives Matter have
begun sprouting in the farthest, whit-
est corners of Monroe County, an un-
precedented development in one of the
most segregated metropolitan areas in
the country.

Several hundred people, at least
half of them students, attended a Black
Lives Matter rally Wednesday in Pitts-
ford’s Thornell Farm Park, next to
Pittsford Mendon High School.

“This town is mostly white and filled
with people who have benefited from
systemic racism,” said Christina Mack,
one of the organizers. Behind her, the
flag flew at half staff in Floyd’s memo-
ry. According to the most recent U.S.
Census data, just 1% of Pittsford town
residents are black compared to about
90% white. 

❚ Penfield, 3% black, had a rally last
weekend.

❚ Hilton, 5% black, had one sched-
uled for Saturday.

❚ Activists in Webster are planning
something as well.

A quick scan of Facebook com-
ments on news articles regarding ra-
cial justice demonstrates that not ev-
eryone is persuaded of the need for
systemic change. But even in compari-
son to the protests following Michael
Brown’s 2014 death in Ferguson, Mis-
souri, the change in tenor is remark-
able.

“I’ve been trying to wrap my head
around: Why now?” said Julie Weller, a
white anti-racism advocate in Greece.
“Maybe it’s because people are home
and forced to watch more stuff in the
media. … Maybe, with the George Floyd
video, people have to draw a line in the
sand or else acknowledge their rac-
ism.”

Suburbs
built by
segregation
join BLM
protests
Rallies for racial justice
see influx of white allies

Justin Murphy
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle
USA TODAY NETWORK

See SUBURBS, Page 6A
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They are planning to attend Nazareth
College and Rochester Institute of Tech-
nology, respectively.

Their graduation comes after tragedy
at a young age and years of poverty and
hardship. 

They have relied upon themselves,
their other brothers and their cousin for
support as they moved from the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo to Uganda to
Rochester in pursuit of an education
and greater opportunity.

“Since childhood, our life has always
been really tough,” Armand said. “We
wanted to be someone as soon as pos-
sible.”

Safety and school in Uganda

Armand and Desire (pronounced DE-
zi-ray) were born in Goma, a city of 2
million people in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo in the province of North
Kivu, directly on the Rwandan border.
At the time they were born, North Kivu
was perhaps the least safe place on
Earth.

Disease, famine, wars driven by com-
petition for mineral rights and unre-
solved ethnic discord from the Rwan-
dan genocide of 1994 killed more than 5
million people from 1998 to 2008, ac-
cording to the International Rescue
Committee.

Half of the dead were younger than 5
years old. Among children in North Kivu

who survived, thousands were abduct-
ed to serve as child soldiers. Only half
obtained a fifth-grade education.

The Chiruzas’ mother sold shoes and
their father was a driver, enough to cob-
ble together food and shelter for them-
selves and their four sons. About 2009,
the boys’ lives were turned over when
both their parents died. They said their
father died in a car accident, but were
hesitant to say what happened to their
mother.

They and their brothers went to live
with a cousin, Safari Augustin. Together
they left Goma in 2011 for a refugee camp
in Uganda, then moved out of the camp
to Uganda’s capital, Kampala.

Before leaving Goma, Armand and
Desire had spent only one year in
school. By contrast, Kampala was safe,
with a functioning education system.
But that did not mean their lives were
easy.

As Desire put it in a college admission
essay: “Being a student in Kampala, one
was like an academic prisoner who re-
ceives freedom only on Sundays and
holidays.”

Classes ran 10 hours a day in more
than a dozen subjects. Their school was
about an hour away on foot, with no
transportation on offer. The brothers
woke up at 3 a.m. to finish their work be-
fore the day began.

The motivation, they said, came from
within. From their time in Goma and the
refugee camp, they knew what awaited
them if they didn’t succeed in getting an
education.

If they needed any further incentive,
there was the fact that Augustin, their

cousin, spent his days working odd jobs
— selling shoes, fixing computers — to
pay their tuition.

“We had no choice,” Armand said.
“He got the money, so we had to go.”

Easier in America

In February 2019, after eight years in
Uganda, Armand and Desire, along with
their cousin and two older brothers,
landed in Rochester after being granted
refugee status.

Back in Africa, America had been a
dream.

“Education, food, nothing to worry
about,” Armand said.

They spent their first week holed up
in their apartment off Lyell Avenue, gaz-
ing out the window at the falling snow
and getting accustomed to the idea of
their new home.

They soon began school at Rochester
International Academy, the traditional
intake school for arriving refugees.

Many students enter RIA speaking
no English, with no formal schooling
whatsoever. It quickly became apparent
that Armand and Desire, who had used

English as their primary language in
Uganda, needed much less help.

“Honestly, it’s easier here,” Armand
said with a grin.

In June 2019, just four months after
arriving in the United States, they sat
for the Regents exams required for grad-
uation — and passed them. They re-
ceived credit for their schoolwork in
Uganda and were cleared to graduate in
2020.

Armand has been accepted at Naza-
reth and hopes to prepare for a career in
entrepreneurship and the arts. Desire
will attend RIT and hopes to become an
actuary.

When they saw Miner, their counsel-
or, outside the school building one day
earlier this month, she offered to help
guide them through the financial aid
process to improve their packages.

They thanked her for the offer, but
told her they’d already been back and
forth with their respective schools three
times.

“They’re just two humble, kind, con-
fident, motivated kids,” Miner said. “I
say ‘kids,’ but they carry themselves like
30-year-old men.”

As Armand wrote in an application
essay: “I want to be a role model to every
teenager with no parents, who have no
hope in furthering their education. I
want to raise my family up so that every-
body ... (sees) it’s possible to overcome
even the biggest hardships. 

“I want my parents to be proud of
me.”

Contact staff writer Justin Murphy at
jmurphy7@gannett.com or at 585-258-
9886. 

Brothers
Continued from Page 1A

“Since childhood, our life has

always been really tough.

We wanted to be someone 

as soon as possible.”
Armand Chiruza
Refugee who, with his brother, will graduate 
from Wilson Magnet High School later this month

Segregated from the beginning

When large numbers of black people
began arriving in waves in Rochester af-
ter 1950, the towns of Monroe County
began to fill with white families fleeing
the city, helped by federally backed
loans and newly built highways. White
leaders in those towns then acted to put
up a fence against black families, in-
cluding through zoning regulations that
remain on the books today.

Conor Dwyer Reynolds, a Penfield
High School alumnus who is now a clin-
ical lecturer in law at Yale University,
has studied the development of zoning
codes in Penfield in detail.

Before the migration, he said, Pen-
field and other suburbs welcomed low-
income residents. Once race became a
factor, he said, “towns like Penfield
started using zoning rules to keep af-
fordable housing, apartments, anything
but large-lot single-family homes out of
their communities.”

“These zoning ordinances don’t say
anything about race,” he continued.
“But if you look at the Town Board meet-
ing minutes and newspaper records and
listen to what people were saying, it’s
clear race was at the forefront of peo-
ple’s minds, trying to keep black people
out of the suburbs.”

While there are now some black resi-
dents in every town, and many black
residents in some of them, the lasting

effect has been that suburban residents
are cosseted against issues like police
brutality, educational inequality and
discrimination in jobs and housing.

In the last decade or so, some sub-
urbs have begun a more forthright ex-
amination of racism in their midst. Part-
ly in response to several instances of ex-
plicit racist graffiti and to complaints of
black students and residents, anti-rac-
ism groups have formed in several
towns, including Pittsford and Brighton.

School districts, too, have begun to
acknowledge their role to play. A stu-
dent-led, inter-district group called Roc
2 Change regularly draws hundreds of
attendees to all-day events on racism,
and most districts have created explor-
atory committees on curriculum, stu-
dent discipline and diverse hiring prac-
tices, among other things.

A series of well-publicized, racist in-
cidents in Pittsford schools last year led

to a series of community
forums and pledges of
faith from school and
community leaders. Su-
perintendent Mike Pero
on Wednesday read a
statement signed by all
local school superinten-
dents promising to “be

intentional in rebuilding our education
system which has not served underrep-
resented student populations well.”

The action points they listed, though,
were less sweeping: promoting equity
within their own districts; assessing
practices and policies; and developing
new curricula.

Samari Brown, a black student at

Pittsford Mendon who co-organized
Wednesday’s rally, said her school dis-
trict has much more progress to make.

“People talk about it, but then it gets
swept under the rug again,” she said.

‘Flavor of the week’

For those who have been working for
racial justice in the area for years, the
newfound interest in the suburbs is wel-
come — if it’s authentic.

“I’m sure for some people it’s a flavor
of the week,” said Duwaine Bascoe, a
black lawyer and father who lives in
Webster. “(But) it’s an American prob-
lem, not a black problem, and it’s going
to be incumbent on all white people to
solve it. ... People who are becoming
awoken to what allyship actually means
need to know that it’s not good enough
to say you’re not a racist. You have to be
actively anti-racist.”

The important point, Bascoe and
others said, is to focus not on interper-
sonal relations but rather on the over-
arching systems of education, health
care, law enforcement and the economy,
among others.

Fairport Deputy Mayor Matthew
Brown acknowledged the same thing in
a widely shared Facebook post.

Referring to possible changes to the
village comprehensive plan, he wrote:
“We have to take a hard look at our hous-
ing and what we are allowing and en-
couraging to be built in our village and in
our town. ... If we are prioritizing
‘quaintness’ and, I hate to say it, the his-
torical nature of our town over housing
availability, then we are very purposely

making choices that will keep Fairport
white.”

For white people seeking next steps
in fighting racism, Julie Weller suggest-
ed creating a reading list, including
books by the authors Robin DiAngelo
and Ibram X. Kendi. 

“As a white person, you have to take
into account it’s not the job of black peo-
ple to educate us,” she said. “It’s our job
to educate ourselves.”

Anthony Hall, a community organiz-
er in Rochester and former school board
candidate, said white suburbanites

need to spread the mes-
sage of anti-racism in
their social circles.

“Make sure that con-
versation is at the dinner
table, and then at the
workplace, and then at
church, and then in the
grocery store,” he said.

“And then you need to ... physically 
step foot into the city. It’s very impor-
tant that (people) outside the city un-
derstand the disparities black and
brown communities face on a daily ba-
sis.”

The most important thing, Hall said,
is to keep focused on the problem even
after this month.

“It’s time for white America to wake
up, take their blinders off and use some
of their privilege to eradicate these dis-
parities,” he said. “It’s time for white
America to answer: There’s an issue
about race in this country, and what are
you going to do about it?”

Contact staff writer Justin Murphy at
jmurphy7@gannett.com.

Organizers Christina Mack, center, and Samari Brown, next to Mack, lead hundreds on a march during a Black Lives Matter peaceful protest at Thornell Farm Park in
Pittsford on Wednesday. SHAWN DOWD/ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE
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