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A fter seven months 
locked up together in 
a one-room jail and no 
court appearance in 
sight, the 47 protesters 

decided they’d had enough. They set 
their room on fire and knocked aside 
the guards who opened the door 
to investigate. Outside, they ran in 
all directions, seeking cover in the 
cacophonous vastness of Kinshasa, 
capital of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, one of the world’s poorest and 
most dangerous countries.

They had protested the president’s 
plan to rule the country for life – and 
now, as jailbreakers, they could be 
shot on sight.

So began Prince Pombo Mafumba’s 
five-year, 16,000-mile journey from 
the country of his birth to safety and 
a new life in Freeport, Maine, a trip 
that took him through 13 nations on 

three continents. More than 11,000 of 
those miles were traversed by bus, 
taxi and truck, and another 60 on 
footpaths over mountains, through 
tropical forests, interrupted by har-
rowing crossings of raging rivers and 
murderous bands of armed gunmen.

Along the way, he lived and worked 
in two countries, learned new 
languages and professions, met his 
wife and became a father, survived a 
yellow fever outbreak in Angola and 
the COVID-19 pandemic in Brazil and 
encountered his first real winter in 
Buffalo.

The Freeport resident’s trek from 
Central Africa to southern Maine, 
epic as it was, is not unusual. Over 
the last four years, thousands of 
Africans, mostly from the DRC and 
Angola, have made the harrowing 
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Over continents and years, through danger and illness, thousands of asylum seekers from Africa have made 

their way to Maine. They tell harrowing stories of the perils in their native countries and of their arduous journeys  
to the United States. Hearing they could finally find safety and help, they set their sights on coming here.
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Prince Pombo Mafumba and his family in June 2019 upon arrival at a bus 
station in Portland. For him, it was the end of a harrowing 16,000-mile-long 
journey, begun five years before, from the Democratic Republic of Congo.
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Prince Pombo Mafumba and his wife, Thaiz Santos Neri, show their children, Heaven Pombo Neri, 5, and 2-year-old Prince Pombo Neri how to 
blow up balloons at their home in Freeport this month. Epic as it was, Mafumba’s trek from Central Africa to southern Maine is hardly unique.
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HOMESEEKING ASYLUM IN MAINE

By ERIC RUSSELL
Staff Writer

Mass shootings involving assault 
weapons have become increas-
ingly commonplace in the United 
States, but only one member of 
Maine’s congressional delegation 
supports reviving a national ban 
on the guns.

And the other three – Republican 
Sen. Susan Collins, independent 
Sen. Angus King and Democratic 
Rep. Jared Golden – don’t even 

want to talk about it.
The Press Herald asked to speak 

with each of them – at their conve-
nience, at any time, over the past 
two weeks – and none would do it. 
In prepared statements, they said 
a version of the same thing: That 
they are appalled like most Ameri-
cans by the number of mass shoot-
ings and gun-related tragedies, 
but it is impractical to attempt to 
ban semiautomatic weapons again 
in 2023.

King has said bans focus too 
much on the style and appearance 
of guns, not their lethality. Collins, 
who once voted to extend the ban 
after it expired in 2004, has op-
posed more recent measures as 
too broad. Golden, a Marine veter-
an who has first-hand knowledge 
of such weapons, doesn’t believe 
in taking some types of firearms 
from all Americans. 

Most of Maine’s delegation won’t even talk about an assault weapons ban
Three of the state’s four members of Congress oppose a ban, mostly because they don’t 
believe it’s practical in a divided government. Only U.S. Rep. Chellie Pingree supports it.

REP. CHELLIE 
PINGREE
“Weapons of 
war have no 
place in our 
communities.”

SEN. SUSAN 
COLLINS

SEN. ANGUS 
KING

REP. JARED 
GOLDEN

“I think (an assault weapons ban) has become 
a third rail, especially in places like Maine.”

– ROBERT SPITZER, author and law professor
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