
Monday July 2nd    
  We had been told breakfast started at 7:00 but, when we got to the thatched, 
open-air patio near our guest house, we discovered it was the sleeping quarters for 
some of the staff.  Woken by our arrival, the girls quickly got things underway and 
we were served omelettes, boiled eggs, toast, watermelon and milky tea. 
 
   We shouldn’t have eaten so heavily because, when we picked up Oketta, he 
insisted we have millet “porridge,” complete with Acholi honey.  To make that 
very distinctive-tasting honey, the bees get their pollen primarily from shea nut 
and accacia trees. 
 
   As we were eating, Oketta told me the large-winged insects that infiltrated our 
rooms last night were white ants.  They leave their ant hills by the thousands, shed 
their wings then burrow into the ground to mate.  The Acholi fry them in salt and 
eat them.  Think I’ll pass. 
 
   As we were leaving Oketta’s, there was a shell casing on the ground, left over 
from one of the attacks on his home.  I picked it up so I could take it home with 
me as a reminder of how little I have to complain about.  When you spend time 
with people who’ve spent the last 20 years coping with constant fear and 
insecurity, most of what we face at home seems absolutely petty. 
 
   Since our Padjero was making a funny noise, we took it to a local mechanic.  
While he was checking things out, Andrew and I took a bit of a walk around the 
immediate area.  A nearby business was called, “God’s Time, Best Time General 
Hardware Limited.”  A half-hour after the mechanic started, he’d identified a 
series of minor things that needed tightening or adjusting.  The work cost us 
10,000 Ugandan shillings, or roughly $7 Canadian. 
 
   Our next stop was a courtesy call at the office of the R.D.C., the Regional 
District Commander, a direct representative of the Prime Minister and the most 
seniour government official in the area.  Last time I was in Uganda with Dave, 
during 2000, we made just such a call.  Three days later, the R.D.C. was ambushed 
on the road between Kitgum and Gulu and died six days later.  We’re confident a 
similar fate won’t await that man’s successor because of the great progress made 
toward peace these last few months. 
 
   But the current office-holder knows all about violence.  Over the years, 
Nahaman Ojwe (Na-HAW-man OH-jew-aye) has survived five ambushes, 



including one that took the life of his oldest son.  He’s passionately opposed to the 
L.R.A. and gave us a very official rundown on how well the government has been 
handling the rebels and the security situation.   
 
   When it came time to discuss peace and reconciliation, the R.D.C. said what he 
thought was needed was a National Day of Prayer in which perpetrators would 
admit their atrocities and ask forgiveness in a ceremony that would be broadcast 
all over the country then, every year, an annual commemoration would be held on 
that same day.  A Christian who believes God placed him in his position of 
authority to help work for peace, Ojwe told us people would accept unity and 
reconciliation if for no other reason than they’re desperately tired of war. 
 
   On an overcast day that was decidedly 
cooler than any other day we’ve been 
here, we set out for Padibe, a protected 
camp north of Kitgum that I had visited 
during my last trip.  After bouncing 
along on dirt roads for about half an 
hour, we got to the outskirts where we 
found some villagers cultivating their 
fields in preparation for leaving the 
camp and returning home.   
 
   The first farmers we encountered were using oxen to break the soil, and the ones 
leading the cattle with wooden switches were wearing rubber boots, because of the 
snakes they often disturb in the grass.  On a nearby patch of land, women were 
sowing seeds while two men turned the soil with hoes to cover it up.  A stone’s 
throw away, another man was pulling a mechanical plow with a tractor.  
Apparently the local government owns the machinery and gives it out for free to 
farmers, provided their first clear their land of trees and brush. 

 
   Supervising it all was Janie Aber 
(Awe-BEAR,) an entrepreneurial 
woman who has spent 20 years in the 
camp but is now preparing a return 
home by planting corn, groundnuts 
(peanuts) and shea butter nuts, which 
look like chestnuts but have a sweet 
pulp you can eat when the nuts are 



removed for drying.  The taste was quite sweet.  She told us that if the rebels sign 
a peace agreement, she’ll trust them to honour it. 

 
   When we talked about such matters 
with Regina Amos, things were more 
complicated.  Her daughter was 
abducted but escaped soon after.  Her 
17-year-old son was not so blessed.  In 
1998 he was going home for holidays 
from Kitgum High School when the 
L.R.A. ambushed him on the road, 
killing him instantly.  Even so, she 
wants the rebels to come home and says 

she has already forgiven them.  I asked her how that was possible.  “My son had 
four children before he died,” she said.  “It is hard to forgive, but I have been 
consoled by these children.  They give me the power to forgive. 
 
   “I don’t have any trouble with them, or any ill feeling,” she added.  But when I 
asked how she’d react if L.R.A. Commander Vincent Otii were to move next door 
to her, she replied, “I would not feel happy.  I would move away.” 

 
   In Padibe itself, the camp leaders were busy 
rounding up people to talk to us, so we made our way 
around the sprawling faciltiy.  We talked to a 
traditional elder who told us of the many times the 
camp was attacked by the rebels, then we interviewed 
29-year-old Regina Aciro.  One day when she was 20 
and walking on Gulu Road to visit her sick mother in 
Lachor Hospital, she stepped on a landmine.  The 
blast knocked her out and she awoke to find her left 
leg missing.  With her husband, Samuel, already dead 
at the hands of the rebels, and two boys and a girl to 
feed, life was very difficult as she struggled to come 
to terms with her disability.  Even today, she barely 
makes a living selling fruits and vegetables in the 
market but her anger over what the rebels did to her is 

overshadowed by a grim resignation that peace can only be possible if they’re 
allowed to come home. 
 



   And in Padibe, more than a hundred 
have already returned.  We met with 
about 30 of them, taking refuge from 
the afternoon heat in a small brick 
shack where the temperature was only 
slightly more humane.  As one former 
child soldier after another told their 
stories, a common thread emerged.   
 
   Almost all of them were abducted in 

their teens while doing the most mundane of things:  studying at school, fetching 
water, or working in the garden.  They were forced to walk without food or water, 
sometimes for days at a time, and often carrying impossibly heavy loads, including 
a 50 kilogram sack of sugar.  Though well past the breaking point, physically and 
emotionally, they somehow found the will to keep walking, knowing that stopping 
to rest would mean resting in peace. 
 
   In most cases, the conscripts were 
severely beaten.  The rebels would say 
it was time for their lessons and bring 
out “pens” (sticks) and “books” 
(machetes) with which they’d be 
clubbed mercilessly.  Entry into the 
ranks of the L.R.A. almost always 
involved an atrocity designed to make 
recruits feel they could never go back 
home and be accepted because of the 
blood on their hands.   
 
   Then, caught in a cycle of rage and helplessness, the newly-initiated soldiers 
rechannele dtheir natural thirst for revenge into the slaughter of innocent people.  
Several told us the beatings they received made them want to kill, and kill again.  
Though some talked of feeling numb during the carnage, others admitted to 
feeling exhilarated and powerful, at least for a while. 
 
   A young man named Robert Opwonya told us about how his unit brutally 
ambushed a truck carrying 140 people.  Brandishing their guns, the rebels made 
everyone get out of the vehicle.  The hands of 80 men were tied to a single rope 
and the captives were led in single file a short ways into the bush.  Made to lie 



face down in the grass, one beside the 
other, the backs of their heads were 
crushed, one by one, by rebels wielding a 
heavy wooden pestle used to grind grain.  
When I asked what image from that day 
haunted him most, Robert said it was the 
river of blood that flowed from the scene.  
Like so many of the returnees, he still has 
nightmares about the atrocity.  
“Sometimes when people walk toward me 
on the street,” he said, “they don’t seem 
human.  They look like corpses.” 
 
   On the thorny issue of forgiveness, 
sentiment was widely split.  Some of the 
child soldiers said they had fully forgiven 
those who robbed them of their innocence 
and opportunity, but others admitted to 
being bitter and unable to let go of the 
past.  Most, like their elders, advocated 
peace at all costs, even if it meant having 
to choke back their hate. 
 
   After sharing some soft drinks with the child soldiers and former L.R.A. 
“wives,” we moved on to the village of Lokung, which was even further north, just 
under the Sudanese border.  We drove past towering bamboo trees and vibrant 
green fields of tobacco until we came to a community in the shadow of hazy 
purple hills that towered over both Uganda and its neighbour to the north. 
 

   We were greeted by the village’s 
Anglican parish priest who served us a 
simple meal of finger millet, greens and 
cabbage.  Nearby, children watched us 
shyly and played with ingenious 
homemade cars made out of plastic 
water bottles with tires fashioned from 
the soles of discarded rubber sandals.  
One of the priest’s daughters, three-
year-old Yomimo, captivated us with 



her ever-ready, radiant smile. 
 
   But there was little cause to smile 
when we met on the grass with 75 of 
Lokung’s residents who’ve been 
directly affected by the war.  For two 
hours, we heard tragic stories of 
mutilation, murder and mayhem, 
beginning with eight women who were 
abducted while going for water.  When 
the rebels found them, the first thing 
they did was order a young mother 
named Almarina to bash the head of her baby against a tree trunk.  She refused.  
Under intense abuse and threat of death, she finally let the child drop to the floor 
of the forest and ran for her life.  The rebels shot her dead.   
 

   When one of the other women scooped up the baby, 
an L.R.A. commander made her let go and threw the 
baby away.  But that wasn’t the end of the horror.  
After marching the women through the bush for 
hours, the rebels herded them into a house, made them 
strip off their clothes and pulled out a bayonet.  
“Whenever you see us, you make too much noise and 
alert the army,” said the commander.  “This will teach 
you to keep your mouth shut.”  And with that, a 
soldier cut off the top lip of the first woman in line, 
discarding it like a banana peel.  One by one, the other 
women had their lips cut.  With disdain and abject 
cruelty, the commander finished one of the 
mutilations and said to his traumatized victim, “Go 
home and see how beautiful you are now.” 

 
   As the harrowing, horrific story unfolded, I asked the women how they would 
handle the situation if the very man who had altered their lives forever were to 
come home to their village.  Agnes said she could find it in her heart to forgive 
because the suffering had gone on long enough and nothing could bring back what 
had been lost.  But with the venom that often comes of being an innocent victim, 
Grace spat out the bitterness that continues to scar her heart as well as her face.  
She said there would be no reconciliation, under any circumstances.  Not now.  



Not ever.  When it was time for 
Scovia to speak, she merely 
shrugged and said the bore the 
rebels no ill will but had neither 
the courage or strength to 
forgive.   
 
   With all those comments 
coming in the presence of so 
many others from the 
community, they all had an air 
of honesty.  Once more we saw 

that forgiveness is an individual choice, regardless of the high value a culture 
might place upon it.  Think of how difficult it becomes to forgive in a culture like 
ours that prizes grace and forgiveness so little. 
 
   As if the story of the women hadn’t been hard enough, we also heard about the 
hate that engulfed the village, beginning on January 7th, 1997.  For three days, the 
L.R.A. mauraded through the area, 
killing everyone they encountered.  
Andrew Obonyo (Oh-BON-yo) who 
lost three of his sons, told us that when 
villagers counted the bodies, the dead 
numbered 400 men, women and 
children.  With the rebels still in the 
area and threatening to come back, 
almost all of the bodies were left to rot 
because it simply wasn’t safe enough to 
give them a decent burial. 
 
   That was a decade ago.  Today there is a rest from the hostilities and a real hope 
that true reconciliation will soon be possible.  When I asked how many of the 75 
assembled trusted the L.R.A. to honour any peace deal that’s signed, not one 
person said they did.  But despite the skepticism, the villagers say they must renew 
the region’s unity and sense of community, if for no other reason than the need for 
survival and the prospect of a decent life for their children.  Perhaps forgiveness at 
any deeper level is just too much to ask, at least when the wounds — both visible 
and invisible — are this fresh. 
 



   To lighten the emotinal load, and say a small thank you to those who shared so 
freely with us, we gave out 
some soccer balls and 
frizbees.  Though we had to 
demnstrate how to use the 
frizbees, the gifts were a big 
hit, especially with the 
young people who thronged 
the area to try them out.  
After taking a few photos, 
we dragged ourselves into 
the Padjero and headed 
south, exhausted physically 
and pschologically.       

 
   We drove right to the secondary school run by Gladys Okot who wanted to 
provide dinner for us tonight.  As we sat with our hostess and a few of her highly 
dedicated female teachers, we shared what we had heard during the day, not just 
for their benefit, but also to process and decompress..  And after the stories of 
blood and brutality, there was lots of easy banter — a necessary reminder that 
there is still much love and laughter in this broken world. 
 
 


