Saturday July 7th
Today started with school girls and ended withghots.

' After breakfast, we went directly to Y.Y. Okot

' Secondary School, named after a revered Ugandan
educator who was executed by Idi Amin in the 1970s.
Today, the school is home to 950 girls, 89 of them
former L.R.A. abductees who were forced to become
soldiers and sex slaves. At one time, there wége 1
of those girls in the boarding school.

Run by headmistress Gladys Ayot (EYE-yot), Y.Y.
Okot plays a pivotal role in helping the former
abductees reintegrate into society. We talkedvio f
of the girls about their experiences in the bugt an
their struggle to move on with their lives. Eachsw
between the ages of 11 and 13 when stolen away by
the rebels.

The most disturbed was Phoebe Ayaa (EYE-awe
who was snatched from her home and spent a yea
with the L.R.A. before escaping. When | askedther
tell me about her most traumatic experience, she
described how she and other captives were made t
watch as rebels decapitated a man. “When they c
off his head,” she said, “the body continued to snav
lot.” That gruesome scene embedded itself in the
memory of the girl, who was then just 11 years old.
Even now, she has flashbacks and often finds it
difficult to focus on her studies.

Phoebe eluded the rebels after bolting intdotngh
from a spot in a long line of captives where theese
no guards. She eventually made her way home. B
although she escaped physically from her tormenshies couldn’'t evade their
influence. After an argument with her brother, sehild she was watching for a
couple of days, she plotted to burn down his hutvtth the toddler inside.
Circumstances foiled her plan, but she was quipamed to carry it out. Now,




she says, the urges to kill no longer haunt hére I6-year-old wants to be an
accountant,

Though most of the girls said they were readfptgive the rebels in exchange
for lasting peace, 15-year-old Nancy Anena (Ah-NE&N told us she couldn’t
release the hatred in her heart, at least
not yet. First, her brother was
kidnapped. Then, at age 12, she was
abducted by the L.R.A. on her way
home from school. Not only was she
subjected to savage beatings and the
witnessing of many atrocities during
her month in the bush, the rebels
slaughtered her mother who was at
home working in her cabbage garden
Today, her brother is still a commande
in the L.R.A.

According to Gladys, Nancy is the most fragilelbthe girls. She breaks down
often and is struggling with her studies, makinigighly unlikely she’ll reach her
goal of becoming a teacher. Tragically, therenaaay like Nancy, former
abductees with deep-seated emotional difficultidsY.Y. Okot, several former
child soldiers have been removed from the school
after threatening to kill classmates, or for figigti

The most dangerous was a young woman name
Ayaa. While with the rebels, she and some comra
came across a pregnant woman. “Is that a boy or
girl she is carrying?” she asked with a smirk. “We
shall find out.” With no pity or hesitation, shig s
open the woman’s stomach. When Ayaa began
struggling in school, becoming alarmingly hostitela
violent, Gladys had no choice but to remove her an
arrange for counseling. The headmistress worries
about the many disturbed young men and women
are conditioned to kill. With few psychiatric
resources available in the country, they repreaent

ticking time bomb that could explode at any time. A line of army ants moved by us as w
interviewed.



We saw that volatility Wednesday
with Stella Achan, the girl who escaped
from the L.R.A. and returned home,
only to murder her own brother when
he wanted to rest while working with
A8 her in the family garden. We caught up
“= o4 With her this morning and followed her
' as she went to cultivate the field where
she’s growing sweet potatoes to
: support herself. To reach it, we took a
well-worn dirt path through grass that towered owar heads on both sides.

It's easy to see why the Army had so much treubl
finding the rebels. But, on the positive sidef tteme
grass hid entire families who slept in it each mhifgin
months on end, instead of staying in their homesre
they were at the mercy of the L.R.A. marauderschEaf
member of the family would find a separate spdha
grassy sea so that, if the rebels did stumble wpen
the others could still escape.

After getting the support video of Stella cleari
brush and breaking the soil with a hoe in much the &
same way she must’ve once wielded a club or machete:
we went to Guu (Goo) Vocational School. There, 1
instructors teach 180 students practical skillselp

them become productive and self-sufficient, sonmgth™  The "Grip on thepath...
that’'s especially important for former child soldievho often leave the bush with
little education and few prospects for a job.

The auto mechanics class was held
"1 outside under a tree where a teacher
. explained automotive basics using
. some rusty car parts and a few simple
~ tools. Inside the main building, a
. computer class was going over some
theory but the single PC in the
| classroom couldn’t be used today




because they couldn’t get the power generatamottx. Thankfully, the tailoring
class didn’t need electricity. Students were wogkivith ancient Singer sewing
machines operated by a foot treadle.

mm To supplement our video of John Ochola, the goun
man badly disfigured by the L.R.A., we took him to
the Internet cafe we’ve been using since our driva
Kitgum. With help from one of the women there,
John used the stumps of his hands to painstakingly
peck away at the keyboard.
Thanks to surgery funded by
some of his friends and other
donors, he has a cleft in each y |
stump that gives him some |~
semblance of a thumb and
finger he can use for grasping.
Dave helped him open a Yah
account and John sent him a
message. It was the first time
he’'d ever been online.

Once again, we had lunch at Oketta’'s. When agethlked and eaten our fill we
were presented with polo shirts by William Okwebketta's friend and the owner
of the Small World restaurant where
we’ve taken several of our meals. The
shirts have a globe and “Small World,
Kitgum” on the breast pocket. On the
back, it says “Please Advise and
Support Small World Restaurant.” |
told William we’re now the firm’s
international representatives! We took
some pictures beside his truck then
Andrew and Tim handed out some hats
and t-shirts they'd brought along.

By this time, two dance troupes who had arriteedntertain us were scarcely
able to contain themselves. They’'d come to dandetlaey were anxious to begin.
The first ensemble was a group of women who segjétables in the market and
they began their set with an intricate, energetib@\i dance powered by two



drummers who set
the rhythm, working
in perfect
synchronicity. The
dancers pranced,

i jumped and gyrated
with genuine joy,

one woman carrying

| a black and white
plume made from the
long hairs of a
monkey'’s tail. As
the women moved as
one, or separated
from the group to
dance individually, the celebration was punctugtedodically with ululation, the
piercing, high-pitched cry we so often associatid ifrica.

The second ensemble was from the Kitgum Fishm@ag/omen’s Association,
which used the same drummers but had a distindtlyreint sound, thanks to
some unique percussion. The woman struck the ldrggdl gourds that had been
cut in half with hard whisk-like “strikers”. Theogrds — known as calabash —
were usually struck in unison but with an elabotaat that blended perfectly
with the drums and drove the dancers into an evane mcstatic frenzy. Though
the heat was scorching, no one seemed to noticeh®sidelines, children
swayed to the beat and watched Andrew with intemeeest as he recorded the
performance from every angle.

At the end of the performance, Bishoy
Ochola spoke to the assembled
multitude and Oketta explained our
mission. Then Dave shared with them
how he had experienced Acholi land as
a place of both intense joy and real
sorrow and that they, the dancers, had
honoured us by filling in the joy part of
Acholi life. He told them how this
would be an important part of the
documentary and thanking them for their importamttdbution. | also thanked



them for their gift and pleded to share with as yna@ople as possible their stories
of horror and hope, suffering and reconciliation.

While the dancers began an encore
presentation, | helped Andrew get
pictures of implements of work the
rebels had transformed into instruments
of war: machetes, axes, knives, hoes
and wooden clubs used to pound grain
into flour. One of the challenges we
face is finding a way to visually
represent the killing that forms such an
important part of our story.

I’'m hoping we’ll be able to use some speciaket§ in post-production to get the
idea across, but we also recruited a volunteenatdwhe various tools while
Andrew photographed him in silhouette and shoshadow as he clubbed and
hacked his imaginary victim. Those were the oathhiques | could think of.

We also got some nifty pictures of a lethal-lookireditional spear that's still
used for hunting. It had a sharp metal blade h#dd¢o a bamboo handle, with a
smaller but even sharper metal point at the othdr e

As things wound down, the men gathered on benahd chairs under a large
tree and Oketta thanked us profusely for comintasto tell the story of his
people’s struggle for peace and reconciliationcheaf us, in turn, spoke of how
the project has already changed us. For some, afwas quite emotional as we
reflected on the incredible hospitality, warmth aadnmitment we've seen.
We've truly been touched by the passionate puddipeace in Acholil Land, and
by the widespread willingness to forgive, everhdttsentiment is far from
unanimous. As | told Oketta, watching his unfaitgrservice to the people he
pastors makes me feel ashamed of my own feeblg®ffo

As we were driving Oketta to our Guest Housegnghwe wanted to show him
some of the video we’ve shot, we came across awagding, jaw-dropping site
that made everybody yell in unison to stop the ddrere, spread across what
seemed to be the entire town of Kitgum, was thgdstjand clearest rainbow any
of us had ever seen! The astonishing arc was sdspan the air like a
supernatural shield. Whether or not it portentissing peace, we all took the
rainbow as a reminder of God’s promises. Andéfrd's anyone on the face of the



earth right now needing hope and encouragemerthg’@eople of northern
Uganda.

After excitedly snapping
our pictures, we went back
to our lodgings and
showed Oketta Dave’s
extraordinary slideshows
and Andrew’s video of our
interview with the L.R.A.
representative, Godfrey
Ayoo (EYE-yo.) Our
| friend was appalled at his
' unwillingness to accept
% responsibility for atrocities,

and by his claim to be
fighting for the very people the rebels are mutigtand murdering. While this
was going on, | was outside with my video camexping another sunset and
talking to the children who were very anxious tadi the munu (moon-00),
which is Acholi for white man.

Supper tonight was at the home of Gladys’ frietally, a teacher at Y.Y. Okot
and one of the women most committed to helpingdhmer child soldiers move
past their pain and catch a glimpse of God’s pwrgdostheir lives. As we arrived
at the school, where Jolly lives, the girls weradag and singing ecstatically on
the main playing field — they had placed firstire tregional track and field meet
which ended tonight. Even Gladys was beaming.e{takstill holds the region’s
record for discus, 170 feet, a distance he thre®8ir0.)

As we ate the traditional Acholi fare we’ve beeoso familiar with, Bishop
Ochola shared with us soradodo— “stories of the fireplace — the ancient oral
traditions that have taught successive generatbAsholi their history, culture
and values. According to Oketta, it was the gramithers who would sit talking
and smoking around the campfire with the childrathgred around them, sharing
the excitement of the stories with lots of laughter

As the evening came to a close, we said our lggexdand left to take Oketta and
the Bishop to their homes. We had to inch outefd¢chool compound because
most of the 900 girls were having a dance on thgipg field. As Ugandan and



western music blared from speakers, the studemisedeexuberantly, celebrating
their victory from earlier in the day.

The girls leaving for the track meet.

When we got past the speakers and close to déine gate, we heard the
unmistakable, spine-tingling sound of gunshots. afdund us, students were
screaming, crying and running in all directionsay¥e it was just firecrackers, we
said. Then came more shots, at least six, follometivo more that sounded like
they were coming from a much bigger gun. By threet Dave had killed the
headlights and | had flicked on my video cameradouidn’t see anything from
where | was, so | recorded audio of what was hapgenA man walked up to
Dave’s window and told us that there was “no protilehat those were only
gunshots being shot into the air to control a situethat could have got out of
hand and that we could go.

Dave drove slowly ahead, surrounded by screamgig school girls, and then
we spotted some armed school guards and a fewessldsst to the left of us.
They had four boys, arms tied standing, back-tdlaa circle, under arrest. As
near as we can figure out, some local boys wereyaigput being kept outside the
school gate, unable to join the girls at the dans#en they decided to crash the
party and jump the gate they were detained by tlzeds and soldiers who’d been
on the lookout for trouble.

But when the boys were arrested, a large marisf moved on the guards,
either trying to free them, or demanding theirask2 Fearing the situation was
quickly getting out of hand, the security forcee@irtheir guns in the air, stopping



the advance but sending the girls into a panieg@&afly since almost all of them
had experienced gunfire during a war that ragedeye until just ten months ago.

Many of the girls were clearly traumatized bg thcident, which instantly
turned celebration into a sad reminder of terral ti@pidation. Even so, this was
absolutely nothing compared to a real raid by #gbels. Had that been the case,
nobody would’ve been firing in the air and therewdyve been much blood on
the ground. We can be grateful that rebel horasrlieen replaced by nothing
more serious than raging hormones.

After bidding an emotional goodbye
to Oketta and the Bishop, we got back
to the Guest House just as the pent-up
precipitation that had been building all
day finally let loose. The rain started
slowly as sheet lightning continued to
flash across the ebony sky, then it came
down in torrents amid rumbling

thunder and rising winds. On our last
William Oketta, our friend, guide and informer.
night in Kitgum, it was almost as if the rain wasnsto refresh and renew our

spirits after a harrowing, humbling week — a liféeeing week none of us will
ever forget.



