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FOREWORD

DEAR ESTEEMED READER! On the night of 11th May 2003, the 
Lord’s Resistance Army (L.R.A) attacked Sacred Heart Minor 
Seminary Lacor in Gulu Archdiocese (Northern Uganda) and 
abducted forty one (41) minor seminarians. We prayed for 
their protection and kept hoping for their safe return. 

By the grace of God, thirty (30) of the abductees 
managed to escape and return home after spending 
sometime in captivity. Till this day, the remaining eleven 
(11) are still missing with no information about them. We 
have continued to keep them in our prayers.

This book is about the experience of KILAMA STEPHEN 
RAPHAEL a senior three boy who was among the abductees 
who escaped the LRA captivity and years later managed to 
become a Catholic Priest.

In these pages, he shares what he witnessed during the 
one and half month that he was in captivity. He gives the 
kind of details about the Lord’s Resistance Army (L.R.A) 
that we have not seen in any other book. While most war 
victims feel shy to share their stories due to the fear of 
stigma, Fr Kilama opens up and says it all, as it happened.

At the time of publishing this book Fr. Kilama is serving 
as a diocesan Priest of Gulu Archdiocese in Northern 
Uganda. I wish you a fruitful reading of this life story. May 
God richly bless you.

His Grace John Baptist Odama 
Archbishop of Gulu Archdiocese
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A WORD FROM THE RECTOR 

I FEEL HONOURED that Reverend Father Stephen 
Kilama, my former student (S.1 to S.6) availed me 
the opportunity to share a brief testimony about the 
abduction into captivity of my 41 Seminarians of whom 
he was part. I am proud to be the longest Rector of Lacor 
Minor Seminary in Gulu, a position I have held since 1990 
to date. I was their Rector at the time of abduction. 

This abduction should not be looked at in isolation 
because they are part of hundreds and perhaps thousands 
of young boys and girls who became victims of the brutal 
acts by the so called Lord’s Resistance Army in Acholi Sub-
region and in the neighboring Districts. Besides these 41 
seminarians, other abductions happened at Aboke Girls in 
Lango and Sacred Heart Girls in Gulu, among others.

The unfortunate story about this sad event is that 
these young innocent boys and girls were abducted 
against their own will, taken into captivity and forced to 
become child soldiers. Painfully, many of the girls were 
sexually abused and given to the commanders as wives, 
while others were murdered.

The details of what these young and innocent souls 
went through in captivity are described in this book as 
captured by an eye witness of the atrocities. We bless God 
that he managed to escape from captivity. The book is a 
testimony of a painful story of enslavement, torture, killings 
and all forms of violations of fundamental human rights 
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which deserves condemnation in strongest terms. It is my 
prayer and hope that never again should such a bloody war 
directed against innocent people happen again in our land.

It was on the 11th of May 2003 at about 12:15am 
when a group of rebels attacked Lacor Minor Seminary. 
Their mission was to abduct the seminarians and loot 
the Seminary in which they succeeded without any 
external resistance. That fateful night, there were 4 UPDF/
Government soldiers on the seminary’s compound with 
a duty to provide security to the community of students, 
staff and the displaced families (in thousands) who had 
abandoned their homes and took refuge at the Seminary. 
When the rebels entered the compound, the Government 
soldiers took off and the rebels remained on the compound 
for nearly 3 hours to do whatever they wanted, namely 
abducting the seminarians and grabbing whatever 
properties they could lay their hands on that night.

The joyous part of the story is that after weeks and 
months of abduction, by the grace of God, we recovered a 
total of 30 seminarians back. Some of them escaped under 
various circumstances especially during the crossfire between 
the UPDF soldiers and rebels. Here, I commend the UPDF 
for the good job done. The sad part of the story is that 11 
seminarians are still in captivity to date, nearly 18 years since 
their abduction. We appeal to the Government of Uganda 
and the international community to make Joseph Kony, the 
LRA rebel leader accountable for the whereabouts of these 
11 as well as many other missing abductees.
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Since the abduction of our seminarians, together 
with His Grace John Baptist Odama Archbishop of Gulu, 
we have held several meetings with some LRA’s rebel 
leaders in Acholi sub-region, in Juba/Sudan and in other 
parts of the world, seeking to know their whereabouts 
and demand for their return, but our efforts have not yet 
yielded any positive result.

In conclusion, we regret these sad events. We deeply 
share in the pains of the parents and relatives of the 
abducted children especially those who have never made 
it back home. We condemn in the strongest terms the 
brutal actions of the LRA against innocent souls.

Furthermore, we express our deepest dissatisfaction 
with the UPDF/Government of Uganda for failure to protect 
its citizens from LRA’s atrocities at that time of abduction 
especially in that fateful night. Notwithstanding, the silence 
of the international community especially the United 
Nations, the African Union, the European Union when this 
bloody war claimed many lives in Acholi Sub-region and 
the neighbouring Districts leaves a lot to be desired.

Human life, created in the image and likeness of God, 
black or white, deserves protection from the forces of evil. 
It is the duty of every government to protect its citizens 
from any threat to life and other fundamental human rights.

MONSIGNOR MATTHEW ODONG,
Rector, Lacor Minor Seminary
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A WORD FROM THE VICE CHANCELLOR

FR. RAPHAEL SHARES the journey of a young boy 
aspiring for priesthood who finds himself in a terrifying 
and uncertain situation of abduction, indoctrination and 
living with the rebels and his subsequent escape. 

Many young people have no idea the extent of 
challenges, determination, resilience and sacrifices 
required in life. Consequently, opportunities are taken 
for granted, people give up easily, the “easy way out” 
is sought and integrity and strength of character are 
compromised. Fr Raphael’s experiences teach us a lot.

In sharing such a story, not only do we overcome the 
power of our experiences over us; we also allow others to 
benefit from our experiences. The search for meaning out 
of our experiences continues, and a reflection on these 
experiences in the light of our faith and the values that 
sustain us further strengthens us to embrace the future.

While individual experiences are significant, it is the 
mark they leave in our lives that can keep us in captivity 
for many years and affect our future. In opening up, Fr. 
Raphael also invites us the readers not to be imprisoned 
by our own past but to be open to the “escape by grace”, 
i.e., allow the grace of God to lead us to freedom.

REV. FR. JINO O. MWAKA PhD
Vice Chancellor, 

University of the Sacred Heart Gulu
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9) Okello Geoffrey, Senior Three (S.3), Lacor Parish

10) Rubangakene Patrick, Senior Three (S.3), Padibe Parish

11) Okello Charles Lwanga, Senior Four (S.4), Layibi parish

I also dedicate the book to all the direct victims of war 
around the world, most especially children whose stories 
the world might never get to know.



1Escape By Grace

INTRODUCTION

IT IS SUCH an exciting moment for me to see the dream 
of telling my story to the world fulfilled. This is a story 
of my abduction and escape from the captivity of the 
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a merciless rebel group that 
terrorized the Northern part of Uganda for two decades. 

I was among the 41 minor Seminarians who were 
abducted by the rebels from Sacred Heart Minor Seminary 
Lacor in the year 2003 while I was 16 years of age and a 
Senior Three student. I spent a period of one and a half 
month with the rebels in the bushes, but by the grace of 
God I managed to escape from them and resumed my 
formation to Priesthood. 

Dear esteemed reader, in this book I share with you 
some of my touching and unforgettable experiences 
as an  LRA abductee. Sadly, eleven out of the forty-one 
abducted Seminarians are still missing to date with no clear 
information as to whether they are still alive or dead. 

I was greatly motivated to turn my story into a book 
after realising that most direct victims of the LRA insurgency 
often partly tell their stories orally to a limited circle of family 
members, relatives and friends due to fear of stigma and 
other factors which might be beyond them, hence depriving 
the world of several life changing stories. In my humble way, 
I chose to make a difference and I encourage all victims of 
war not to shy away from sharing their experiences and 
where need be to seek psychosocial support.
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Through this story I hope to inspire hope in you dear 
reader – for you to know that God’s purpose for your life 
will always be achieved no matter the numerous obstacles 
you find in your way. It is amazing that after escaping 
from the rebels God still fulfilled my dream of becoming a 
catholic priest. Today, I am serving as a Diocesan Priest of 
Gulu Archdiocese in Northern Uganda!

Thanks for choosing to read this book. I hope you 
get to learn a thing or two from my story. God bless 
you abundantly.
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Part I

MY ABDUCTION 
BY THE LRA 
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IT WAS ON the night of 11th May 2003 that the unthinkable 
happened. I call it unthinkable because though I had been 
born and raised in the war-ravaged region of Northern 
Uganda and having already experienced on several occasions 
the pinch of the insurgency at an early age by being a night 
commuter at St. Mary’s hospital Lacor, it never crossed my 
mind and for once I never thought of ever being abducted 
by the people I had always heard nasty things about. 

It was towards the end of the first term and we 
were already doing examinations. As a requisite for good 
performance, we would go for night preps after supper. 
This practice was an obligatory part of the Seminary life 
anyway. On that fateful night, I was not feeling well at all; 
actually I was on medication for Malaria and I decided to 

THE UNTHINKABLE 
THEN HAPPENED

1
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go to bed early with the hope of waking up sometime in 
the middle of the night to cover for the lost time. 

Feeling much better and the desire to perform well in 
the next paper acting as the pushing factors, I woke up at 
around mid-night to go and revise my notes. The corridor 
of the dormitory happened to be the students’ main place 
for reading at night. Hardly had I moved a step in the 
direction of the corridor than I heard a gunshot. 

Loud as it sounded, it never scared me one bit simply 
because the sound of a gunshot at night was already normal 
for the residents of the area. It was the height of the Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) insurgency in the region.  However, after 
that one shot, a series of them followed almost immediately. 

A little frightened, I got back on my bed and in not 
more than a second I heard a heavy thing fall next to my 
bed almost on my head. It was actually my classmate and 
friend, Komakech, who had dived from his bed almost into 
mine. I asked him what he thought about the gunshots. “My 
friend,” he replied with no doubt, “These are the rebels. It’s 
the Lord’s Resistance Army.”

I still could not believe it not until a bullet was fired 
in the dormitory, smashing one of the window glasses into 
pieces followed by a chorus of “Yabo dogola” literally 
meaning “Open the door!” From the way the voices 
sounded, I guessed they were young people – a suspicion 
I later confirmed to be true. They continued breaking the 
window glasses with the aid of small axes, pangas and the 
butt stock of their guns.
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By this time my friend Komakech had already fled at 
a breakneck speed in the direction of the corridor. Having 
failed to break in from the main door which was made of 
steel, the rebels began threatening to shoot at us and their 
threats begun turning into a reality when occasionally they 
would fire bullets inside the dormitory as they continued to 
devise other means of getting in. 

The dormitory had four compartments, one for each 
class i.e. senior one to four.  As the rebels struggled to break 
in, the students were running from one compartment to the 
other, depending on which compartment was perceived to 
be safer. We could see the rebels flashing their torches through 
the windows. The electric lights in the dormitory had been 
switched off from the main switch by one of the students.

The rebels devised another plan that involved cutting 
one of the window’s metal bars. Then a small-bodied boy 
from among them was pushed in through that narrow 
opening. The moment he jumped in he could not be figured 
out since it was dark inside. He was armed! This young 
rebel went along to unbolt the main door from inside and 
in no minute there was an influx of these military men into 
the dormitory. 

At that time, I was in the corridor. I raced to the senior 
one compartment and took refuge under a bed just a few 
meters from the wooden compartment door which was 
kicked open quite easily. As I looked at how they ran in 
flashing their torches, one of them held me by my leg and 
tried to pull me out. At first I was hesitant but on hearing 
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him cock his gun and utter the words “Either you come out 
or I shoot you,” I gave in to his demand at a terrific speed. 

On getting out of my hiding place, I was ordered by 
the young rebel to get seated on a bed as he flashed directly 
into my eyes using his bright torch. My eyes were dazzled 
and could hardly see anything. After a short while I could 
see some students being tied in the waist with a long rope 
in a straight line. I was then ordered to get up and be tied 
up too. However, on presenting myself to be tied, one of 
them who was a bit high ranking among those that came to 
abduct us told me to go back and get seated again.

I sat there watching as they broke into boxes and 
suitcases of the seminarians and took whatever they wanted. 
I also witnessed a friend of mine (a student in senior one 
by then)  who was most probably pretending to be asleep 
being whipped almost endlessly using a belt until he got up 
with a loud cry and was also tied up. 

It was finally time to set off but still one more person 
needed to be tied so that the rope could be fully used. I 
don’t know whether it was a question of being unlucky or 
may be fate had it that I should be taken, but whatsoever, 
someone had to fill that gap, and that was me. So I got tied 
up too. It was the same fellow that got my eyes dazzled 
who came and did it, this time though in the absence of the 
one who had objected to my being tied earlier on. 

All these took place in the senior one compartment 
where I was. In the compartment of senior four which 
was just opposite where we were, a similar activity was 
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ongoing. We were then led through the corridor to senior 
three compartment and finally outside the dormitory 
through the main door. 

At that time there were people who would come over 
and spend the night on the verandah of the classrooms 
and laboratory, sort of night commuters who would come 
in hundreds. As we walked pass the Church we could see 
some of these night commuters laying still on the verandah 
of the laboratory. These were women. I suspect that the 
men had vanished at the initial stage as the gunshots roared.

We headed northwards, passing near the administration 
block that the seminarians had nicknamed the “Vatican” 
through the final gate down to the football field. Here we 
had a brief stop as they organized the items they had looted 
and distributed them onto our heads to carry. It was at this 
point that I noticed that about seventeen young girls had 
also been abducted from among the night commuters. 

One of the girls dared to complain loudly that she 
was not well health-wise and requested to be released. On 
hearing this, one of the rebels in dreadlocks, holding a sub-
machine gun, demanded to know who was complaining 
and the young girl presented herself. On the contrary she 
received a thunderous slap on her face. As if that was not 
enough to shut her up, a couple of more thunderous slaps 
followed and they were concluded with death threats 
directed at her. 

After a short while we followed a path that led 
through some settlements nearby the football field from 
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the northern side. We kept moving as they guarded us from 
both sides as well as from behind and in front. We had to 
follow their lead. 

We had another stop over, this time a bit far away and 
we took something like thirty minutes as the rebels killed 
two goats that were making noise. One goat was placed 
on the shoulders of a man whom they abducted from the 
settlements that neighbored the seminary football field. The 
other goat was placed on the shoulders of one of us. 

The long journey then resumed. That was when I came 
to my realisation that indeed the unthinkable had happened. 
Just like that, we had been abducted. Not by anyone, but 
by the ruthless LRA. What was to follow? Only time could 
tell. I braced myself for the long journey to the unknown.
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AS DAWN WAS approaching we had already entered the 
bushes. Personally, I was already lost, unaware of where 
we were. At some point in our journey one of the rebels 
who was leading us the abductees somehow lost track of 
his colleagues who were ahead. On realizing the mess, the 
ones who were guarding us from the sides and behind came 
and tried to rescue the situation but all in vain. So we all 
stood there as an argument ensued among them. 

Just when tracing the break-away set was seemingly 
becoming a futile attempt, one of them took a horn (bila) and 
begun to blow it as a way of communicating to the group we 
had lost track of. It perfectly worked as the group ahead also 
replied on their own piece of the same instrument. From the 
way it sounded, it appeared they had gone quite far and our 

COSMAS & AKENA 
SURVIVE DEATH

2
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group had somehow diverged from them. We maintained 
our position and they came back to pick us.

When they arrived I sensed real danger. The highest ranking 
among the rebels named Lapwony Michael came hauling insults 
at fellow rebels who had lost track. Lapwony Michael argued 
that they were not serious. I heard one of them say, “You are 
going to see fire.” That utterance scared me the more.

Lapwony means Teacher; it is used in addressing someone 
with respect. Lapwony Michael, still boiling with anger, got 
hold of a dry curved stem (laduk) and ordered all the rebels 
that had made us get lost get down, a thing which they 
obediently did after first putting their guns down. This was 
the first time I had a glimpse of how disciplined and loyal 
these boys were before their superiors. Without wasting 
time, Lapwony Michael began moving around hitting each 
of them thrice on the back while lamenting on their laxity.

The journey then resumed but this time on a different 
note. The boys started to handle us roughly, most plausibly 
as a way of venting the anger about what had been done 
to them. We just kept moving, not sure of what more was 
in store for us.

Day light broke while we were still moving and this 
time I had a goat on my shoulders. We were taking turns 
to share the load especially a few of us who did not have 
other luggage like the looted stuffs from our dormitory and 
the settlements around the school.

We crossed a fairly wide river, climbed hills, descended 
valleys as the long tiring journey continued. At one point 
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we even came across two women weeding in a garden. 
These women were not only lucky but God was on their 
side. Lapwony Michael and Lapwony Obura only greeted 
them as we carried on. As the women answered, one could 
easily sense lifelessness in them.

At around 1:00 O’clock we stopped briefly to have some 
rest under some mango trees. As we sat down, our guards 
went to collect ripe mangoes for us to eat. Before I could 
take a bite I saw one of us, a seminarian named Cosmas being 
escorted by a rebel almost his size and age, but what caught 
not only my attention but everyone else’s was the way this 
young rebel was beating him up, ranging from slaps, kicks, 
blows as well as hitting him with a sizeable stick.

On reaching where we were seated and resting, the 
rebels (some seated on tree branches) inquired what the 
matter was from their colleague who then claimed that the 
young tiny seminarian was trying to escape. They all then 
turned to Cosmas, giving him a look which demanded for 
an explanation. All eyes were on him.

Before our brother could finish a sentence which was 
in contrast to the young rebel’s claim, he received another 
blow from him. With his explanation disrupted by that 
strike, he apparently went numb. The young rebel then 
cocked his A.K-47 rifle and began pushing our colleague to 
a place aside with the intention of finishing him off as was 
evidenced by the things he was saying like, “Konyi dong pe, 
ibidoko lyel” literally meaning “You are now useless. You 
are going to become a dead body.”
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Inside, I quaked, knowing that we have already lost a 
brother. Actually from the scene, I internally said a prayer for 
the peaceful repose of his soul. Before the demise could be 
actualized, another rebel leaning against a tree (the very one 
that previously gave countless thunderous slaps to a girl who 
had requested to be released claiming to be sick) told the 
more-than-eager-to-kill young rebel to bring Cosmas to him 
so that he can stab him to death. He actually said “Kele kany 
wek abak abaka” while drawing a sharp knife from around 
his waist. They obliged and walked towards him.

Standing still, Cosmas was again asked whether he was 
trying to escape and he answered in the negative. While 
still attempting to explain what really happened that most 
probably aroused the young rebel’s suspicion, he received 
yet another strike and this time his head was enclosed in 
between the palms of the one who was to stab him.

Not satisfied with what was going on, the young rebel 
just pulled Cosmas towards where he had hoped to go and 
finish him, but before they could move any farther Lapwony 
Obura who was watching from a distance raised his voice 
and asked, “Onongo dong giwaci ineki?” literally meaning 
“Have you already been told to kill him?” These words gave 
me a feeling that someone had to approve that action and 
this happened to be none other than Lapwony Michael.

Lapwony Michael came and in a less serious manner 
asked while continuing to enjoy his mango what had 
happened. Upon hearing from the accuser what transpired, 
he just ordered all of us to get up and continue with the 
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journey. But this time he ordered the young seminarian 
who narrowly escaped death to walk with him.

As we approached a certain road, we had a brief stop as 
some of the armed rebels went ahead to ensure safety. We 
were then ordered to across the road as quickly as possible. 
All along, we had been moving through the bushes and 
lonely footpaths.

After crossing over, I saw two men with bicycles who 
were being forced to hand over their wallet contents to the 
rebels. The men who were putting on yellow jerseys with 
the picture of Brazilian footballer Ronaldo on the front and 
back. They were left to go.

While we were moving hurriedly so as to get far 
away from the road and disappear back into the bushes, 
a helicopter gunship came from behind us. We were 
instructed to hide under the trees and grass to camouflage 
(they pronounced it as kamaplaz).

After approximately ten minutes, when the helicopter 
gunship had gone far ahead, we resumed the journey. 
This time something very bad happened. Another fellow 
seminarian called Akena James Otto who hailed from 
Padibe Catholic Parish had successfully untied himself while 
we were on our stomachs in kamaplaz.

In fact the group had gone about ten to fifteen metres 
past him, but he was just unlucky as the one rebel who had 
remained behind figured him out as he was trying to crawl 
away. This rebel, whom I later came to know as, Lapwony 
Opiyo, stopped us with a loud shout. He brought Akena at 
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gunpoint and ordered him to get down. Looking at us with 
his red eyes, Lapwony Opiyo commanded us to stampede 
our colleague to death.

Personally, I just turned away as some of us got busy 
under the watchful eye of Lapwony Opiyo. Not satisfied 
with what was going on, Lapwony Opiyo told us to 
continue moving as he stabbed Akena thrice on the back 
with a bayonet, injuring him severely. Though in deep pain, 
Akena was ordered to follow us and he helplessly obliged 
since it was better than dying.

For the second time before we could get to our 
destination, the helicopter gunship resurfaced. In the 
shortest possible time we were back in kamaplaz. The 
helicopter kept moving in a circular motion above us as we 
lay in c (camouflage), totally motionless.
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AFTER THE HELICOPTER had left, the long scary journey 
resumed. This time we moved a short distance compared 
to how far we had come. Then I began to see new figures 
(LRA rebels). Apparently, we were already in the territory 
controlled by the rebels.

As we got closer, their number became bigger and 
bigger. We moved through them and finally we were 
gathered and told to sit down under a tree. As I roved 
my eyes around, I noticed that some were young girls who 
were already armed and in uniform. 

Some of the rebels were having conversations amongst 
themselves and laughing loudly. Some were seated, while 
others were moving around. A lot of activities were going 
on including cooking.

BEING WELCOMED 
AND GIVEN KOIS

3
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It was getting dark and we didn’t know what to expect. 
We were brought to the presence of the one who was the 
over all in charge – Lapwony Onen Kamdul. We all stood 
before him quaking. He was seated with Lapwony Michael 
and Lapwony Obura. Lapwony Michael and Obura were 
busy looking at the photographs they had found in some 
albums they got from the looted stuff. The girls who were 
abducted with us were all seated next to Lapwony Michael 
who seemed to be a little nice to them as he was also letting 
them have a glimpse of the photographs.

Kamdul welcomed us, “Wapwoyo oo awobe,” meaning 
“Boys, thank you for coming.” We gave no response. The 
welcome was then followed by a serious death threat. “I 
heard that some of you tried to fight my soldiers. Should I 
pick any three of you to be hacked to death right before us 
here now?” There was dead silence among us.

The young rebel who on our way had wanted to 
kill Cosmas requested Kamdul to grant him the task of 
destroying the three that would be picked. Kamdul, in 
response, affirmed to us that the young boy was very 
good at doing what he requested for. By this time, our 
hearts were pumping like drums due to the internal terror 
we were feeling.

Suddenly, that talk stopped without any actualization. 
For the third time, the helicopter gunship re-appeared. 
Before it could come right above us, most of us were 
already in kamaplaz while the rest tried to put off fire that 
was being used for cooking to avoid visibility.
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The gunship passed ahead and before it came back, 
Kamdul was giving command for a certain type of gun they 
called Twel to be assembled quickly. The gunship came and 
went back without detecting us. The atmosphere was calm 
again and we re-assembled before Kamdul.

It was time for us to be distributed to the various 
commanders to take charge of us. The system was: Kamdul 
would call a commander and then instruct him to choose 
say three or two of us of his choice. The cycle would 
continue until all were distributed under the leadership of 
the various commanders.

Shortly before the distribution exercise, we were 
asked if any of us had any problem worth bringing to their 
attention. One of us stated that he frequently suffered from 
malaria. I also explained that I was actually sick and on 
medication at the time of abduction. The rest said that they 
were okay, including James who had been stabbed in the 
back thrice while on our way. To us who aired out our 
medical problems no response was made.

They then asked for our names and where we came 
from. I was chosen with another colleague named Patrick 
Oyet who was by then a senior four student and from Holy 
Rosary Parish to be under the command of Lapwony Olaker. 
The order was that once chosen you had to immediately 
follow your new commander to his koi (gang). This term 
was used in reference to the position of that particular 
commander and the fighters (armed rebels) and recruits 
under him wherever the movement camped.
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I do not know whether it was out of exhaustion, but 
Patrick collapsed as we followed our new commander to 
his koi. One of the rebels made this remark “Dong ocake 
ma pud apuda kuman?” meaning “So it has begun as early 
as this?” We began to fan him using our shirts and luckily he 
gained consciousness and we moved on.

Patrick and I were welcomed by a rebel named Ojok 
who was nursing a gun-shot wound on his thigh. He was 
second in command to Lapwony Olaker in this particular 
koi. It was him to orient us into the new life.



20 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

I LATER CAME to know that this battalion under Onen that 
had received all the abductees was referred to as the Control 
Altar. The rebels often referred to those who belonged to 
this group as “Lu control.” Somehow they had a very big 
say in the matters of the LRA. 

It was in this Control Altar that we were distributed to 
various kois. In our koi, the wounded rebel, Ojok, started 
to initiate us into the new life we had been forced into. He 
took us aside and began explaining that he was going to 
pray for us and anoint us with moo yaa (shear nut oil). 

Indeed Ojok had the moo yaa in a small container 
with a thread worn around his neck. It was a common sight 
of the Lupwonye having moo yaa in small plastic or glass 
containers with threads worn around their necks.

WEIRD INITIATION 
INTO THE LRA

4
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Patrick was up first for the anointing as I stood and 
watched closely what was to happen to me as well. My 
turn came and just like it was with Patrick, the anointer 
prayed in silence with eyes closed while holding the moo 
yaa container in his hand.

I was then ordered to take off my shirt, after which he 
made the sign of the cross with his right hand thumb which 
had been dipped in the moo yaa on my back and chest. 

He then told me that what I had just gone through 
had qualified me as one of them and that should I risk 
trying to escape, the moo yaa would lead them to catch 
me or it would make me lose my way and instead return 
to them unknowingly.

We then got seated around a fireplace which had 
been made by Lapwony Olaker’s escorts. Through our 
interaction, the wounded rebel was the one I first perceived 
as friendly and kind. He began to tell Patrick and I that we 
should not feel afraid but try to cope with their way of life.

As we continued to chat, he went ahead to confess 
that he too had been abducted some time back. He added 
that it was through abduction that the LRA (which they 
preferably referred to as ‘Holy’) recruited its soldiers unlike 
the government which he said has enough money to make 
announcements and people willingly subscribe.

While speaking to us, he was taking porridge of which 
he gave us to taste. To be honest, what I tasted was just 
something similar to porridge. It had a lot of sand in it 
and that was our supper for that first day (apart from the 
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mangoes which had been eaten earlier on our way to this 
particular destination).

Time to sleep came and we were tied with a rope 
around our waists. We were then taken to sleep under a 
tent with one of the rebels to keep an eye on us. 
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THE NEXT MORNING We got up at around 6:00 am. We 
were untied, the tents were quickly folded and we washed 
our faces with barely a handful of water from a small three 
litre jerrycan. We stood as we waited for the whistling 
which by this time we had already been told was a signal 
that we had to move.

Shortly, we were on the move again. No one cared 
that we were tired. We moved in a long line that seemed 
endless. The arrangement was that at the front and the 
end of this long line were heavily armed fighters while in 
between were other fighters with recruits and abductees, all 
in their respective kois. 

There was another type of movement which I hated so 
much known as kaka in which we would spread ourselves 

PARTING WAYS 
WITH OCENG
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and move side by side in the same direction without any 
one following another. This was meant to kill tracks and 
confuse any pursuer.

We crossed a river with a lot of rocks to step on, 
but still the water level was up to around the waist. We 
just had to keep going because we had no option; the 
alternative was death.

We had a brief stop as Kamdul made a radio 
communication. The man in charge of the radio was 
Lapwony Oryem, who was referred to as ‘signola.’ He 
had red eyes and very often carried a medium-sized solar 
panel to aid him in his work.

As we stood and waited for the journey to resume, I 
looked behind and in front to have a glimpse of a few of 
my fellow Seminarians who were already positioned with 
members of their respective kois. One of us by the name 
Agrippa had been taken as an aid to Lapwony Michael. He 
had been given a jacket and was seated on the shoulders of 
a muscular man.

Before the journey could resume, another painful thing 
happened. We were split into two groups – one under the 
command of Lapwony Onen Kamdul and the other under 
Lapwony Michael. I was placed in Kamdul’s group and 
painfully parted ways with some of my fellow Seminarians 
who were put in Michael’s group.

I waved good-byes most particularly to a parish-mate 
and a very good friend – Oceng John Baptist – with whom 
we used to play football a lot both at school and at home. 
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We were a deadly duo of strikers in the Seminary football 
team and at home we would play during the holidays. 

As we turned and looked at each other, he was the first 
to shout, “Jal Rubanga okonyi omera, wot maber” literally 
meaning “God help you my brother. Walk well.” In reply 
I shouted, “Rubanga ogwowki bene, ceng mo wang ma 
warwate doki” meaning “God help you too so that one 
day we will meet again.” 

Since that day I have never set my eyes on him. As 
I write this, my prayer is that the ever merciful God will 
protect and guide him back home safely.
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THE LONG TIRING journey continued. We carried on until 
the point where we took a break to cook something for 
lunch. It was at this particular stopover that I witnessed the 
very first murder. 

A boy, probably 15 years of age, attempted to escape 
but unfortunately he was caught. Lapwony Oryem and 
other armed rebels ran fast to the scene. Without wasting 
time, they begun raining blows at him from all angles and 
battering him with the butt stock of their AK-47 rifles.

While already on the ground, the poor boy screamed at 
the top of his voice, pleading, “Lapwony tima kica! Weka do! 
Dong pe abitemo lwii doki,” meaning “Please Teacher, forgive 
me! Spare me, I will never attempt to escape again.” That did 
not stop his tormentors from continuing to beat him.

W I T N E S S I N G  T H E 
F I R S T  M U R D E R
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Suddenly he became silent, an indication that he was 
actually dead, but those of us who were nearby could still 
hear the loud sound of beatings that were being inflicted on 
his already lifeless body.

As the killers were returning from accomplishing what 
to them was a routine that had to be performed to anyone 
who attempted to escape, I quickly moved away to the koi 
of Lapwony Olaker. 

As I sat under a tree, shuddering at what I witnessed, I 
was ordered to move to another position where three fellow 
Seminarians were. These were Lakony David from Lacor Parish 
(Pagak Chapel), Opwonya Simon Peter and Odokonyero 
Emmanuel both from Christ The King Parish, Kitgum.

We sat down – just the three of us – and began to have 
a conversation. I was extremely tired because of the long 
walk and I opted to lie down on my back instead. I then 
joined in the conversation.

I asked Lakony David in particular whether he would 
rejoin the Seminary if he had the chance of getting away 
and safely reaching home. In his response, David did not 
completely rule out rejoining the Seminary if that golden 
chance ever came his way. But he said the possibility would 
be very slim.

We were still chatting when Lapwony Oryem (signola) 
came and joined us. He sat down, profusely sweating as a 
result of the energy he had just used in actively contributing 
to the demise of the first victim of their extreme brutality 
that I partly witnessed. 
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Wiping himself with a piece of cloth to get rid of 
the sweat on his face, Oryem forced a smile on his face 
and asked how we were doing. Though I was extremely 
exhausted and my foot paining, I just said that I was fine, 
just like all my colleagues.

There was a brief silence as he kept on struggling with 
the sweat. He then broke the silence. “Stephen, I hope you 
guys heard someone screaming. Actually, we have just killed 
him because he tried to escape.” He said while smiling and 
strongly warned us against ever thinking about escaping. He 
even added that it should have been us (the Seminarians) to 
kill that boy. He promised that if another person was caught 
planning an escape or attempting to escape, it would be us 
to put him/her to death.

We all kept quiet. Oryem walked away and we were 
joined by Lapwony Padibe. He was a bit short and dark-
skinned. He had some dreads which I later discovered was 
done using saps from a tree known as pobo.

Padibe greeted us and began chatting with us. I just 
did not want to talk much but rather get some rest. But still 
Lapwony would interrupt my rest by asking me questions 
such as my home area, the class I was in and so on. To all 
his questions I responded truthfully.

However, one thing that I did not like was the fact 
that Padibe said he was going to give me an army uniform, 
a trouser to be exact. Without hesitation, I immediately 
objected, insisting that I was fine with my pair of shorts. My 
reason for rejecting the offer was that should there be an 
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attack by the Uganda People’s Forces (UPDF), I would just 
be looking like the rebels and probably be a prime target. 
I also feared that if I got a chance to get away, I could 
possibly come across the UPDF and the chances of being 
attacked would be high. 

Of course the military attire that was being offered 
would have been more advantageous in terms of protecting 
my shin from the thorns, but because of those hypotheses in 
mind, I rejected the offer and preferred to stay in my pair of 
shorts. Padibe laughed at me almost endlessly, a thing that 
got me questioning whether he was really upright mentally.

That day, we had lunch in the form of cassava and 
peas and after a brief rest the whistling began, an indication 
that we had to get going. We moved the whole afternoon 
and evening until it was dark when we crossed a main road 
which I did not even know.

After moving far away from that road, positions were 
distributed. As Patrick and I were moving to Lapwony 
Olaker’s position under the leadership of one of his escorts, 
we were invited by another Lapwony whose name I cannot 
recall anymore but got to know later on from Lapwony 
Olaker that he was a former student of Sir Samuel Baker 
Senior Secondary School. He was high ranking and had 
many heavily armed fighters under his command.

We were then directed to where there was an assembly 
comprised of two groups. The first group comprised of 
armed rebels and the other was recruits and abductees who 
had already been in the system for quite some time as well 
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as new abductees like Patrick and I. We were fixed where 
we belonged – the second group.

This new Lapwony (a former student of Sir Samuel 
Baker School) stood in front while facing both groups. 
Looking very furious, he called two people by name from 
among the armed group and ordered them to go and get 
as many sticks as they can in the shortest time possible. He 
then turned to us the so called recruits and ordered us to sit 
down a thing we did very quickly.

He begun to complain very bitterly about certain things 
he was not satisfied with. I did not understand what he was 
saying because he was directly facing and concentrating on 
the armed group, an indication that it was them he was not 
happy with. He then called forward some individuals who 
might have been the major culprits that got him exasperated.

Meanwhile, the team he had sent for sticks had 
returned and piled their harvest in between Lapwony and 
the two groups. The culprits, four in number, were ordered 
to take off their shirts and get down on their stomachs. Four 
other rebels from among the armed group were chosen by 
Lapwony himself to properly beat sense into the heads of 
these culprits. The instruction was that they should be caned 
on any part of their bodies and each should receive at least 
a hundred strokes of the cane.

Action kicked off as we watched. The culprits cried 
for mercy while apologising to Lapwony, but instead he 
threatened to attack those caning them saying they were 
under performing. We all watched as the beatings intensified 
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incessantly. When the victims had received about half the 
number of strokes Lapwony had prescribed, he ordered 
the beating to stop and thereafter warned all of us very 
strongly against being bad listeners. We then moved to our 
respective kois for the night.
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THE NEXT DAY, after moving for several hours, we stopped 
to cook and eat. As it was the norm, positions were assigned. 
On reaching our position, instead of sitting down, I just lay 
down because of exhaustion. 

This time round I was seriously warned by Lapwony 
Padibe to avoid making lying down a habit every time 
positions were distributed. He further encouraged me to 
be strong so as to survive, promising that maybe one day I 
could become a prominent commander in the LRA ranks.

A very important point I would like to stress is that 
every time we were on the move I would be praying, 
particularly the Rosary. In the Rosary prayer, a decade is 
comprised of ten (10) Hail Marys, but I would a times say 
twenty instead of ten.

THE LONG, TIRING 
JOURNEY RESUMES
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As I prayed, I would count my fingers instead of 
the Rosary beads because even for some of us who had 
managed go with our Rosaries they were taken away and 
worn by the rebels. I do not know why they wore them, 
but it can’t be for prayer purposes as I never witnessed any 
of them pray the Rosary.

During those moments of captivity, I was left with 
literally nothing except prayers. Total dependence on human 
power alone proved a fiasco. On many occasions upon 
reaching stop-overs, I would repeat the prayer, “Thank you 
Jesus! I praise you Jesus” and “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of 
God, have mercy on us sinners.” 

These were the prayers that I had learnt from a 
Comboni Missionary Priest call Fr. Joseph Larem who had 
come to facilitate a three-days retreat in preparation for 
the celebration of the feast of the Sacred heart of Jesus way 
back in the year 2001 when I was just in senior one. 

After another long walk, we came to a place where 
positions were assigned in view of spending the night there. 
This time, three seminarians – Lakony David from Lacor 
Parish, Simon Peter Opwonya and Emmanuel Odokonyero 
both from Christ the King Kitgum Town Parish – and I were 
together in Lapwony Oryem Signola’s koi.

The soldiers in Oryem’s Koi, upon reaching the 
designated area, began looking for firewood to cook a meal 
for supper. My colleagues and I were ordered to sit around 
a fire (wang oo) which had been prepared for Lapwony 
Oryem to warm himself. 
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It was already dark and other soldiers were already busy 
preparing where to sleep using hoes and pangas. Lapwony 
Oryem joined us at the fireplace and began talking to us in 
a very friendly way, telling us about his family before he was 
abducted, how his parents were rich business people as well as 
how he suffered during the first few days of his captivity but 
later rose to the position in which he was. Generally, he was 
encouraging us to persevere and not give up but above all to 
forget about going back home but rather stick with them and 
fight together to the very end (overthrowing the government).

We all listened attentively to his narration, a thing 
which appeared to please him very much. He then asked if 
there was anything that we wanted to inquire, request or get 
more information about. We all kept quiet, except Simon 
Peter who dared in a crying tone requesting if he could be 
allowed to see his mother. That request completely spoilt 
Oryem’s jovial mood and before responding to Simon he 
shouted out the request to other soldiers who were a few 
meters away roasting cassava.

The young soldiers seemed mad on hearing what was 
being requested for by one of us. One of them said, “Lapwony, 
miiniwa twero wek wanek-ko” meaning “Teacher, give us 
permission to kill him.” He did not respond to that request 
but turned and seriously warned our colleague never to say 
such a stupid thing again. There was silence and by the look 
of things the peaceful atmosphere was no more.

After a short while, it was time to sleep, and as was the 
practice, we had to be tied with ropes round our waists. But 
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this time round Oryem asked whether we would not try to 
escape if we were left untied. Odokonyero Emmanuel said 
we would never try doing such a thing. But Oryem was not 
satisfied. Hence, he went ahead and ordered us to be tied with 
one end of the rope in his hands as we lay down to sleep.

Our ‘beds’ were in form of grass that had been stepped 
on (lum ma kinyono). Though the ropes tying us were tied 
on him, Oryem slept at a distance of about four meters on 
a heaped soil with some polythene bag on top. His last 
words before retiring were, “Should any of you shake or 
turn and I feel the rope in my hand moving, I will get up 
and just spray you boys with bullets.” We slept and none of 
us went against the clearly stated rule.
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IN THE MORNING, at around 6:30am, the whistling began 
and we took off. At about 1:00pm new positions were given 
and the various kois began to prepare something to eat. 
After eating, we sat down under a tree and were chatting as 
we waited for the whistling. But one rebel whom I came to 
know as Lapwony Opiyo came, pointed at me and ordered 
me to get up and follow him. He was donning a Malboro 
hat, had red eyes and was dark skinned.

I innocently followed his lead, not knowing where we 
were heading. We went past several kois and among those 
we came across was that of Onen Kamdul. We found him, 
Lapwony Obura and other rebels still seated but looked 
already set to move. The girls residing with Kamdul, possibly 
some of them his wives, were already lined up carrying 
bags, basins, jerrycans, saucepans and other items.

INTERROGATING ME 
ABOUT THE GIRL
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Lapwony Obura stopped us and asked whether I was 
the one called Kilama Stephen Raphael. My response was in 
the affirmative. He then laughed a little and proceeded to 
ask if I knew a certain girl (he mentioned her name). I was 
so surprised. I almost went numb because I knew that girl. I 
didn’t know where that question was leading.

Lapwony repeated his question and still I did not 
respond. He insisted, this time rising up and pacing towards 
me. Out of fear, I said I did not know her. He laughed again 
and told me to get serious before repeating the same question 
and further mentioning the school where that girl was.

As I stood there, still, fidgeting about what to say in 
response to the question posted by Obura, Onen Kamdul 
chipped in and saved me by saying that Lapwony Opiyo 
and I should carry on so that we can catch up with the group 
ahead and not mind about Lapwony Obura’s interference.

I later understood Lapwony Obura’s questions months 
after I had fled from captivity and had already resumed 
schooling. I got the answer from a colleague called David 
Lakony who just like me had been in captivity but escaped 
before myself. The topic came up during one of those 
moments when we were gathered as returnees in a non-
formal setting to share our experiences. Such gatherings 
were a common practice as they greatly helped us regain our 
esteem and freely talk about the things we went through.

It was during one of those meetings that I narrated 
what transpired between me and Lapwony Obura and how 
I got so surprised and kept wondering how such details 



38 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

could of all places land in the hands of Lapwony Obura. 
But one thing I noticed was that as I went about with my 
narration, David was just smiling at me.

Before I could affirm to everyone present that Lapwony 
Obura’s claims were just perfect, David just begun to ease my 
confusion and surprise by saying he has every detail of how 
that plot came about and that he was somehow involved. 
According to David’s side of the story, the hint had come 
from my photo album that was among the things that had 
been looted at the seminary the night we were abducted.

As Lapwony Obura and company were perusing 
through the photographs, one of the rebels had landed on 
a love letter written to me by the girl in question, way back 
in senior two, expressing what she felt for me and all that. 
The letter was then read by one of the rebels who was a 
former Student of Sir Samuel Baker School in the presence 
of David, Lapwony Obura and others.

After the reader was through, Lapwony Obura inquired 
whether the one to whom the letter was written was among 
the abductees. David’s response was in the affirmative. Obura 
then took the letter. That is how the whole issue came about.

I thank God that from that moment when Kamdul 
saved me from the interrogation that was causing me to 
sweat, the issue of that girl never resurfaced again. In fact, 
from that day till I left captivity, Lapwony Obura and I 
never encountered each other again.
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LAPWONY OPIYO AND I hurriedly continued with our 
journey to a destination unknown to me. Opiyo kept some 
distance behind me – about three meters – and he firmly held 
on to his AK-47 rifle (Lugoc) pointing it towards me most of 
the time. We moved – just the two of us – for about three to 
four kilometers before we began meeting clusters of rebels. 

We finally caught up with the group we were chasing 
after and the journey continued. At some point Lapwony 
Opiyo fixed me among some guys whom he instructed to 
keep their eyes on me. One of them was called Ocan. He 
was from Padibe, as I later came to learn. 

As evening was dawning, we came across a cassava 
garden and in a very short time the uprooting began. 
Ocan ordered me to step aside as he did the uprooting 

PARTICIPATING IN 
THE RV GATHERING
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and loading of the cassava root tubers in an old sack. He 
ordered me to carry half a sack of the cassava, a daunting 
task that I dreaded. 

While I stood still, wondering how to carry the load 
assigned to me, Ocan broke a small tree branch and begun 
to strike my back endlessly. I fell to the ground while trying 
to flee from him. He struck my head three times and then 
paused to ask me to get up quickly and carry the load.

Just when I was attempting to carry the load, Lapwony 
Opiyo came and stopped me. He then turned to Ocan and 
gave him a thunderous slap and ordered him to instead 
carry the load. It was as if Lapwony had all along been 
watching what was happening before he intervened. He 
warned Ocan not to do with me whatever he pleased.

We crossed a fairly wide fast flowing river. Upon 
reaching the other side, as expected, positions were assigned. 
It was already dark, so we boiled some cassava and had it 
for supper before retiring. This time, I was not tied around 
the waist as had been the case in Kamdul’s koi. In fact I 
slept next to Ocan who had been cautioned and told to 
disappear if I ever happen to be missing the next morning.

Morning came and at around 7:00am, the whistling 
was followed by the exodus. We walked until about 
2:00pm when new positions were given. This time our koi 
was getting bigger with some new faces joining in. They 
appeared young, some even younger than myself but they 
had already been with the LRA for some good months as I 
later got to know.
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We kept moving and stopping quite often as some 
radio communications were being made. Finally, we crossed 
a narrow stream and on the other side I could not believe 
what I was seeing. It was like the LRA in its entirety. This 
was their biggest gathering in one place that I ever saw. I 
was told that it was an occasional gathering known as RV 
where several of their battalions met for some days.

On reaching the central point of command of the RV, 
we were shown our position and we headed straight there, 
passing by other kois. Tired as usual, I sat and leaned against 
a tree, watching the different activities that were taking 
place among which was a bevy of girls in their early teens 
armed with jerrycans and saucepans heading for water to a 
nearby stream.

My attention was however mostly on the rebel fighters 
in a neighboring position who were sharing their ordeals 
in battles. They were a group of about six. The most 
dominating in the conversation was nursing a gun-shot 
wound on his right thigh, which according to his narration 
had been sustained in a previous battle with the UPDF. The 
youthful rebel donning cornrows narrated his story while 
eating a mango in a manner that was not pleasing to the 
eye for any civilized person.

Little did I know that one among them by the name 
Oruk noticed my discomfort from my facial expression as 
my eyes zoomed the mango eater and chief narrator. Oruk 
wasted no time in reporting to the chap. “Nen kong kit 
ma latin kwan-ni tye ka caani kwede ki camo muyembe ni 
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ni,” he said, which in my opinion was an indirect way of 
correcting his colleague though in a manner that was rather 
disastrous to me.

As the fellow turned to look at me, I turned my 
face away, but still my ears could not escape his threat of 
punishing me thoroughly with a small axe (Lulai) if I ever 
dared give him that kind of stare again.

Our group became larger as other members joined us – 
both recruits and fully fledged LRA fighters. We had cassava 
and beans for supper before retiring. Again, I was not tied 
on the waist as had been the case before. But I was made to 
sleep in the middle of the recruits and they were warned to 
keep an eye on me. By the look of things they appeared to 
have been with the LRA for quite some time.
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EARLY MORNING WE got up and quickly, washed our faces 
and rushed for a short assembly in which a roll-call was 
made to confirm that everyone was present. I then resumed 
my previous position, leaning against a tree. This time I was 
not feeling too exhausted; the only major problem was the 
unbearable pain I was feeling in my feet because of walking 
for very long distances.

I tried to get up and make a few steps but the pain 
was so piercing that I just resumed my cherished position. 
What consoled me was the fact that I had been told we 
were going to spend about three days in the same place. 
I was confident that by the time the journey resumed my 
condition would have greatly improved.

My biggest disappointment came when Lapwony Okot 
(the overall leader of our koi) was passing by and asked me 
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if I could walk to which I responded in the negative. He 
then said to me “Dong itoo,” meaning “You are already 
dead!” As it turned out, we were to get out of that place 
in a short while; the only awaited thing was the whistling.

I could not believe my ears when in reality the whistling 
began to spread from the central point of command of 
the RV to the other positions, ours inclusive. In a fighting 
spirit, I got up and convinced myself that I was capable of 
walking. The members of our group formed a single line 
and movement begun. I started to see the once big group 
which had converged for the RV take different directions 
according to their respective battalions.

Hardly had we moved a hundred meters from our 
spot at the R.V when Lapwony Opiyo came from behind 
and asked me to step out of the line. He dropped a pair 
of black shoes and asked me to try them out. Luckily, the 
shoes perfectly fitted. He assured me that they were mine 
from that time on; he only asked me to take good care of 
them. I could not thank him enough for such a huge favor. I 
joined the line and this time the movement which was very 
difficult felt better and a little easier.

We eventually reached a point and a command was 
passed that we fall out of the line. We were then instructed 
to spread ourselves side by side and move (of course in the 
same direction). This system of moving as earlier hinted on 
was what they referred to as kaka. It was aimed at leaving a 
trail that was not easily traceable as opposed to movement 
in a line which left a visible track.
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Some rebels carried sticks and kept hitting those that 
were not moving with the required care and were leaving 
behind visible tracks. At some point, I had some soft voice 
calling me from my left hand side not by name but simply 
“Awobi,” meaning “Boy.” I turned and looked in that 
direction only to see a brown girl in her teens. She was 
carrying a quarter a sack of grain. 

As we continued with kaka she asked, among many 
things, my name, where I was abducted, which class I was in 
and how long I had been with the LRA. To all her questions I 
gave very honest answers. She then revealed that she too was 
a student at St. Catherine in Lira before she was abducted. 

Just when I was about to inquire her name and how 
long she had been in captivity, Lapwony Opiyo surfaced 
and interrupted our conversation with these words directed 
particularly to me: “Jal, ikelo cuna ni ma igang civilian ni 
wa kany weyo?” That ended our interaction and we all 
concentrated on the walking.

We reached a place with water and new positions were 
apportioned. As food was being prepared by some selected 
recruits in our koi, I went and sat alone under a tree and 
removed my pair of shoes. I then checked my feet which 
had some small painful swellings like blisters, the biggest of 
which was on my left heel. 

Suddenly, I heard footsteps towards me from my right 
hand side. Turning in that direction, I saw a fully armed 
young rebel already standing not very many meters away 
from me. I smiled at him and he smiled back. He then got 
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concerned and asked to see what I was doing with my foot. I 
simply turned and showed him the swelling on my left heel. 
Looking at it he offered to help me to which I obliged. Using 
a safety pin and a razorblade, he cut open that swelling from 
which a mixture of puss and blood begun to ooze.

As the bleeding was beginning to stop, the young rebel 
asked for my name. I told him my name and all the other 
details that he wanted to know about me. He revealed to 
me that his name was Okongo. We got friendly and he told 
me that at the time he was abducted he was only in Primary 
Six and that he had already spent two years with the LRA. 
He added that he was ready to stay with them forever.

At the end of our interaction, he said these words to me: 
“Jal larema, pe ilwii itenya, wabed kany. Kony pa dok gang 
peke,” meaning, “My friend, do not escape and leave me.  
Let us stay here; there is nothing useful in going back home.” 
For the sake of peace and returning the favor, I agreed to his 
suggestion but deep down in my heart I knew well and good 
that his opinion was crap. This was not the kind of life I wanted. 
I needed to get back home so that sanity could prevail again.
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LATER THAT EVENING, movement resumed. We shifted 
not so far away to a place where we spent the night. The 
next morning, we did not move as it was always the case. 
Instead, we stayed and got involved in other activities like 
gathering firewood to prepare food, washing gumboots 
and fetching water from a nearby source. 

At around 10:00am, Okongo the young rebel came 
and ordered me to follow him. Without wasting time, and 
not knowing where we were headed, I simply obliged. 
However, what surprised me again was that as we walked 
no one among the fighters in our koi, including Lapwony 
Okot the man at the apex of the koi, bothered to question 
Okongo regarding where he was taking me. It was as if they 
already knew and most probably they did. After our koi, 
we went past several other kois until we reached the center 
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where there was the koi under the man who headed the 
entire battalion.

We found Lapwony Odhiambo talking to some top 
commanders in the group. They were four in number and 
they sat forming an arch. Okongo told me to wait as he went 
and whispered something to Odhiambo. I was then called by 
Okongo and on coming he ordered me to sit down on the 
ground as he went and took position at a visible distance.

Odhiambo and his colleagues were all seated on small 
stools and they appeared relaxed. Some were in slippers and 
only vests or T-shirts, with no guns on sight. One of them, 
Lapwony Ocan, greeted me and welcomed me on behalf of 
all of them. He went ahead and introduced to me Lapwony 
Odhiambo as the head of the entire brigade (battalion).

Lapwony Oruk then asked me to introduce myself, 
a thing I did in a rather shaky tone. Oruk addressed me 
on the importance of being loyal before asking if there 
was anything I wanted to let them know. I frankly stated 
that I was at their disposal and ready to take whichever 
command I would be given. They looked pleased with my 
utterance, but unfortunately, drops of tears from my eyes 
betrayed my statement.

There was a brief moment of silence after which 
Odhiambo ordered Okongo to escort me back to our Koi. 
On reaching our Koi, we found a very serious meeting 
taking place, all recruits were seated under one tree and the 
fighters under another, while Lapwony Okot the head of the 
Koi sat some meters away, facing the two groups. Without 
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being instructed, Lapwony Okongo and I parted ways and 
went to the respective groups where we belonged.

I then noticed that other than Lapwony Okot who was 
not part of the two groups, there was another fellow who 
should have actually been seated with us the recruits, but 
was seated in between Lapwony Okot and the two groups. 
His name was Oryem and it turned out that he had a very 
serious case to answer. Lapwony Aliga then proceeded to 
state that he witnessed Oryem get intimate with one of the 
girls that belonged to the koi of Lapwony Odhiambo to the 
point of romancing themselves at some previous position 
where the battalion had spent the night.

After strongly being cautioned by Lapwony Okot as 
to whether he was not falsely accusing Oryem, Lapwony 
Aliga said there was another eye witness other than himself.  
He was a fighter who belonged to another koi, but at the 
request of Okot he was immediately summoned to our koi.

When questioned by Lapwony Okot, his statement 
seemed not different at all from what Lapwony Aliga had 
stated. He was then released but told not to speak about 
what Aliga had called him to witness to. Before all present, 
Oryem admitted to being sexually attracted to that girl and 
actually convincing her to the point of romancing her on 
that fateful day when the roving eyes of Lapwony Aliga and 
his colleague landed on them.

He then begged for mercy to which Lapwony Okot 
gave no response. Some fighters like Lapwony Opiyo and 
one called Onyabu were quick to rubbish his plea for mercy 
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and openly suggested that he should be killed. A brief 
discussion in chorus ensued among the fighters, Lapwony 
Okot then demanded for order. Okongo was sent to bring 
that particular girl from Lapwony Odhiambo’s koi to our koi. 

In the meantime, Oryem was ordered to take off his 
shirt and lie flat facing the ground, with arms spread apart. 
Bosco, a primary school teacher at the time of his abduction, 
and another recruit were sent to go and get quality canes. 
By the time Okongo and the girl in question arrived, Oryem 
had received a thorough beating from two selected recruits, 
one specialising on his buttocks and the other on his bare 
back on the order of Lapwony Okot. His back was terribly 
bruised. Several other parts of his body were left bleeding.
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Part II

E X P E R I E N C E S 
IN CAPTIVITY 
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ALL THE RECRUITS were assembled before Lapwony Okot, 
the commander of our koi. We were seated on the grass, 
under a fairly tall tree on whose branch Okot sat with his 
legs swinging in the air. We had gathered to settle a case of 
cassava theft which had been recurrent for a while. 

All the recruits had loads of cassava to carry in sacks. 
Whenever we stopped and settled in a place to cook and 
rest, we had to open our sacks and the cassava tubers were 
counted before some were picked to be cooked and the 
remaining balance for each individual would be counted 
again. This was happening because at that time we had very 
little to feed on and the group could not afford any wastage.

Problems always arose if upon reaching a stopover a 
checking was done and it was always realized that someone 
has less cassava tubers in his sack than what was expected. 
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It would be that either a whole tuber was missing or part 
of a cassava tuber was broken and the broken piece would 
still be missing. The recruits who fell victim were accused of 
eating the missing raw pieces in a stealthy manner.

What annoyed Lapwony Okot and the group of armed 
rebels in our koi was that the recruits in whose sacks some 
cassava tubers were confirmed missing always denied eating 
or throwing them away to lessen their load. Nonetheless, 
they always received some strokes of the cane for the 
missing pieces that they could not account for.

Having witnessed such a scenario a few times, I was 
always extra careful not to lose sight of my load of cassava 
whenever we settled at any location. We, the recruits, had 
begun to suspect that maybe some among us were stealing 
from other’s sacks. We had to keep a watchful eye over our 
loads for we knew the consequences.

That fateful day when we were assembled before 
Lapwony Okot was the fortieth day for that skilful thief. 
One of the armed rebels in our koi was returning from a 
neighboring koi when he chanced on Ojara, one of the 
recruits, in our koi chewing a huge piece of cassava while 
squatting in hiding under a bushy shrub, some good meters 
away from our koi.

The armed rebel then came with Ojara, walking right 
in front of him, with the remaining piece of the cassava 
he was caught chewing in his hand. Upon their arrival in 
the presence of Lapwony Okot, we were all summoned to 
gather under that tree. Lapwony Okot then asked Ojara 
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where he had gotten that cassava and he confessed that he 
had stolen it from the sack of Okitte, another recruit in our 
koi who had been abducted from a place called Ngai in the 
Lango sub-region in Northern Uganda.

Lapwony Okot then asked if any of us the recruits knew 
where Ojara was. Watmon said that Ojara had told him 
he was heading for a long call. Upon questioning, Ojara 
admitted to being the one who was always stealing cassava 
from the sacks of his fellow recruits who could be busy 
with other assignments such as cooking, fetching firewood, 
collecting water, washing gumboots of the armed rebels and 
so forth. He then apologized and begged to be forgiven 
while on both his knees. He said it was the unbearable 
hunger which forced him to always steal those cassavas.

The armed rebels who were seated nearby suggested 
that Ojara should be hacked to death by the recruits who 
had sustained beatings because of the pieces of cassava he 
had stolen from their sacks. 

Lapwony Okot who was to make the final ruling on 
the matter asked those of us from whom Ojara had not 
stolen to get up and step aside. We were only three. The 
remaining six were those from whom Ojara had stolen. 
Okot ordered two other young but armed recruits, Oroge 
and Omel-Bokke, respectively to join them but first leaving 
their AK-47 rifles with the armed group of rebels nearby.

None of us seemed to understand what exactly 
Lapwony Okot was up to until he said the eight recruits 
were to fight Ojara to death with their bare hands. Ojara 
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was also permitted to fight back. If he managed to kill all 
the eight recruits up against him, he would be freed from 
the death sentence.

Upon hearing the declaration, the armed rebels (about six 
of them) all shouted and laughed in amazement, with some 
clapping their hands. They all got up quickly and positioned 
themselves well ready to watch live the game of death.

The eight recruits circled Ojara in the middle as the 
other rebels cheered them on. Ojara took off his grey long 
sleeved shirt very fast and tied it around his waist. He then 
clenched his hands, making very firm fists, ready to fight. 
His readiness to fight seemed to scare the eight recruits up 
against him as none of them was willing to make the first 
move to attack him.

They kept moving in a circle while trying to narrow on 
him, but every time he turned and faked a move on any 
one of them, the circle became wider as they pulled back. 
This did not amuse Lapwony Okot who jumped down from 
the tree branch where he was seated and barked, “How can 
one person scare off eight people?”

He then gave the eight recruits a very threatening 
motivation to immediately attack Ojara. He warned, “Ka 
wudeg lweny me neko   Ojara abijukuwu apyelowu piny ka 
aweko Ojara goyo tokwu nekowu weng wuming marac,” 
meaning, “If you do not want to fight Ojara to death, I am 
going to stop you and make you lie down then I will let 
Ojara hit you on the back of your heads with a club and kill 
you all. Very stupid.”
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Upon hearing this, the eight recruits all closed in on their 
target. Ojara struck one of them down with a heavy punch 
on the head while the rest of them descended on him with 
kicks and punches, sending him down on the grass. While 
he was down, they gave him a thorough beating mostly by 
stepping on him, but somehow he still managed to get on 
his feet. They pulled back in a wider circle around him.

Ojara stood while panting, with blood oozing from his 
mouth, nose and some cuts on his swollen face. Lapwony 
Padibe then said to the recruits, “What are you waiting 
for? Keep fighting Ojara until he dies.” After saying this, he 
plucked the branch of a growing plant and began beating 
the recruits on their backs so that they may attack Ojara. 

Oroge who was one of them dived and knocked Ojara 
down from behind. More fiercely than before, they stepped 
on, kicked and punched Ojara, injuring him severely. He 
still got up and punched one of them sending him down 
with a loud scream as the rest pulled back again.

Ojara began shouting, “Binu! Binu! Anekowu weng,” 
meaning, “Come! Come! I will kill you all.” He then raced 
directly towards one of them who in turn took off at a terrific 
speed past the rebels who were cheering them on. Lapwony 
Okot stopped the fight temporarily and marked a demarcation 
within which the fight must continue, giving a strong warning 
that whoever went past that area would be put to death.

Ojara was back in the middle, again encircled by the 
eight recruits, with one of them whom he had hit so hard 
bleeding in the mouth and crying. He kept shouting, “Binu! 
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Binu!” Oroge who was the most courageous among the 
eight began encouraging his colleagues saying, “Let us all 
attack him at once and if we put him down, we should not 
allow him to get up. Let us kill him this time.”

I sympathized with Ojara and shouted, “Ojara pe iyee 
to keni; kadi koni gineki, yele inek olo kadi ngat acel mo 
ikingi,” meaning, “Ojara, do not accept to die alone. Even if 
they may kill you, try to also kill at least one of them.” My 
utterance seemed to have given Ojara a lot of courage.

He did not wait to be attacked. Instead he jumped and 
kicked down one of the recruits who had narrowed on him. 
The rest of them pulled back a bit while Ojara descended on 
the one he had kicked down and rained blows on him. The 
rest again came on Ojara and this time round they almost 
finished him off. Lapwony Okot again halted the fight and 
asked the recruits to step back and allow Ojara to get on his 
feet if he could.

Ojara had been so weakened by their beating that he 
could hardly get up. He fell back down twice while trying 
to get on his feet. I shouted again, “Ojara, aa malo ilweny! 
Gibineki ada!” meaning, “Ojara get up and fight. They will 
really kill you.” He got up, clenched his hands ready to 
fight, but he was visibly very weak now and he struggled 
to breath.

Lapwony Padibe came from behind and got hold of 
one of the recruits and said to him, “You are only waiting 
when your colleagues put down Ojara then you rush and 
give him a thorough beating, but when he gets on his feet 
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you are the first to back off very fast. Now I am going to 
throw you to Ojara.” And indeed he threw this tiny boy to 
Ojara while he screamed at the top of his voice. He flew in 
the air and met with Ojara’s hard kick which landed on his 
chest. He fell on his back without making a sound and he 
remained still for a while.

There was silence as everyone thought he was dead. 
He then lifted his head and his fellow recruits quickly pulled 
him to safety behind them. Lapwony Okot then said, “Ojara 
you are left with only seven to win the fight.” Seeing what 
had happened to their colleague, the remaining recruits 
all attacked Ojara and beat him until he could no longer 
move. They kept beating him until Lapwony Okot stopped 
them. He asked one of them called Odoch to check whether 
he was still alive. Odoch placed the palm of his hands on 
Ojara’s chest after turning him over and thereafter said to 
Lapwony Okot that he felt his heartbeat.

Lapwony Okot ordered the recruits to move back to 
their different responsibilities and leave Ojara to lie there. As 
we moved away, Lapwony Okot called me and said if by the 
time we hear the whistling to get moving Ojara is not yet up 
on his feet, I should go and finish him off in whichever way 
I pleased. I was dumbstruck as he walked away towards the 
group of rebels who were cheering the fight earlier on.

I sat under a tree and prayed to God to let Ojara get 
on his feet and be able to move. Later in the evening when 
the whistling was sounding everywhere, I rushed with a lot 
of uncertainty to check if Ojara was still lying down and 
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what my eyes met with was my biggest joy that day. Ojara 
was being helped by one of the recruits that was among 
those that fought him to lift his load of cassava on his head. 
He had his long sleeved grey shirt on. We then began our 
journey to the next destination.
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IT WAS A sunny afternoon and it was our second day at this 
particular location. We were waiting for a selected group of 
rebel fighters who had gone on a mission to loot foodstuffs 
and abduct more people from a-not-so-far-away settlement, 
most likely an Internally Displaced persons (IDP) camp.

I was seated in a group of five recruits and a child soldier 
who was about 12-13 years of age (commonly referred to 
as ‘Omel-Bokke,’ the name of the village from which he 
had been abducted several years earlier) was refreshing our 
memories on the different parts and pieces of an AK-47 rifle. 
His concentration was more on one of us called Watmon, 
the youngest in the group (about 8-10 years of age) simply 
because he was having a hard time memorizing the names 
of the different parts of the rifle.

Our lesson was interrupted by Ocan the most senior 
recruit in our koi. He came to inform us that the group we 
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were waiting for had just arrived and that those belonging 
to our koi had also returned as well. We immediately 
assembled at the central point of command in our koi 
and watched as the foodstuffs they had looted were being 
presented before Lapwony Okot the commander of the koi.

The looted items were basically maize corn flour, 
beans, peas, cooking oil plus some juices and biscuits. There 
was also a small sack of powdered milk. Lapwony Okot 
then ordered that the items be measured and distributed in 
smaller quantities that we the recruits could carry with ease 
and walk with.

Ocan and I were given the task of measuring the 
powdered milk using a mug. We moved some meters away 
from the group and began undertaking the assignment. 
Ocan was doing the counting while I used my left hand to 
fill the cup to the brim with powdered milk after scooping. 
I would then empty the mug in the polythene bag held 
open by him.

We had measured close to twenty cups when Ocan 
excused himself to go for a call of nature, leaving me with 
the instruction to carry on till he returned. I measured and 
poured the twentieth cup while he was still away. The very 
last measurement did not fill the cup to the brim but rather 
it was three quarters of the cup and I did pour it in the 
polythene bag.

Having finished, I neatly tied close the open end of the 
polythene bag and thereafter folded the small sack from 
which I had been scooping the powdered milk. I then gently 
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rubbed the palms of my hands together which were covered 
with particles of the powdered milk as a way of cleaning 
them up. After that, I licked my left index finger which was 
still visibly covered with particles of the powdered milk.

No sooner had I finished licking my finger than Ocan 
shouted, “Padi, itye ka nango moko cak wee?” meaning, 
“Father! So you are licking the powdered milk?” I lifted my 
head, looked at him as he made quick steps towards me and 
I explained, “I am through with the measurement and it is 
only the remaining particles on my finger that I did lick, not 
what has been measured and put in the polythene bag.”

Ocan shouted back at me for a second time, “Liar!” 
Meanwhile our exchange of words caught the attention of 
those at the central command point of our koi who were 
only a few meters away, separated from us by some fairly tall 
grass. Lapwony Okot then ordered for our presence before 
him. He asked Ocan if he had seen me lick the powdered 
milk and it was as if Ocan gathered all the energy in him 
to affirm so. I stood still with my hands still visibly covered 
with some particles of the powdered milk.

Without asking and listening to the side of my story, 
Lapwony Okot ordered a much younger recruit than me 
called Opiyo, “Jal Opiyo, yeny odo ijwat dud Padi odo 
pyeradek,” meaning, “Opiyo, look for a stick and cane 
Father’s buttocks thirty strokes.”

Opiyo raced to look for the best cane he could get while 
I remained standing silent. Lapwony Okot ordered me to 
lie down and I did without the slightest sign of hesitation. 
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Upon arrival, Opiyo struck me first on the waistline and I 
felt a very sharp pain in my heart. I ‘shouted’, “Maa atoo,” 
meaning, “Mother I am dead.” The expression “Maa atoo” 
is a common cry among the Acholi when confronted with 
a life-threatening situation.

Before Opiyo could strike me for a second time, I got 
up at a terrific speed and held his hand which was fully 
stretched with the cane and I gave him a punch on the head 
which sent him down right at the foot of Lapwony Okot 
who was seated bare-chested under a tree on a small stool 
commonly known among the Acholi as toktok.

While Opiyo slowly got on his feet, I shouted at him, 
“Lapwony Owacci I jwat dud ape pyera,” meaning, “You 
were told to cane my buttocks not my waistline.” I then lay 
down flat on my stomach to receive the remaining strokes 
of the cane. Opiyo beat me with all the energy in him, 
occasionally hitting my back and thighs. For all this time 
that he caned me, I just buried my head in the grass and at 
some point I went numb.

When he was done, I got up filled with fury as tears 
endlessly rolled down my cheeks. Lapwony Okot then 
asked me about the measurement of the powdered milk 
and I told him that it was twenty cups and three quarters of 
a cup. He then told me to go among other recruits.

I turned to Ocan and said to him, “I weko gigoya nono; 
pud watye I Holy kany; tim gin mo! An aye abineki. Abideyi 
adeya kicinga,” meaning, “You made me get beaten for no 
reason, we are still here in ‘Holy.’ Should you commit any 
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offence, I will be the one to kill you. I will strangle you 
with my bare hands.” As I already mentioned, ‘Holy’ was a 
common name for the Lord’s Resistance Army.

Meanwhile, the other rebel fighters who were nearby 
burst into a loud laughter at my words to Ocan. I overheard 
one of them say, “Padi, dong odoko lamony ada,” meaning, 
“Father has now truly become a soldier.” Still attracting even 
a more louder laughter. Ocan said nothing. I walked away.
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ALIN WAS TRYING on the kitenge shirt that he had taken 
from the dead body of a motorist that Lapwony Odiambo 
had ordered him not to leave alive. It was a short-sleeved 
free wear shirt that had some bullet holes around the chest 
area which the rightful owner had sustained as he attempted 
to speed through the ambush. 

Lapwony Onyabu and Aliga were heaping praises to Alin 
on how good he looked in the shirt and how well it fitted 
on him. Alin was all smiles as he kept stretching his hands in a 
boastful way and occasionally trying to turn his head past his 
shoulder in an attempt to look at his back. He then burst into 
a loud laughter when Aliga said he looked like an Ambassador.

I sat a few meters from the land mines that had been 
placed under the sun to dry up. They had gotten wet from a 
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heavy downpour the previous day. I kept watching how Alin 
was feeling so good and free in the kitenge shirt of a man he 
had shot twice to death as he pleaded helplessly to be left.

While still staring at the trio – Lopwonye Onyabu, 
Aliga and Alin – a voice called me from behind,” Jal Padi” 
(Father)! It was none other than Lapwony Padibe. He had a 
small green notebook in his hand. I answered, “Lapwony.” 
That is the norm of responding to any call. He came close 
and started perusing through the pages of the book which 
on a closer look I realised was a Catholic diary with feast 
days of saints, with some of their sayings quoted.

I wondered what Lapwony Padibe was looking for with 
so much concentration since he once earlier on confessed to 
me that he did not know how to read and write. Suddenly, 
Lapwony Padibe stopped at a certain page and said to me, 
“Padi, eni gicoyo ningo?” Those words meant, “Father what 
is the meaning of this writing?” He said it while turning the 
diary to me with his index finger, pointing at the phrase 
whose meaning he wanted to know.

The diary being small enough to fit in one’s palm, I 
leaned forward to have a clearer look at the phrase, part 
of which was covered beneath Lapwony Padibe’s finger. It 
was the words of Mother Teresa of Calcutta which I read 
for him loudly: “We do not need guns and bombs to bring 
peace. We need love and compassion.”

As soon as I had finished reading, Lapwony Padibe once 
again asked,” What does it mean?” I looked around in silence, 
contemplating whether to tell the truth about what I believed 
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Mother Teresa was saying to him (and the rebels) or tell a lie 
by cooking up something that might not raise the dust.

While still debating within myself whether to say the 
truth or not, I realised that the trio (Lapwonye Alin, Aliga and 
Onyabu) were equally interested in knowing the meaning of 
what I had just read. Both Aliga and Onyabu shouted at me 
almost at the same time demanding that I tell the meaning of 
the sentence loud enough for them to hear as well.

Meanwhile, Lapwony Alin just stared at me with arms 
folded in ‘his’ kitenge shirt. I looked at Lapwony Padibe and as 
our eyes met he rudely shouted, “Jal padi, gonyiwa tyen lokki 
oyot oyot; pe ibal cawa,” meaning, father tell us the meaning 
of these words quickly; do not waste time.” I then said the 
truth in Acoli, “Muduku ki bomb pe mitte wek wakel kuc; mar 
aye mitte.” Padibe barked at me, “Jal padi, in tika igonyo lok 
ada?” meaning “Father, did you really translate truthfully?”

Lapwony Onyabu remarked, “An kit wi padi pe 
nianga ikin nino eni, padi miti ne nok me bedo bot holy; 
mogo nogo ogonyo gin mo ma dong pe gicoyo kenyo” to 
mean “These days I don’t understand Father. He no longer 
has much interest in staying with us in holy. He might be 
giving us a translation completely different from what is 
written there.

I just kept quiet and looked on as they all accused me of 
creating a translation different from the phrase in question 
just to attack them since they were using guns and bombs 
with the intention of liberating Uganda and bringing lasting 
peace, a thing Mother Teresa’s words seemed to oppose. 
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Aliga came up with a suggestion. There was another 
rebel in the nearby koi who had been a student at Sir Samuel 
Baker Secondary School at the time of his abduction who 
could be of help in proving whether I was telling a lie or 
the truth. Padibe headed straight to the nearby koi to call 
that particular rebel fighter to come and make a ruling on 
the issue at hand. In a short while, Padibe was back with 
the unfortunate news that the said individual was away on 
call but that he had left a message for him with the other 
members of his koi such that as soon as he returned he was 
to come straight to our koi to help on a very urgent matter.

While Lapwony Padibe was briefly gone, Aliga had 
proposed that I should be given a thorough beating should 
it ever turn out that I gave a wrong translation. Both 
Alin and Onyabu had very much agreed to his proposal. 
Onyabu had offered to be the one to give me that proper 
punishment. Knowing very well what that meant, I silently 
prayed in my heart: “God help me; I have spoken the truth. 
Mother Teresa, pray for me.”

The atmosphere eased up as the one to come and 
make a ruling on the matter took ages to come. Life in our 
koi proceeded as always. I kept out of sight of Lopwonye 
Padibe, Alin, Aliga and Onyabu, thinking they might just 
forget and let the issue pass. I was wrong. A recruit in our 
koi named Ocaka, a boy of about 10 years of age came 
and alerted me that Lapwony Padibe was calling for me 
immediately. I reported, only to find him and his colleagues 
chatting away.
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The moment they saw me, they turned to the long 
awaited Lapwony who was now present. Padibe said to 
him, “He is here.” I stood silently before them, my heart 
pumping so fast, with anxiety. Padibe handed over the diary 
to him while pointing at that particular saying of Mother 
Teresa. He held it and with his eyes fixed on it for a few 
seconds most probably reading it in silence, he looked up 
and asked me to repeat the exact translation I had given 
before. I said it exactly the same way like before. He smiled 
at me and turning to the Lopwonye who were eagerly 
waiting, he reported, “His translation was truthful.”

I felt so relieved on hearing his firm utterance. Turning 
to me again, he revealed to me that he was in Senior Five 
at the time he was abducted many years earlier. He then 
advised me to make up my mind to fully be with the 
LRA before chatting a little with his colleagues and then 
heading to his koi. 

Lapwony Padibe then said to me, “Padi itwero dok cen 
dong,” meaning, “Father, you can now go back.”
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IT WAS AROUND mid-morning and we had camped not 
very far from a stream which we had just crossed. Our koi 
was one of the closest to the stream and almost all the 
members of the other kois were at a visible distance from 
our koi on their way to fetch water.  

As I got to learn from one of the rebel fighters in our 
koi named Aliga, we had actually camped there purposely 
to wait for a selected group of rebels and recruits who had 
gone to loot foodstuffs and other essentials. They had been 
away for about three days but were well aware of where 
and when to rejoin the bigger group and this could have 
been made possible with the aid of walk-talk or radio.

As we waited, the usual activities went on in the 
different kois. Some recruits were washing gum-boots, some 
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were preparing meals of the little foodstuff left, while others 
were going to fetch water from the nearby stream. As for the 
armed rebels, some were busy disassembling and assembling 
back their AK-47 rifles after cleaning the pieces. In the 
process, they would be teaching some recruits the names of 
the different parts of a gun as well as how to dismantle and 
assemble it and how to generally handle a gun.

I was seated on the branch of a fairly tall tree enjoying the 
calmness of the place and the cool blowing wind when my 
eyes accidentally landed on two girls with yellow jerrycans 
heading to the stream. One was of a dark complexion 
and taller while the other was light-skinned. They looked 
engrossed in some kind of chatting that seemed to very much 
interest both as they gradually disappeared in the fairly tall 
grasses towards the stream.

Lapwony Omona was seated down at the foot of the 
tree while leaning on his back against the tree trunk. After a 
while, I carefully climbed down and no sooner had I reached 
down than I was asked by one of the youngest armed 
recruits in our koi called Oroge to go and help another 
recruit nicknamed Acholi Okeco who was preparing a meal 
of cassava. I headed to his location and he handed me a blue 
plastic plate to fan the fire on which a saucepan of cassava 
was cooking so that there would not be any heavy smoke. 
Meanwhile Acholi Okeco began washing some utensils.

After a short while, the cassava was ready. I carried 
it off and put out the fire using soil. Oroge, the young 
armed recruit in our koi, came and asked Acholi Okecoto 
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and I to report to the central point of command in our koi 
immediately. On reaching there, I found all the members of 
our koi assembling with the exception of a few who were 
yet to arrive from the looting spree.

After all the available members of our koi had assembled, 
there was some silence as two rebel fighters from another koi 
came along with two other people. One was a man recently 
abducted who appeared to have been in his early forties 
and the other on taking a closer and keen look, realised was 
one of the two girls I had seen chatting on their way to the 
stream, precisely the younger, shorter and light skinned one. 
At most she was about fifteen years of age.

One of the rebel fighters with them then begun to 
narrate what had actually happened and why we had all 
been called to assemble. According to him, on their way 
to the stream, that young girl was telling her colleague that 
she was tired and fed up of life with the Holy (LRA) and 
that should any opportunity avail itself she was not going to 
hesitate to escape and go back home.

Still, according to the narrator, her colleague (the girl 
with a dark complexion) asked her whether she was aware 
of the consequences of the things she was saying just in case 
some other ear was listening. And like the Acholi say, “Lum 
winyo dano,” that is, “The grass listens to people.” Indeed 
another rebel fighter who was on guard along the way to the 
stream was quietly listening to the conversation of the two 
ladies who unknowingly stood under a tree on which he was 
atop. The young girl proceeded to say that if her colleague 
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was comfortable with that kind of life it was okay for her to 
stay, but as for her she had made up her mind to quit.

As the young ladies left the tree and proceeded to 
collect water from the stream while still carrying on with 
their conversation, the rebel quickly climbed down and went 
straight to Lapwony Odhiambo to report all that the girls 
were discussing on their way to the stream. And it happened 
to be that the older girl (the one with a dark complexion) 
was actually like a wife to Odhiambo, precisely a concubine.

On returning from the stream, the girls went about their 
normal duties of preparing a meal for the members of Lapwony 
Odhiambo’s koi. They were then summoned by Odhiambo 
who was at that time looking very furious. He questioned 
them on issues regarding the conversation they had had on 
their way to the stream and they could barely speak. 

Odhiambo then turned and charged at his concubine 
for not being the one to report to him such a sensitive 
matter upon returning from the stream. He accused her of 
trying to conceal from him something he ought to know. 
He ordered her to lie down and told one of his bodyguards 
to give her countless lashes.

As for the young brown girl, Odhiambo told two of his 
guards, one the witness who had heard the conversation, and 
another to bring her to our koi to be killed by the recruits. 
Upon finishing his accusations, the narrator and his colleague 
turned and went away after making it clear that the man 
who came along with them must participate in the killing 
of that girl. We were all silent for a moment as the young 
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girl stood there, silent with a straight face not even looking 
moody but very calm to our surprise.

Lapwonye Onyabu and Omona then shouted at the 
recruits in our koi to go and get clubs to finish off the girl. In a 
short time, the boys were back well-armed. The biggest of the 
clubs was handed over to the man who by all means was to 
take part in the killing of the young girl. However, before they 
could lead her away to a nearby bushier area, Omona shouted, 
“Okur kong manok; tika wungeyo ni padi ma obin kany peya 
obilonek? Pingo pe owek tin kong obil nek?” meaning, “Wait 
a minute. Do you realize that ever since Father came here he 
has not killed? Why don’t you let him kill?”

Everyone unanimously agreed with him. I was 
immediately handed a club and ordered to hit the young girl 
on the head while she was standing. I looked at the girl and 
our eyes met for a while. She didn’t blink and neither did she 
look scared, but rather calm and standing still in the middle 
of the people yearning to murder her.

As I stood still with the club in my hands, the recruits 
began cheering, “Hit her! Hit her!” Lapwony Onyabu raised 
his voice at me, “Do you want to fool us?” He then ordered 
another child soldier called Oroge to hit me instead if I was 
still hesitant to strike the young girl on her head. While still 
at a fix and in a state of disbelief, I felt a hard heavy beating 
on the back of my head which made me fall on my stomach 
and somehow I felt numb.

Oroge ordered, “Get up and hit her or else I will kill you 
instead.” Still on the ground, two other recruits joined Oroge 
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and they gave me a thorough beating and all I did was to 
try and keep my head safe in between my hands as I coiled 
myself. They stopped and once again shouted at me to get 
up and finish off the young girl. I got up, picked the club and 
I could barely stand still as I breathed fast. The other recruits 
and rebel fighters were all laughing.

I looked at the young girl and her eyes were fixed on me 
in particular. I bowed a bit and looked at the club with which 
I was to hit her head. A voice from behind me shouted, “Hit 
her!” I raised the club with both hands and I thought to 
myself, “Raphael, this is a situation where you have been 
forced to either kill or be killed. God’s commandment says 
‘Do not kill,’ but your family, relatives and friends are out 
there praying and hoping to see you and live happily with 
you someday. Yet if you do not do what is being forced on 
to you now, that will never happen. They will hope in vain; 
they will never see you again.”

Our eyes meeting again, I gained a kind of crazy courage 
as I closed my eyes and stretched my hands farther ready to 
bring the club with full force on my target as I said from my 
heart, “God forgive me I have no choice.” Before I could 
painfully bring the club to hit the little girl on her head, I felt 
as if its tip (the club) was stuck on to something, not knowing 
that another rebel fighter who had stood from behind me 
held its tip and he used it to pull me back. I fell on my back 
completely helpless and out of energy.

All I could hear was some sarcastic laughter. I also heard 
the one who stood over my head saying I was a weak link 



76 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

and a coward as he ordered the recruits to quickly take the 
young girl away and kill her. I blurredly looked at the girl as 
she was being pushed to her death, let alone the fact that she 
was not hesitant at all as she moved in the direction in which 
they were headed to get rid of her. 

I remained on the ground for a while, gathering some 
little energy to get on my feet. I got up as the recruits 
returned from accomplishing a task of murder and everyone 
was silent. I then moved slowly towards where they had 
been and none of them stopped me.

On reaching the murder scene, I found they had battered 
her head beyond recognition. Her body looked hammered 
and next to her was a heap of the bloody clubs that were 
used to hit her to death. It appeared like a place in which an 
animal had been slaughtered. Yet it was a human being; a 
young beautiful girl.
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AS I STOOD still staring at the lifeless body of the innocent 
girl, Lapwony Onyabu came and squatted next to the body 
and with his bare hands held her neck which was visibly 
broken. He got up and went away saying, “Awobe otyeko 
tic maber,” meaning, “The boys have done a good job.” 
I then said a little prayer and asked God for the peaceful 
repose of her soul as I moved back to the group.

Late in the evening, the group that had gone for a 
looting and abduction spree returned safely with some 
foodstuffs most especially grains and cereals and some 
abductees as well.

As was the practice, every time a selected troop which 
always had representatives from all kois returned from 
such a mission, they had to first assemble at Lapwony 

THE END OF 
OKECHO’S LIFE

1 6



78 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

Odhiambo’s koi to give an account of how they had carried 
out the mission and also present the items they had looted 
plus the persons abducted if any.

After that assembly, the rebels moved back to their 
respective kois with their loots. Lapwonye Okot and Opiyo 
who were part of that selected troop returned to our koi with 
about a quarter sack of beans and maize corn flour plus other 
items which they had packed in their backpacks. They were 
warmly received and thanked for making it back alive and 
with some supplies for the members of the koi to survive on.

That evening we did not move; we spent the night in 
that particular place and early morning at about 6:30am 
we were for our assembly as recruits of our koi. As it was 
the norm already, I would conclude the assembly with 
a prayer asking for God’s protection. But that would be 
after an opportunity was given for any member among the 
recruits to voice out any concern or any other issue that 
might be affecting him negatively. 

For a very long time, nobody had raised any issue 
whenever such a time came. But this particular time, Acholi 
Okecho complained of chest pain and general body weakness. 
Lapwony Aliga who was commanding that assembly just 
jeered and said that that was not an issue. I then proceeded to 
pray after which we dispersed and got hold of our respective 
luggage. In my case I had nothing to carry at that moment.

We sat alert waiting for the whistling to begin so that 
we could move and indeed the whistling began. In our 
movement, I was following Acholi Okecho who had a sack 
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of about 5-8 kilograms of beans on his head. We had hardly 
left the area we had spent the night when Acholi Okecho 
fell down. He turned and lay on his back as he breathed fast 
and heavily, with eyes wide open. 

I picked his luggage and put it aside as I pulled him 
away from the path. Others kept passing and minding their 
business. Lapwony Aliga came and on seeing us he shouted 
at Acholi Okecho to quickly get up, carry his luggage and 
continue moving. I requested Aliga if I could help by 
carrying the luggage but he refused.

As Acholi Okecho struggled to get on his feet, Odhiambo 
and his guards came moving very fast. All of us had to 
step aside and give them way. On lifting the beans onto 
his head and attempting to walk, Acholi Okecho fell down 
again right in front of Odhiambo on the path. Concerned, 
Odhiambo looked at him and asked what the matter was. 
Acholi Okecho, while still struggling to get on his feet again, 
replied, “Lapwony aol-lo, guvuna dong peke; pe atwero 
wot,” meaning, “I am too tired. I do not have any energy 
left in me. I cannot walk.”

After staring at him for a few seconds, Odhiambo 
addressed him, “Wot idok-ko gang; ka itwero oo, gumi 
eno,” meaning, “Walk and go back home. If you can make 
it, that is your luck.” Odhiambo then turned to me and 
said, “Father, Carry his luggage.” And he went on with his 
guards at their fast pace.

As I bent down to carry the luggage which had now 
become mine, Lapwony Aliga told me to step aside and 
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wait. I saw Acholi Okecho really motivated to find his way 
home. He began moving a little faster, though visibly weak. 
He moved in the direction from which we were coming 
and chances were high that he could make it because to 
come to the position in which we had spent the night, we 
had crossed a fairly large feeder road that seemed to be in 
frequent use, a sign that some settlements were probably 
not very far away.

However, all that was blown off when Lapwony Aliga 
ran after him and hit him with the butt stock of his AK-47 
rifle. Acholi Okecho fell down, but kept crawling to where 
he was headed. Aliga slowly moved after him saying, “Itamo 
ni idok gang? Iweko anga i lum kany,” meaning, “You think 
you will go home? Whom will you leave here in the bush?” 

Aliga then stepped on his back with one leg and hit 
him several times on his head with the butt stock of his gun. 
That marked the end of the young man I knew as Acholi 
Okecho, he died. May his soul rest in eternal peace.
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A FEW DAYS after the two brutal murders by the recruits in 
our Koi and Lapwony Aliga respectively, we were trekking 
in a seemingly long endless line. At around mid-day, the 
sun was so bright and I had a quarter sack of cassava on 
my head as I tried pacing a little faster so as to close the 
widening gap between me and the person in front of me.

Then I heard a voice from behind saying, “Padi i codo 
kin dano pingo?” meaning, “Father why are you creating a 
gap in the line?” It was the voice of one of the rebels who 
was second behind me. The one person that was between 
me and this rebel was a young lady in her teens who was 
in full military uniform with an AK-47 rifle hanging loosely 
on her shoulder, with the aid of a string. I did not respond 
verbally to the voice that reprimanded me from behind. I 
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just made an extra effort to walk faster to close the gap to 
avoid a potential beating. It was a general order that if a 
recruit was creating a wide gap in the line, the one behind 
that recruit was at liberty to beat the culprit on the back 
or rub his/her neck with a rough stem of cassava till he/she 
closed the gap. Thank God I narrowed the gap which I had 
unintentionally created out of weariness without any form 
of physical pain being inflicted on me from behind.

The armed lady behind me seemed fascinated by the 
title, “Padi” as used and directed at me by the rebel behind 
her. She then asked me, “Awobi, ini Padi ada?” meaning, 
“You boy, are you really a Priest?” Before I answered her, 
she proceeded to add, “Ci dong idoko Padi ma pud itidi 
ba?” meaning, “You became a priest while still very young.”

I explained that I was still a Seminarian studying 
and undergoing formation to become a Priest in future, 
God willing. She said to me that the only priest she had 
a fond memory of while still a Catechumen before being 
abducted by the LRA was an old Whiteman who loved 
the Catechumens so much and would occasionally give 
them sweets after finishing sessions of their instruction in 
the Catholic faith.

She then said, “Bedo Padi be gire ber. Ka onongo Holy 
pe omaki onongo gidi idoko Padi,” meaning, “Being a priest 
is also good. If the Holy had not abducted you, you would 
have become a priest.” I kept silent but the rebel behind her 
shot in, “Kit Padi ango ma neko dano,” meaning, “What 
kind of a Priest kills people?”
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I felt hurt, but kept walking in silence. The lady 
answered him, “In ingeyo nining ni Padi dong oneko dano,” 
meaning, “How do you know that Father has already killed 
a human being?” The rebel in reply said that he has reliable 
information that the young girl who used to stay at Lapwony 
Odhiambo’s koi was killed by the recruits in Lapwony Okot’s 
koi of which I was a member. He proceeded to add that no 
recruit or abductee in the LRA could stay for a long time like 
I had without being given the opportunity to participate in 
killing of another person or people.

The lady replied, “With the LRA, even if one does not 
want to kill, he/she can be forced against his/her will to do 
so. Hence, even if Father might have killed a person already 
like you claim or will kill people, it may be against his will 
but rather out of the fear of being killed if he refused to 
obey the order to kill.”

The rebel’s response was, “We are still here with the 
LRA. Father will definitely kill people whether he wills it 
or not.” There was silence from then on. We walked for a 
few more minutes before we stopped and positions were 
distributed for the different kois to prepare a meal as well 
as take a break from the long walk we had had since dawn.
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Part III

ESCAPE FROM 
B ONDAGE
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IT WAS AROUND 11:00am in the morning. We had 
assembled at a spot where positions and responsibilities 
were assigned. Some people were to go and fetch water 
and firewood while others were to wash the gumboots of 
the fighters. 

Somehow, I was not assigned any specific task. So I 
chose to go and sit under a cool tree a few meters away 
from the central point of command in our koi. I leaned 
against the trunk and sat quietly by myself. While still 
enjoying a cool breeze, I gradually fell asleep. By then, I 
was no longer leaning against the tree trunk; I was lying on 
my back, on the ground.

As if dreaming, I could hear and slightly feel someone 
very close talking to me, touching me, trying to wake me 

A N  AT TA C K 
F R O M  T H E  U P D F 

1 9



86 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

up. The intensity of the voice and the touch increased until 
I woke up only to see a colleague in our koi called Ocaka 
right next to me squatting.

Before I could ask him any question, I could hear 
whistling in all directions and could very clearly hear 
footsteps of a big number of people running in the 
direction of the nearby stream from which water was being 
fetched. Ocaka said to me, “Ibidong kany; mony mobile tye 
ka bino,” meaning, you are going to remain behind. The 
mobile forces (UPDF) are coming.

I immediately swung into action, running together 
with Ocaka in the direction where the rest were headed but 
through our koi where we quickly picked our loads. We ran 
past other people and caught up with the members of our 
koi who were already ahead.

In that moment of a rush, I collided with a colleague 
and fell down. Lapwony Omona then came and ordered 
me to rise up quickly and proceed. Upon getting up, again 
while rushing I staggered under the weight of the load on 
my head almost to the point of falling down. Omona then 
came and told me to step aside and put down my load. As 
people were rushing down the stream, he stopped one of 
the recruits from our koi who had no load and told him to 
carry mine. It was approximately 8-10Kgs of beans.

We all joined in the line and by this time everyone 
was literally running. As we were approaching the stream 
we heard the sound of a helicopter gunship coming from 
the other side of the stream where we were headed. 
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As the sound became louder and the helicopter more 
visible, the rebel fighters were shouting “Kamaplaz” 
(“Camouflage)” as people scattered in all directions to 
take refuge under the bushes.

I stopped at the stream where I found Lapwony Okot 
and a few other fighters among which was Lapwony Opiyo. 
Okot then ordered Opiyo to move with me and that her 
should not let me out of sight.

As the helicopter drew nearer, Opiyo told me to run 
across the stream and wait for him on the other side. No 
sooner had I crossed the stream than the helicopter begun 
to fire bullets as it moved sideways just above the stream 
following its meandering. 

Consequently, a gap was created between those who 
had not yet crossed the stream and those who had done 
so. Opiyo was with the greater majority who had not yet 
crossed over. On the other side the few of us who had 
crossed the stream were hidden under the grasses.

I felt I was not fully hidden where I laid so I quickly 
moved a few meters ahead in search of a better hideout 
only to find another rebel commander and two of his 
recruits, boys of about 8-10 years of age, at the exact spot 
which I deemed much safer. He chased me away to find 
refuge elsewhere. I went past them then and turned left 
before lying flat on my stomach under some fairly tall grass.

The helicopter had ceased firing bullets and dropping 
bombs but was still hovering all over the place, going back 
and forth on the two sides of the stream. As it came from 
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the other side of the stream to the side where I was, I could 
hear and feel it flying very low. It fired a single shot as it 
passed almost above where I was and a small branch of a 
tree fell close to me.
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AS THE SOUND of the helicopter gradually died away, 
there was silence all over; you could hardly hear anyone 
move. Then the brief moment of silence was no more as 
people begun to rush. Those who had been cut-off on 
the other side of the stream were busy crossing over and I 
could hear the loud instruction of some rebel fighters telling 
people to hurry up before the UPDF mobile forces could 
catch up with them.

I kept lying still but could see through the grass the 
majority who had now crossed over rush to catch up with 
the group ahead. I slowly got up and sat down. Among 
the people that kept rushing forward, I caught a glimpse of 
Lapwony Opiyo with his Malboro hat on his head. I tried 
getting up quickly so as to join them so that I could not 

L E F T B E H I N D  B Y 
T H E  R E B E L S

2 0
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left behind but I felt a sharp pain on both my feet and so I 
maintained a sitting position.

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind telling me to lie 
down flat like I had done previously when the helicopter 
gunship was hovering all over. Without any slightest 
hesitation, I discretely resumed my lying position. While 
there, I kept my ears wide open and my eyes fixed on the 
track which the rebels were following.

I saw Lapwony Odhiambo pass with his escorts – about 
four of them. He had his rifle in his hands unlike on most 
occasions when his guards whom he kept switching periodically 
carried his rifle while he had a pistol on his waist. They were 
immediately followed by a group of very heavily armed rebel 
fighters who were actually the last line of defence.

After these, somehow I began getting convinced that 
everyone had gone ahead without noticing me. There was 
dead silence, but I kept calm and didn’t move an inch. I began 
pondering whether to get up and have a clearer view of the 
direction the rebels had taken in order to shift and hide myself 
better and farther from their track or wait a little longer.

Before I could decide, I had a voice saying “Padi!” I 
could not believe my ears but I kept calm. At this point, 
my level of alertness was at its peak. The voice called the 
second time “Padi” but still I neither moved nor responded. 
When he called for the third time I realised it was Lapwony 
Opiyo looking for me, but I kept the status quo.

For the fourth time he said, “Padi, an Lapwony Opiyo, 
bin wacetoo,” meaning “Father, it’s I Lapwony Opiyo, come 
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and we go.”  He then remained silent for about a minute or 
two but I could feel it that he was still around somewhere. 
For all the times he had called me, he had kept the same 
position some meters ahead of me but slightly on my right. 

For the very last time Lapwony Opiyo who had tried 
wooing me out of my hideout in a very soft and friendly 
voice close to a whisper, turned violent. He cocked his 
gun and shouted in an ordering tone, “Jal padi cak aa 
malo oyot ma piya aceli,” meaning “Father, get up quickly 
before I shoot you.”

While saying these scary words, he took about four 
strides exactly in my direction and then stopped. I got 
convinced that I had been figured out. Literally, I began 
getting up without saying a thing and very silently with 
my eyes fixed in the direction where his voice was coming 
from. To my surprise, while I was on a kneeling posture, I 
saw from among the grasses Lapwony Opiyo had turned 
his back to me and was pointing his rifle in the opposite 
direction with the accuracy of a marksman.

I then confidently and in the most careful manner resumed 
my lying position. I convinced myself that no matter what, I 
was not going back to these rebels. “If by any unfortunate 
circumstance Lapwony Opiyo figures me out,” I said to myself, 
“it is going to be a fight of death between us even if he has a 
gun and I am bare-handed.” I felt a lot of energy in me at that 
moment and I was ready to fight and stay alive.

Before Lapwony Opiyo could make his next move, 
someone came running from behind me following the exact 
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track of the rebels. I turned and looked only to see another 
rebel fighter. He went past me at a very high speed. Opiyo 
stopped him and he asked Opiyo what he was doing alone 
there. In reply, Opiyo told him that it seemed Padi was 
hiding somewhere around trying to escape and so he had 
come to look for me.

The rebel asked Opiyo, “You mean that boy in your 
koi from the Seminary?” Before Opiyo could say anything 
audible to him to affirm that, he went ahead to say he highly 
doubted that I could try do anything like that. According to 
him, I looked someone who had already made up his mind 
to stick with them. He expressed his suspicion that I could 
have gone ahead considering the confusion caused by the 
helicopter gunship.

Lapwony Opiyo, sounding doubtful, said “Aaah! 
Nencalo?” meaning “Aaah! Maybe.” His colleague then told 
him that they should run because the UPDF was almost at 
the stream. I heard them race off at the speed of lightening.
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NO SOONER HAD I taken a deep breath than I heard a 
loud voice behind me saying words in Kiswahili that I cannot 
recall. I tried turning my head to look back but I got scared 
to death as several footsteps were coming from behind to 
the exact spot where I was. I dared to look but I saw nothing 
except grasses bending towards me. I froze and like in a blink 
of an eye I felt an inexplicable pain in my heart.

Once again, another statement was uttered in Kiswahili 
as the footsteps drew closer and became more audible. 
While facing the ground, I closed my eyes very tightly and 
spoke to myself in my heart in these words, “Kwoni gik 
kany tin,” meaning “Your life ends here today.” I pulled 
myself up a bit, made the sign of the cross and then fell back 
to await my death.

UNDETECTED EVEN 
B Y  T H E  U P D F

2 1
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As my legs were about to be stepped on, I thought to 
myself that I am either going to be sprayed with bullets or 
stabbed by a bayonet. Unexpectedly, I was not stepped on 
let alone being noticed. But my head was almost stepped 
on and I dared open my right eye in the least possible way 
only to see military shoes passing one after the other very 
quickly, almost at a running pace.

I closed my eyes and remained still like a dead body. I 
was actually lying in between two passing lines of the UPDF 
soldiers that were in pursuit of the rebel group ahead. What 
confirmed to me that these were actually government 
forces was the Kiswahili language which some of them were 
speaking. They were quite many as it took a while for all of 
them to go past me in such a fast pace. 

All along as they went through one after the other 
on both my sides, the chance of being figured out never 
vanished from my mind. The advantage on my side though 
was that as they went on, the grasses they were stepping to 
create a track would bend on either side, so they ended up 
covering me even better.

After they had long gone, I remained in that particular 
position for close to an hour, just lying still with my ears wide 
open to the happenings around and my eyes occasionally 
opening. My breath was almost inaudible even to myself.

Feeling no signs of any imminent danger, I slowly and 
very carefully got up with the least possible noise. I looked 
in the direction to which the UPDF soldiers had taken in 
search of the rebels and the two tracks which they had 
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created that were about four meters away from the track 
created and followed by the rebels. All tracks went on and 
disappeared in the thick bush ahead.

Turning and looking back to where they had all come 
from, all I could hear well at the time was the sound of the 
flowing water from the stream. I then began walking back 
to the stream and only just a few steps in that direction, 
I found an empty yellow twenty-litre jerrycan which I 
picked up and went with.

While moving back, I followed the track created by 
the UPDF, particularly the one on my left while I was lying 
down. My fear and reason for not following the track 
created by the rebels was that they could have possibly 
placed land mines somewhere since they knew that the 
UPDF was pursuing them.

On reaching the stream which visibly had clean water, I 
washed my face, arms and feet, and then drunk to my fill. I 
felt fresh and energized once again. I fetched some water in 
jerrycan and kept moving, following the UPDF track, until I 
reached a point where there was a visible wide path which 
had crossed with the track. This made me think this was an 
area in which people once lived. I resolved to follow that path 
with a strong belief that it might lead to some settlements.
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BY THIS TIME it felt like I had lost touch with both the rebel 
solders as well as government forces. Feeling some kind of 
safety, I had to try my best to move in search of a place 
where I could be totally safe and free from captivity. 

My biggest challenge, however, was that I did not 
know where I was in the first place and neither did I know 
what day of the week it was and the place where I was 
headed. But at that time all that did not matter much; all I 
wanted was to get away from captivity and by whichever 
means find my way back home again. 

I embarked on the journey whose route I did not 
know but confident and with the conviction that the final 
destination would be home. When I reached the area where 
the path was less bushy, I began walking on a high speed.

LOST IN THE VAST 
WILDERNESS

2 2
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I kept moving and stopped on very few occasions 
to take a rest. It then became too dark for me to keep 
moving. I left the trail of that path and entered the bush 
about three meters away where I slept with my jerrycan 
of water right next to me.

The next day, I woke up very early morning and 
began walking fast again with the hope that I would find 
a human being. I kept moving until evening but could not 
find anyone. At times I would stop and climb trees to have 
a clearer view of what was ahead, but all I saw was an 
endless bush with scattered trees.

As much as I got disappointed, I never lost hope but 
kept moving forward with confidence. The path I was 
following at some points was too bushy to be easily trailed, 
but somehow I kept moving and figuring it out. 

All along I had eaten nothing and so hunger was already 
biting me really hard. All I had been taking was the water 
which I had fetched and it was already looking insufficient 
since I had no idea how far I was yet to go. 

At some point I got really tired and sat down. My foot 
was paining and I had developed some swellings around 
the heels. The pair of shoes I had was of no use anymore; I 
had to drop them.

After about half an hour of reflection and resting under 
a cool tree of thorns, I resumed my journey to the unknown. 
Before it became dark again I came across a mango tree 
which was very high and barely had any fruits except about 
two ripe ones which caught my eyes but they were very 
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high. I did not attempt climbing it for fear of falling. I 
picked a few stones and tried aiming at the mangoes but I 
kept miserably missing.

That act of stretching my hands to shoot the mangoes 
became a revelation of how my right hand was beginning 
to get paralysed. I felt so bad and sat with my back leaned 
against the mango tree trunk. After a while, I took the last 
bit of the water which I had in the jerrycan and proceeded 
with my journey after throwing away the empty jerrycan 
far-off in the bush.

Darkness fell and again I entered the bush not far from the 
trail of the path and I slept. In the night, I got woken up by the 
sound of something which was coming in my direction from 
deep inside the bush. I paid attention and heard the sound 
again and the grasses that were being moved. I realized that it 
was probably a wild animal but I could not tell exactly what 
kind it was. The best thing I did was to remain silent. 

As I thought of what to do, my hand somehow 
chanced on a broken dry curved tree branch with which 
I armed myself and waited readily to face whatever was 
coming. Suddenly, it stopped and then changed course 
moving ahead past me and then farther until I could not 
hear anything of it anymore.

After sometime, I fell asleep again only to be woken 
up early morning by a very heavy down pour. It was just 
too much. I tried moving ahead but it was just impossible. 
There was nothing I could do about it. I only prayed to 
God to stop it. I squatted under a small tree but it was not 
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that helpful. I kept in that position and gradually the heavy 
rain began to subside until when it was just drizzling. I then 
took off still heading to the unknown.

After moving for a while, it stopped raining and the 
sun came out very brightly, all to my advantage. At around 
10:00am, I felt thirsty but I had no water and there was no 
sign of a nearby water body. All I had to do was to proceed 
with my journey though I was already feeling a general 
weakness in my body. 

By chance, I came across water which had collected in 
some small depression. It was stagnant but looking clean. 
I wasted no time in kneeling and bending to drink to my 
fill. I put my mouth directly in the water and sucked a good 
amount while supporting myself with my hands placed on 
either sides of the depression. Since I had nothing to fetch 
and carry some of the water with me, I moved on with the 
firm hope that what lay ahead would sort itself from there.

At about mid-day, while still tearing through the fairly 
tall grass and still not losing sight and focus on the endless 
path, as I looked on my right hand side of the surrounding 
area, my eyes landed on some cassava plants which were 
literally immersed in the tall grass. It was a very relieving 
sight that I quickened my pace towards them. I was really 
hungry. On reaching the cassava plants, I gathered some 
energy and uprooted one. The tubers were really big. I just 
sat down and made myself comfortable, ready to eat.

I plucked a fairly big one, cleaned it a bit with some leaves 
and then I began peeling it with my teeth. I could not wait 
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any longer to take the first bite and when I happily did, what 
a disappointment I got! It tasted so bitter that I could not dare 
swallow any of it. I just spit it out. It was so frustrating. I slowly 
picked up myself and lazily resumed my journey.

I then came to a point where a very big tree had fallen 
across the path in the direction that I was following and it 
had covered quite a big space. The options for me to proceed 
was either to go around it from either side or climb over. It 
was really high, but I chose the latter with the aim of reaching 
up to have a distant view of the area. It was a little hectic to 
climb up to the wide tree trunk but on reaching up I lay on 
my back and took a deep breath. The air was cool.

Getting up, what caught my eyes first was the endless 
grass and scattered short trees that seem to meet the sky at 
some very distant point ahead. I then began to worry a lot, 
thinking that maybe I had made the wrong decision to escape 
from the LRA. I had walked for days but was getting nowhere.

I began to worry that I might just end up dead in the 
middle of nowhere and only God would know what really 
happened. My family members would keep hoping to see 
me one day but would never in this life again. I almost shed 
tears. I let go that thought and resolved to continue with 
my journey come what may.
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AS I WAS starting to climb down on the other side, I raised 
my eyes only to see a long roof top in a not so distant 
place. With unusual excitement I descended at a terrific 
speed and headed straight in that direction. Good enough 
it was still in the direction of the path I was following and 
the path became clearer and wider with each step I took 
closer to the building.

I then looked around and realised that I had reached 
an abandoned primary school. I kept moving through the 
already bushy compound. The windows and the doors 
of the classrooms were all broken. I entered one of the 
classrooms and found the desks were still there. The black 
board was already faded. I felt some fresh air coming in 
from the open windows as I sat down on one of the desks.

THE SIGHT OF 
HUMAN BEINGS

2 3
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Looking outside through the door, I could still see a 
thick bush ahead. I opted to rest for a little while. I moved 
from the area next to the door to the part behind and 
merged the fronts of two desks on which I laid on my back. 
Gradually, sleep took me away.

While I was sleeping, as if in a dream, I repeatedly 
heard someone saying, “Jal, aa malo,” meaning “Get 
up.” The voice kept becoming louder. Suddenly, I woke 
up. Upon opening my eyes, I realised it was not a dream 
when again I heard “Jal, aa malo.” I turned and looked 
in the direction from which the voice was coming only to 
see a soldier in full uniform, with a cape on, at the door 
pointing his AK-47 rifle at me.

I slowly got up and sat without saying anything, with 
my eyes fixed on the man aiming at me with a gun. He 
then took some steps into the classroom while still aiming 
at me and asked me, “Jal in anga?” meaning “Who are 
you?” I replied with a similar question, “In kono anga?” 
meaning “Who are you?” His response was, “An alamony 
pa gamente, UPDF,” meaning “I am a government soldier. 
I am part of the UPDF.” I revealed to him that I am one of 
the Seminarians of Sacred Heart Minor Seminary Lacor who 
had been abducted by the LRA and escaped from them.

Upon hearing that, he lowered his gun and said, “I 
heard about you guys. Actually we have been told if we 
get any of you we should take good care of you. Relax, it is 
fine now. You will reach home safely.” What an assurance!

He then asked me to come over and we go. I explained 
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that my foot was terribly hurting and that maybe I needed 
to first press it slowly on the ground which would take a 
little while. He came very close to me, with his gun hanging 
in front with a leather belt around his neck. He turned his 
back and offered to carry me. Like a baby, I climbed his 
back and wrapped my legs around his waist while holding 
around his neck and shoulders.

As he walked with me on his back, he narrated to me 
how he and another of his colleague whom I turned and saw 
walking right behind us, had seen me and hid themselves 
wanting to see exactly what I was up to and whether I was 
alone or there were other people following me. But most 
importantly, he repeatedly assured me not to worry about 
anything because I was now in safe hands.

About thirty meters from the classroom block, we entered 
into a thick bush only to find a big number of his fellow UPDF 
soldiers who had camped there. Some were lying down resting, 
others cleaning their guns, some seated on tree branches and 
others seated down, leaning against tree trunks. 

I was presented before their overall commander who 
was seated under a cool tree, smoking a cigarette. He 
was putting on a pair of red slippers. The soldier who 
carried me gave him a brief history of how he and his 
colleague had found me. I presumed because he spoke to 
him in Kiswahili and the only word I picked which was not 
Kiswahili was the word abductee.

Eventually, it turned out that the commander was an 
Acholi because he not only greeted me in fluent Acholi but 
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also looked to be one. He ordered the two soldiers to go 
back to where they had been on guard and they left at 
a terrific speed. This happened before I could ask for the 
name of the one who had carried me on his back.

The commander then asked if I knew where I was. 
I told him that I did not know where I was. My reply 
seemed to excite a few Acholi soldiers who were around; 
in chorus though in different expressions, they asked me 
where I was going after. I told them that I did not know 
where I was heading but that my intention is to reach 
our home in Lacor Trading center, in Gulu Municipality. 
They laughed a little bit and their commander told me 
that I was about ten miles away from Pabbo Internally 
Displaced Persons’ (IDP) camp and military detach. He 
promised that we would be there by close of the day.

I was so hungry and hence without fear I asked the 
commander if I could be given something to eat. To my 
disappointment, he told me that they completely had 
nothing edible with them and that the reason they were 
in that particular location was to receive food supplies so 
that they could carry on their pursuit against the LRA rebels. 
They were waiting for a group of UPDF soldiers who were 
coming from Pabbo Military Detach to that particular 
location with food supplies for them and also to substitute 
some members among them to go and have a rest.

He assured me that he would be among the group that 
was going back to the military detach and so we would 
travel together and that upon our arrival everything would 
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be fine. He then comforted me, “Pe ibed ki lworo; ibio 
gang dong,” meaning, “Don’t fear; you will reach home.” 
I felt relaxed and put my head down to take a napt as the 
soldiers continued with their chatting in Kiswahili.

In approximately less than an hour, the commander 
woke me up and said the group of soldiers they were 
waiting for had arrived. I got up and sat as the soldiers 
exchanged greetings with visible excitement. The group that 
came appeared heavily armed and the food they brought 
were beans and maize corn flour which were in small sacks 
that they had come carrying on their heads. 

The joyful conversation in Kiswahili continued for a 
while as some were opening the sacks and partitioning the 
food into smaller portions using mugs. Then there was a 
brief address from a soldier among those that had come 
which was immediately followed by another address from 
the commander of the group that had been waiting.

I hardly understood a thing but at the conclusion of his 
address he seemed to introduce me and make it clear that 
I would have to be taken to the military detach. After, the 
chatting continued and the soldiers seemed already aware 
of who were to remain in pursuit of the LRA rebels and 
those who were to return to the military detach at Pabbo.
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HEADING TO THE 
MILITARY DETACH

2 4

THE COMMANDER ALERTED me that it was time to 
get started with the journey to the detach. But then after 
looking at the sole of my feet, he wondered aloud whether 
I could really manage walking. “Tyene ni tika twero wot 
ada?” meaning “Can these legs really walk?”

The soldiers talked among themselves and then two 
of them began cutting tree branches as another made holes 
using a knife on two fairly big empty sacks at their edges. 
The commander explained to me that they were making a 
stretcher on which to carry me since my condition could 
not allow me to walk.

When they had assembled the stretcher, I was placed 
on it and two soldiers were enough to lift me up on their 
shoulders – one in front and the other at the back. As we 
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began moving, I realized that the soldier that had carried 
me on his back from the classroom block to that particular 
place was among those that were remaining behind to 
continue pursuing the LRA rebels. He shouted, “Jal Kilama 
wot maber,” meaning “Go well Kilama.” I had not the 
energy to wave or reply back to thank him; I just said 
‘Thank you” in my heart as we disappeared into the bushes.

For the most part of the journey, I was asleep. I would 
only wake up on a few occasions when I was placed down 
for the soldiers to exchange as they took turns in carrying 
me. We reached a point where I was placed down and 
woken up by one of the soldiers. On opening my eyes, I 
looked around and I saw that we were now following a 
route that was not so bushy. The commander explained that 
we had reached an area which was relatively safe beyond 
which the dwellers (Internally Displaced Persons) in Pabbo 
camp were not allowed to go. It was locally known as Juka.

I then noticed that there was some one standing among 
the soldiers who seemed a civilian by dress code and who 
had not been part of the group that had started the journey 
from the abandoned primary school where the army had 
found me. He was putting on a maroon trouser, a stained 
long sleeved white shirt and sandals made out of vehicles 
tyres which we call otok. He was sweating profusely and his 
shirt was half buttoned.

The commander explained that the man was the LC1 
Chairman at Pabbo IDP camp and that they had found him 
fetching firewood for his family. He humbly greeted me in 
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Acholi and I replied. Since the man had a bicycle, they had 
requested him to carry me to the military detach in Pabbo 
which was now not very far away from where we were 
and that we would arrive faster than on a stretcher.

The soldiers lifted me up and placed me on the old 
bicycle carrier while assuring me that nothing wrong was 
going to happen since that area was safe, at least during 
the day. As the LC rode away with me, I turned and saw 
the soldiers carrying his fire wood which he had heaped on 
the side of the road together with an axe. As we vanished, 
the commander shouted, assuring the LC that he would 
pick his firewood and the axe at the military detach as 
soon as they arrived.

On our way, the path became wider and clearer. The LC 
explained to me how Pabbo Camp was one of the biggest. 
Among many other things he said, “Apwoyo Rubanga me 
konyilatina, dong ioo gang,” meaning, “I thank God for 
helping you my child. You have arrived home.”

We rode for a while and finally came to the main road. 
In the meantime, we were passing by people most especially 
women and children whom the LC said were from fetching 
firewood and cultivating in the nearby areas.

Branching off from the main road, we passed through 
a small section of the camp and the number of people was 
just overwhelming. Many seemed to notice on first sight 
something strange about me. Some kids who were playing 
with a ball locally made out of used polythene bags stopped 
and were all staring at me in silence as the LC kept riding.
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Finally we came to the main entrance of the military 
detach. The LC stopped and explained to one of the 
soldiers at the main entrance that he had been entrusted 
with bringing me to the military detach. After looking at 
me, the soldier went and removed the temporary barrier at 
the entrance to the military detach to allow us in. 

The LC rode and stopped right in front of what he 
called the office. He helped me get off his old bicycle. I 
turned and said “Thank you” to the LC who just smiled 
back at me and happily rode his bicycle away. A certain 
soldier received me and helped me to get inside the office.
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T H E  B E G I N N I N G 
OF A NEW LIFE

2 5

I WAS SETTLED in a makeshift structure, precisely a mud and 
wattle structure with a grass roof which was the office at the 
military detach. It was there that many official duties took 
place, among them welcoming and listening to civilians 
whose issues needed the attention of the military.

After being shown my space in the fairly big house 
which could accommodate a sitting of about ten people 
at most, a soldier took me and showed me the place of 
convenience and where to go for a bath.

It was already evening. I was lying on my back resting 
when two soldiers came in and greeted me. We talked and 
they were basically debriefing me and writing down some 
key details about me and as well as my experiences with the 
LRA and most particularly how I escaped and got in touch 
with the mobile troops.
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Before leaving, they informed me that there were two 
other young boys about my age – one an Acholi and the 
other a Langi – who had also managed to escape during that 
attack by the mobile force, but unlike myself they had spent 
only a night in the bush on their own and the following day 
they had chanced on the mobile forces which brought them 
to that same military detach of Pabbo.

The two boys were later brought where I was and 
we chatted a bit as we waited to have our meal of maize 
corn flour and beans for the day which came at around 
4:00pm. A soldier came and served each of us a saucepan 
of beans and another of maize corn flour. The saucepans 
had been filled to the brim and any sane person would 
see that the food was too much for a single person to 
finish in just one meal. 

I was extremely hungry and I felt that was a proper 
serving irrespective of whether I would finish it or not, but 
before any of us could have a taste of the well cooked food 
the soldier clearly brought to our attention that the next 
meal would be at the same time the following day and that 
we should eat sparingly. We then clearly understood why 
we had been given full saucepans of food.

Each of us ate what he thought would be enough for 
that evening and we wished each other a good night. The 
two boys then left carrying along with them their saucepans 
of food to a nearby small mud and wattle structure in which 
they had been placed. The Acholi boy had a big cut on the 
left side of his foot, a cut which he said he had sustained in 
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the process of running when the UPDF attacked. He could 
not tell exactly what had injured him.

The next morning, after sleeping in a decent place (on 
a mattress and with a blanket) for the first time since my 
abduction, I woke up and as I rose up from my bed my 
eyes met with that of a sobbing woman seated right next to 
the entrance of the office. She was light skinned, had short 
natural hair and was putting on a jacket that looked oversized 
on her. Though our eyes met we said nothing to each other.

I remained seated on my bed as my eyes kept 
wandering through the office. A towering soldier then 
walked in with two other colleagues, they greeted me 
and the woman as well. One of the soldiers told me to 
continue resting if I still felt like. They then embarked on 
what had brought them to office that morning.

I lay on the bed with my eyes closed but my ears were 
attentively tuned to whatever conversation was going 
on among the soldiers as well as between them and the 
woman that was formerly sobbing. One of the soldiers 
asked the woman if what she was alleging was actually 
true and could be confirmed.

In response, the woman said with a firm voice, “Lok 
ma an abino kwede botwu ni lok ada ya! Laco ma onongo 
obedo cwara ci lacen kinwa opoke tye ka buru kwona ma 
konye pe. Ci an atye ki lworo matek. Amiti wun wukonya 
pien laconi tye ki muduku.” Her words meant, “The issue 
I brought to you people is true. The man with whom I 
separated after us living together as husband and wife is 
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really threatening my life and I am very afraid. I want you 
to help me because he has a gun.”

There was a brief silence which was only interrupted 
by my turning on the bed. Then one of the soldiers 
inquired whether the woman saw with her naked eyes 
that indeed that man had a gun and if so what type of 
gun it was. The woman confirmed that she had seen the 
gun and proceeded to add, “En lakit muduku ma wun 
mony wutye kwedeni do,” meaning, “the type of gun 
that you soldiers here have.”

To make matters clear, another soldier told the woman 
to turn and look outside after which he asked, “Was it like 
those guns that soldiers are hanging on their shoulders?” 
and “Yes,” affirmed the woman.

Another soldier asked whether she had done something 
that could have probably prompted her ex-husband to start 
threatening her life. Her response was that she had done 
nothing wrong but added that it could have probably been 
a result of jealousy since she had settled with another man. 
The soldiers inquired if the woman would be at ease to say 
exactly the same things in the presence of her ex-husband 
and her answer was a strong yes.

They all moved out and I could hear them continue 
with the discussion on the matter as their voices disappeared 
towards the gate of the detach. 
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AS SOON AS they had left, I got up and painfully struggled 
to walk. I was given water and I took a bath for the first 
time after escaping from the LRA. I ate part of my beans and 
maize bread for breakfast after which I went outside.

I kept attempting to walk within the detach but feeling 
a kind of piercing pain on my feet. On my right leg I could 
only manage to support myself on the ground using my heel 
because I had a fairly big painful swelling on the sole of my 
foot just inches away from my toes.

Occasionally, I would stop to take a rest and get some 
relief from the pain. In one of those moments when I stood 
to take a rest, an Acholi soldier who was passing by going 
in the opposite direction, stopped to greet me. Somehow 
we began talking. He asked for my names and where our 
home was. After answering him I found out that he actually 
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knew our home. We had a bar and a grocery at home. He 
told me that countless times he had been to that bar and 
even bought stuff from our grocery.

He asked if my family members knew that I was now out 
of captivity. I said “No.” He then asked if I could remember 
any mobile phone number of any one at home or even of 
a relative or friend. I thought deeply but the only number 
I could remember was that of my elder sister Abalo Teddy 
Evelyn. I am her second follower after my brother Ongom 
Bernard Lakado. I shared the phone number with the soldier.

Joyfully, he pulled out of his pocket and showed me 
his mobile phone (an Ericsson) which he said he was taking 
to a friend’s shop in the camp for a battery charge using 
solar power after which I could make a call to my sister. I 
was happier because finally my family members were going 
to know that I made it out alive and above all where I was.

In the afternoon, after I had cleared the remaining beans 
and maize bread for lunch, a group of about six soldiers entered 
the office and with them were two other people, a male and 
a female. The man was completely strange to me while the 
woman was not. She was actually the woman who earlier on 
in the morning had and been there accusing her ex-husband of 
threatening to kill her and being in possession of a gun.

As for me, I just lay on my bed and listened to every 
conversation that went on. It is from the conversation that I 
realised the man whom I knew not was actually the accused 
ex-husband of the woman. He was questioned extensively 
but he completely denied being in possession of any fire arm. 
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The woman however insisted and when asked if she 
knew where that gun was, she narrated how she once 
sweet-talked her then husband to dispose of the gun since it 
was something dangerous. According to her, he had agreed 
to the idea, wrapped the gun in a fertiliser bag and thrown 
it in a pit latrine which was no more since it had collapsed 
many months earlier.

Without wasting time, the entire group got out and 
headed to that spot where that pit latrine was located. 
Some soldiers who were undergoing punishment carried 
hoes and spades and moved along with them to help in 
digging open that pit latrine.

It was now evening and the two other boys and I 
had been served our meals of beans and posho meant to 
last until the following evening. Hardly had we finished 
eating enough when a soldier came and told us to get ready 
to travel to Gulu Town where we would get a thorough 
medical check-up and medication before we could be 
cleared so that we reunite with our families.

The message generated great joy in us! We were to travel 
using a pick-up truck from which soldiers would be guarding 
two vehicles carrying some officials from a certain NGO (Non-
Governmental Organisation) who had come to the camp. In 
less than an hour we were all ready for the journey and the 
vehicles were now at the main entrance to the detach.

As we moved to board the vehicle, a soldier who was 
standing not far away from where we were passing noticed 
how I was struggling to walk and he gave me a spear that he 
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was holding to use as a support tool to ease my movement. 
Six soldiers who were to travel with us were ready and 
standing next to the pick-up. They were heavily armed, five 
of them carrying AK-47 rifles with many magazines while 
the other had a machine gun (PK).

Before we could embark on the journey, the group 
of soldiers that had gone to search for the gun which the 
woman claimed her ex-husband had arrived and indeed the 
gun had been found. A certain soldier was holding it using 
an old polythene bag. The man in question was already 
stripped off his shirt and his hands were tightly tied behind 
his back on his elbows. As we passed by, a soldier struck the 
man with a stick on his bare back while saying, “En muduku 
ma ikano nit wero kelo wa to ikomi,” meaning, “The gun 
that you had hidden can easily be the cause of your death.”

The two boys and I boarded the pick-up truck and we 
were directed to sit with our backs leaning against the hind 
wind screen. The soldiers sat facing outward on either sides 
of the pick-up with their backs turned inward – three on each 
side while the one with the machine gun sat turning his back 
to us and facing the front of the vehicle that followed us.

When the engine was ignited and the vehicles were 
beginning to move, the soldier who had promised to lend 
me his phone so that I could use it to call my sister came 
running with the phone. Unfortunately, he was stopped by 
a soldier that appeared senior in rank. He then shouted that 
I should not worry after all I was going home. I waved back 
at him as we sped off.
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THE ROAD FROM Pabbo to Gulu town looked isolated. 
We hardly met anyone for most part of the journey. We 
only found a sizeable number of people at centers like 
Awer and Keyo which also had IDP camps. Occasionally, 
the soldiers talked among themselves in Kiswahili but they 
looked every inch ready for battle. The closer we came to 
Gulu Town the more people we found. 

Along the road we by passed Sacred Heart Seminary 
Lacor, the place from where my colleagues and I were 
abducted. At least I managed to peep from in between the 
sides of two soldiers and saw the main gate of the Seminary 
and a heavily armed soldier walking towards the main road.

Behold, we then passed through St. Mary’s Trading Center 
Lacor, the place where I was born (at St. Mary’s Hospital 
Lacor) and where our home was and still is, just opposite the 
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outpatient department of the hospital on the other side of the 
road. That is the moment I felt that I had finally arrived home.

As the vehicle got closer to our home I just could not 
remain still like I had been for the greater part of the journey. 
I actually raised myself up a little bit to look towards the 
front part of our home where the grocery and the bar were 
situated. Looking with my eyes wide opened, I saw my 
father Mr. David William Ogik (RIP) commonly known in 
the area as Muzee Aleka.

He was the first person in our family that I saw since my 
abduction and escape. I was filled with joy and excitement. 
He was seated on one of the white plastic chairs next to the 
door of the grocery. He was alone, quiet and had the palm 
of his right hand on his chin. He was putting on a sky-blue 
long sleeved shirt and his face looked serious as his eyes 
were fixed towards the main road.

I felt as if our eyes met and since I could not withhold 
the excitement I literally waved at him only to be rebuked 
in Kiswahili by one of the soldiers who had noticed me. 
The vehicle by passed by slowly as I kept looking but he 
remained still in his seat hence giving me a feeling that he 
had noticed nothing, a suspicion I later proved to be true.

On reaching Gulu Town, we drove up to Pearl Afrique 
Hotel where the two vehicles that were following our lead 
entered and parked.  Our pick-up truck parked outside the 
hotel wall fence for some minutes. The soldiers jumped 
down, stretched and they generally appeared relaxed. By 
now they had ceased looking very serious and battle-ready.
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The pick-up driver ignited the engine and the soldiers all 
jumped onto the pick-up again. We drove off to a place which 
was formerly a presidential lodge but was now dilapidated. 
It happened to be the place where returnees were first 
welcomed, registered, given quick medical attention, their 
family members and relatives traced and informed about 
their presence, before they could be transferred to a bigger 
rehabilitation center of an NGO known as GUSCO ( Gulu 
United Save the Children Organization).

After examining my condition and being given some 
tablets to swallow, the female medical personnel, an elderly 
woman, recommended most especially on account of the 
swollen sole of my foot that I should be taken to the hospital 
for better medical attention. We were then given mattresses 
and blankets which other returnees who had been there for 
some days awaiting transfer to the much bigger GUSCO center 
helped us take to a room where we were to spend the night. 

Another young boy who was also a returnee helped 
me fetch and take water to a bathroom outside near the 
fence of the center. I walked while supporting myself with 
the spear which a soldier had given me from Pabbo Military 
Detach. I went and eased myself in a pit latrine to which the 
bathroom was attached.

As I moved towards that place of convenience, my 
confidence and joy on the prospect of meeting my family 
members was at its peak because at that particular place, 
just below the fence of that ‘Presidential Lodge’ (which 
was situated on a hilltop in senior quarters) was another 
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house belonging to my family which was being rented out 
to GUSCO as their office. 

Before I went to take a bath, I got out and stood in 
front of the pit latrine looking down directly to the large 
compound of our house with a high expectation to at least 
catch a glimpse of a family member most especially my 
eldest sister Akello Jane Sarah who used to reside in her 
round house opposite the main house from the back which 
served as GUSCO’s office.

I stared very keenly but there was no one in the 
compound. Not even the staff of GUSCO. Moreover it was 
already past office hours. As I was about to head back, there 
was a boy walking right on a small road below the fence. I 
stopped him and he obliged. I told him about myself being 
a returnee and implored him to help me look for any one 
that could be at home in the house.

I watched as he went toward our compound, but 
luckily a woman who was residing in the main house just 
next to our home was seated outside. The boy inquired 
from her if someone was at home and I heard her tell the 
boy loudly that there was no one. I kept watching as the 
boy moved closer to her and then a conversation which 
was completely inaudible to me ensued between them. 
At some point in their conversation they both turned and 
looked in my direction as the boy pointed at me.

Suddenly, the woman screamed, “Afano! Enoni in?” 
Afano is my name that people commonly use to refer to me. 
It was given by my Godfather, Stephen Okech (RIP), who was 
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himself referred to as Afano by those who fondly knew him. 
By shouting “Afano” the woman was simply inquiring if I was 
the one. I shouted back in the affirmative, “An” meaning “I am 
the one.” She began beating her hips with the palms of both 
her hands as she moved hurriedly into the house shouting, 
“Rubanga tek ada,” meaning “In truth God is powerful.”

The boy came back and told me that the woman had 
gone to pick her phone so that she could call my mother 
who was in Lacor with the rest of the family members. I 
thanked him as he smiled and proceeded with his journey.
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THE LONG-AWAITED moment was finally coming! I 
remained standing with my eyes fixed on the main door to 
which the woman had entered. She came out with one hand 
adjusting the lesu (cloth) that she had wrapped around her 
waist and the other hand holding a mobile phone on her ear.

I heard her loudly speak, “Hellen! Aaah! Rubanga tek 
ada! Stephen odwogo,” meaning “Hellen! In truth God 
is powerful. Stephen is back.” She kept standing at her 
verandah with the phone on her ear as I turned and went 
back into the bathroom to take a bath.

I took my time in the bathroom and after I was through, 
I got hold of my spear and began moving outside slowly 
while taking great care of my painful swollen feet. As soon 
as I got out and turned in the direction of the main building 
at the reception centre, I saw my elder sister Akello Jane 
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Sarah standing and looking very sternly in my direction, as 
if she already knew I was to come out of there.

She was putting on blue jean trouser and a jacket. When 
our eyes met, I was filled with unspeakable joy and smiled 
at her. But she instead turned and looked in her right hand 
and shouted, “Mummy bin,” meaning “Mummy Come. As 
she turned back to look at me for a second time while I 
made slow strides towards her, she burst into a loud cry. She 
wailed uncontrollably while running towards me.

She came and grabbed me with both hands from the 
back saying, “Stephen eni in?” meaning “Stephen is this 
you?” I replied in a soft tone, “It’s me.” She then helped 
me to walk by holding my shoulder with one hand and the 
other holding firmly the back of my hand which held the 
spear I was using as a walking stick.

We walked side by side as she continued to weep. My 
head was lowered and my eyes were fixed to the ground. 
My Mother’s sharp cry pierced into my ears and I raised 
my head at once looking straight ahead where her cry was 
coming from. Our eyes met and I saw her racing towards us 
before she fell down on her stomach.

As my sister tried to move a little quicker towards her 
I could hear a soldier speaking in a loud voice in Kiswahili 
though I never understood what he was saying. I thought 
he was most probably trying to tell my mother and sister to 
stop wailing. As I came closer to my mother, Hellen Ogik 
(RIP), who by now was seated with both legs stretched 
forward and still weeping, both her hands were raised 



125Escape By Grace

above her laps and half-way stretched with both palms 
wide opened as if to receive something on her laps.

I looked straight into her eyes and said, “Mummy, wek 
koko obed ya,” meaning “Mummy stop crying please.” 
And her reply in a crying tone was, “Stephen latina man in 
kikumi?” meaning “Stephen, my child, is this you?” I replied, 
“An mummy,” meaning “It is I mummy.”

Mother then invited me, “Bin atingi latinna, bed 
ikoma,” to mean, “Come and I carry you my child, sit on 
my lap.” I sat on my mother’s lap with the help of my sister 
and she held me tightly, pressing me on her breast while still 
sobbing and repeatedly saying, “Rubanga tek ada.”

Tears kept rolling down her cheeks as she looked at 
me from my legs which were on the ground right up to my 
head as if she were making a thorough examination of my 
miserable self.

Other returnees at the reception center all gathered 
from a distance looking at us in silence. As my sister helped 
me up from the comfort of my mother’s laps, my mother 
said to me, “Pe ipar gin mo latina, Rubanga okonyi odwoki 
gang, gin mo marac dong pe.” That statement meant, “Do 
not worry my child, God has helped you come back home; 
there is not any more harmful thing.”

It was already getting dark and we were all seated at 
the balcony in front of the main building at the reception 
center. By this time my eldest brother Robert Oola (R.I.P) 
had also joined us and my sister Jane Sarah Akello had gone 
to buy for me some food.



126 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

As we chatted with other returnees, the man in charge of 
the reception center came and told me in particular that he 
had gotten in touch with Msgr. Matthew Odong, the Rector 
of the Minor Seminary from where I had been abducted, who 
would be coming in the morning to take me to the hospital 
since my condition needed a closer medical attention.

Sarah returned with two small blue buckets – one full of 
rice and the other beef – and vegetables plus two big bottles 
of mineral water as well as another soft drink. I was seated 
in between my mother and my eldest brother and they were 
narrating how life at home had become characterised by 
worries ever since we were abducted by the rebels. 

The man in charge of the reception center came for a 
second time to inform my mother, brother and sister that 
it was already past time for visitors to be at the facility. 
They hesitantly got up to leave and wished me well almost 
unendingly as they were escorted by the in charge himself 
and another soldier to my mother’s car which was parked 
only a few meters from the main gate.
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A SOLDIER CAME and begged for our attention after which 
he made it clear to us that it was time for supper. He then 
led the group behind the main building where food was to 
be served. Since I already had buckets full of food I did not 
follow them. I called a boy about my age who had earlier 
on helped me pick a mattress for me to sleep on.

When the boy arrived, I asked him to share with me 
the food I had but he took off at a high speed following 
the rest to the serving point. I thought he had rejected my 
invitation. However, before I opened the buckets in front 
of me, he returned with two plastic plates and squatted 
opposite me with the buckets of food in between us.

I opened the buckets and a placed a spoon which my 
sister had brought along with the food in each of them and 
then I told him to serve. The boy heaped both plates with 

A BRAWL AT THE 
RECEPTION CENTER

2 9



128 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

rice and beef mixed with greens. He got up with a plate on 
either hands and gently handed one on his right hand to 
me. I gladly received it and he sat next to me as we began 
eating. But there was still some food left in both buckets.

The rest of the returnees were served beans and posho 
and their plates were full to the brim. They sat in groups 
and ate while chatting. Some of them preferred to go and 
eat from inside the large room while the majority remained 
at the balcony. 

A certain girl passed in front of us and I stopped her. 
She obliged and then I told her to take the remaining food 
in the buckets. She thanked me and picked the buckets. She 
returned and picked the other remaining food and then went 
and sat near another girl with whom she shared the food.

My new found friend then led me to the boys’ room 
and directed me to a corner where he had placed my 
mattress and blanket. It was a large room and people lay 
their mattresses on the floor leaving some spaces in between 
for easy movement. 

The girls occupied another large room opposite ours 
separated by a wide corridor in which a caretaker had his 
bed close to the main door against the wall on the boy’s 
side. I placed my spear on the bed close to the wall and 
then sat leaning against the wall with both my legs stretched 
forward and spread apart.

A small bodied, short boy with a dark complexion 
came straight to me and while looking at me in the eyes, 
strongly said, “Jal, cak aa ki kakara oyot ka pe imito odo.” 
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This meant, “Get away from my spot quickly if you do 
not want to get some strokes of the cane.” I looked at him 
without saying a word. Deep inside me I wondered why 
this boy would like to order me and inflict physical pain 
on me as if I were still in captivity!

I kept watching as he said, “Kura,” meaning “Wait.” He 
went outside the room very fast. I just lay on my back and began 
to enjoy the comfort of the decent bedding after a long time. 
My enjoyment was short lived when the young boy whom I 
thought had left returned armed with a cane. He shouted at 
me, “Aa malo oyot ki kakara ma peya agoyi,” meaning “Get up 
quickly from my spot before I cane you.” This time his shouting 
and actions caught the attention of everyone in the room.

I couldn’t believe how this young boy could dare 
attack me in a place where I thought I was already safe. He 
took a step back and raised his hand up with the stick ready 
to bring it down on me. At this, I quickly leaned against the 
wall as if preparing to dodge his strike, but actually I leaned 
and got hold of my spear waiting only for his stick to land 
on me and then I spear him on either the leg or the thigh.

An elderly man who was senior to us in age and was 
also a returnee held the boy’s raised arm from behind and 
pulled him away while shouting at him, “En kodi bura wu 
ma ilum ni pud imito mede kwede wa kany?” meaning “You 
still want to continue with your harassment in the bush 
right up to here?”

My new friend with whom I had shared a meal at 
supper came and stood at the foot of my mattress as if 
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to shield me from any approaching danger as he shouted, 
“Dare come back here again and I will beat you thoroughly,” 
while pointing with a clenched fist in the direction to which 
my attacker had been pulled.

I kept seated and even held on my spear more firmly as 
very loud arguments erupted in the room. It appeared there 
were two groups – those that were inflicting suffering on 
others in captivity and those that had suffered at their hands.

The noise got so loud that a soldier came in running. 
He was unarmed (at least without any visible weapon). 
He stood in the middle of the room and authoritatively 
called for silence and order in the room. The soldier then 
addressed us on being peaceful, loving and forgiving. The 
room was dead silent for a while.

The soldier who was also our caretaker through the 
night then asked, “How many of you would like to come 
and dance a bit before sleeping?” About half the house 
expressed interest. They followed him to the wide veranda 
at the balcony where they danced for a while to some fairly 
loud “Aguma” music from the radio before retiring to join a 
few of us who had remained inside.

Much as I could not manage to join them in the 
dancing, everything pointed to the fact that finally I was 
free from captivity. What a joy filled my heart!
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THE FOLLOWING DAY, early morning, my brother (whom 
I followed) by names of Bernard Ongom Lakado, who by 
then was a student at Sir Samuel Baker Senior Secondary 
School, came to see me at the Reception Center.

While we were still happily chatting, the Rector of the 
Minor Seminary Msgr. Matthew Odong who also at the time 
doubled as the Vicar General of Gulu Archdiocese, together 
with my Father Mr. David Willy Ogik (R.I.P), my Mother 
Mrs. Hellen Nelly Ogik (R.I.P), my sister Akello Jane Sarah 
and my cousin sister Ajok Agnes, arrived in two vehicles.

The Rector lifted me up with both hands while thanking 
God and congratulating me for making it back. My Dad was 
speechless. He looked so tensed, with tears escaping from his 
eyes. Upon the Rector putting me down, I said to my Father, 
“Baba I am back.” Baba is an expression for “Daddy.”

TO GOD BE ALL 
THE GLORY
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His facial expression was a mixture of a smile and a cry. 
He replied, “Apwoyo Rubanga, Apwoyo dwogo Stephen 
Latina,” meaning, “Thank you Lord! Thank you Stephen 
my child for coming back!” My Mother then rushed and 
embraced him to console him from breaking down.

After all that, the Rector put me in his vehicle together 
with my sisters and we drove off to St. Mary’s Hospital 
Lacor with my parents following right behind us. On 
our way, we briefly stopped over at the Archbishop’s 
residence next to St. Joseph’s Cathedral Gulu. The 
Archbishop His Grace John Baptist Odama came out 
and greeted me from the vehicle. He blessed me and we 
proceeded with the journey.

At the hospital, part of the sole of my right feet was cut 
off by the doctor and I was admitted for about two weeks. 
Within that period many people – relatives, friends (mostly 
seminarians) and well-wishers – came to visit me. I still recall a 
statement made by one of them, a man who at the time was 
an employee in the hospital’s workshop. He said, “Now that 
I have seen you with my eyes, I believe you made it back.”

Only after three days in hospital, I was joined by 
another seminarian Wokorach Deogratius who also had 
escaped from the LRA abduction. He, too, was admitted in 
the same room with me. After two weeks I was discharged 
and my feet kept healing gradually from home.

The second term at School was literally done. I rejoined 
the same Minor Seminary from where I had been abducted 
in the third term amidst protest from my parents and siblings 
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who thought I should join another school in Kampala. 
But gradually they came to terms with my decision. The 
security at the minor Seminary had been beefed up with a 
full military detach set up in the Seminary and several wall 
fences constructed.

After completing my Ordinary Level in 2004, I returned 
to the same Seminary and completed my Advanced Level 
in 2006. The following year (2007), I was admitted at St. 
Thomas Aquinas National Major Seminary Katigondo, in 
the then Masaka District, for my philosophical studies which 
I completed in 2010.

After one Pastoral Spiritual Year at the Parishes of 
Palabek and Lacor respectively, I was admitted at St. 
Mary’s National Major Seminary Ggaba in Kampala for my 
Theological studies from 2011 to 2015.

On 29th of June 2014, on the feast of Saints Peter and 
Paul, I was ordained a deacon together with my classmate 
and Parish mate Paul Okot at St. Joseph’s Cathedral Gulu by 
His Grace Archbishop John Baptist Odama.

After two to three years of pastoral work as a deacon 
at Holy Rosary Parish in Gulu, I was ordained a Priest on the 
1st of July 2017 at St. Joseph’s Cathedral Gulu by His Grace 
Archbishop John Baptist Odama. My first appointment was 
as a curate at Christ the king Parish-Kitgum.

Since then, I have lived a fulfilling life of serving God 
and the community as a Catholic priest. To God be all the 
glory, all the honour and all the praises.
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Myself as a baby carried by Mr. Tokema Lawrence during my 
Baptism at Holy Rosary Catholic Parish in Gulu

With my late Mum Hellen and our Last Born Emmanuella Aryemo 
after Sunday Mass at St. Joseph’s Cathedral Gulu.
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That’s me on the right as a night commuter at St. Mary’s Hospital 
Lacor with my eldest sister Akello Jane Sarah with her baby on 
her back and our supper along with other items on her head in 
a basin. Standing next to me are my sister Lawino Giovanna (my 
immediate follower) and my cousin sister Akello Gelinda.



136 Fr Kilama Stephen Raphael

My Hair being shaved for the very first time after my Escape 
from the Lord’s Resistance Army Captivity
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With my Late Mum Mrs. Hellen Ogik on my Bed at St. Mary’s 
Hospital Lacor after my Return from Captivity

With Msgr. Matthew Odong (the Rector) on my hospital bed
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My Late Mum Presenting to me a get-well card from my sister 
Genevieve who at the time was out of the Country

Friends Checking on me at the Hospital as I Steadily Recovered  
from the Wounds and the Trauma from the LRA Captivity
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With my Late Parents David Willy Ogik and Hellen Nelly 
Ogik at Home after Returning from Mass on a Sunday.
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