
Friday July 6th 
   We got off to a late start today, and we needed it.  The last few days have been 
physically and emotionally grueling.  Over breakfast, we came up with the broad 
outline of an itinerary for our remaining days here, recognizing it’ll probably 
change twenty times over. 
 
   We made a brief stop at the Internet cafe where a giant locust was clinging to an 
outside pillar.  While I was online, Andrew got some pictures of Oketta 
downtown, talking to people.  When Andrew started to take pictures of troops in a 
truck, an undercover police officer appeared out of nowhere and started taking 
photos of him, but there were no further repercussions.  None of us has had to 
show those Ugandan media passes we paid so much money for. 
 
   One of our priorities today was to get supporting video of two child soldiers we 
interviewed a couple of days ago, beginning with Charles Olara, the young man 
who killed 17 school children and was later involved in the slaughter of 600 
Sudanese villagers.   
 
   The original plan was to find him at school, but every high school in the region 
was closed today for a big Track and Field Day at a large, open field in the centre 
of town, so we went there and found him easily, no small feat considering the site 
was crammed with thousands of students from 21 secondary schools.  The place 

was teeming with excitement and 
vitality, especially now that the kids 
don’t have to worry about abduction or 
death at the hands of the rebels. 
 
   In a testimony to how far 21-year-old 
Charles has come since his escape from 
the L.R.A., he’s now the Head Prefect 
of his school — the top student leader, 
elected by his peers.  He was helping 
organize his school’s involvement in 
the track meet when we caught up with 

him.  Bright, articulate and very involved in helping other returnees get their lives 
back, he shows no outward signs of the horror he experienced.  He wants to be a 
doctor, to help others after inflicting so much pain and suffering. 
 

Stella and Charles 



When we learned Stella Achan wasn’t 
at the track meet, we went looking for 
her near her home on the outskirts of 
Kitgum.  We never did find her, but we 
did encounter Philip “Clipper” Ogwang 
(Oh-GWAHN), one of northern 
Uganda’s most renouned musicians.  
He plays the nanga, a rectangular, 
wooden stringed instrument.  Using an 
upside down, steel cooking pot as an 
amplifier, the 60-something musician 

sat on a mat with a woman who sang with him as he plucked out intricate 
compositions dealing with faith, suffering and hope.  The music had a spare, 
haunting quality about it and will add much to the production. 
 
    Lunch was at Oketta’s and we were joined by John Ochola,  
the 23-year-old who lost his nose,  lip,  ears and hands in a 
rebel mutilation.  We were served very tough but tasty smoked 
beef — something like a jerky — and the chicken presented to 
us yesterday by John also graced our dinner plates.  I’ve been 
complaining for days the Acholi don’t eat enough rooster (the 
birds wake me up every morning at 5:30) but today I had my 
revenge.  Still, I prefer not to be acquainted with my lunch. 

 
   To start our afternoon, we went 
to the home of John’s parents on a 
small homestead just outside of town.  They live in a 
traditional hut with a mud threshold that leads inside 
but, unlike any other hut I’ve seen, theirs had rows of 
colourful bottle caps embedded in the hardened mud, 
for decoration.  It looked quite striking and was 
another example of how most Africans love vibrant 
colour, especially in places where life is so starkly 
black. 
 
   John’s father, Kaunda (Kah-OON-da) wasn’t around 
but his mother, Grace Akongo (Ah-Cone) greeted us 
warmly and sat on the customary woven mat outside 

as she talked to us about her journey from bitterness John's mother and brother 



to forgiveness following the mutilation of her son.  She remembered how, upon 
seeing him for the first time, she wept uncontrollably.   
 
   Both she and her husband were filled with rage and helplessness.  Later, when 
John found it in his heart to pardon the man who cut him, his parents had great 
trouble accepting his approach.  But Grace told us her son’s example of faith and 
forgiveness eventually won them over and, today, she, too, has released the 
bitterness that once suffocated her heart. 
 
    Dave had brought his laptop along so 
that he could show a slide show he had 
created and shown in churches across 
the USA which included John’s story 
and photos of his parents.  John, his 
mother, brother and Oketta laughed as 
they saw their images appear. 
 
   After all of us took some pictures of a 
yellow, red and green grasshopper 
feeding on some plants in Grace’s garden, we drove a short distance to a clearing 
where two women were waiting to meet with us.  Each of them lost three children 
to the L.R.A.   
 
   In the case of the first woman, the rebels killed her 23-year-old son in front of 
her, then the commander said, “This is your goat.  Take this meat home and feast 
on it.” Her two remaining children were abducted but she heard later that her 
daughter had been tied to a tree and hacked to death by four men.  “Yet, the rebels 
should be forgiven,” she told me.  “There is no alternative.  They were under 
pressure and God wants us to forgive others.” 
 
   The second woman’s husband was kidnapped and presumed killed.  Adding to 
her pain, she hasn’t seen her children in years and has no idea whether they’re 
even alive.  With no one to help support her, she survives by selling bamboo and 
firewood in the market.  She, too, believes forgiveness is the only path to peace 
and, though she bears no ill will toward the abductees who were forced to do 
horrendous things, she does struggle with being charitable with the callous 
commanders who ordered the atrocities.  Still, she says she’s ready to live side-by-
side with the perpetrators, if it means peace will come to stay.  
 



   With us was Isaac Ominy (Oh-MOIN) the former child soldier who’s now a 
mason and head of the Parish Town support group for returnees.  We decided to 
ask him a few more questions in front of the camera.  When I asked him if any 
good had come from his terrible experiences, he said, “I’ve learned that one should 
not play with other people’s lives,” he said.   “We should value life very seriously.  
Second, those of us who were abducted must be forgiving or we are doomed.  If 
we don’t forgive, we will continue to do all kinds of evil until, in the end, what we 
do to others will be done to us.” 
 
   Later, Isaac admitted that telling his story was painful because it dredged up 
many things he would prefer to forget.  He said, “After saying it, it disturbs me a 
great deal.  It’s good to say it out loud, but the audience must be the right one.”  
We felt good that he thought we were a safe and responsible audience to whom he 
could entrust his hear-rending testimony. 
 
    As we’ve moved throughout this 
beautiful land, we’ve taken the 
opportunity to illustrate the stories with 
images of normal life.  Today was no 
exception.  Two women were braiding 
hair along one of the pathways.  When 
Andrew asked them if he could 
photograph them, they refused.  Oketta 
walked up and immediately they 
laughed and agreed.  It is rare that 
we’ve come across someone who 
Oketta not only does not know, but who has a high respect and appreciation for 
who Oketta is as a person. 
 
   Having run out of light — and energy — we packed up and went to the home of 
Anglican priest Nicholas Odong Piny for supper.  As we ate, he told us of his 
narrow escape from death at the hands of dictator Idi Amin’s henchmen during the 
1960s and it reminded me why the overwhelming majority of Ugandans are ready 
to embrace peace at any cost:  there’s been precious little of it for the past several 
generations.  For the first time in memory, there’s genuine reason for hope.  If we 
can play even the tiniest role in helping it take root, this project will have been 
incredibly worthwhile. 


