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BACK COVER:
“At the age of fourteen, I had killed more people than some of the most noto-
rious serial killers that the world has ever known. But that doesn’t mean that 
I am an evil man, or that I am mentally ill. I never killed anyone out of pure 
cruelty or because of sheer hatred. I killed them because I had to. I had no 
other choice. It was either them or me. Or at least, this is what I keep on telling 
myself….”
In the service of the Lord’s army tells the story of how the war in northern 
Uganda changed my life forever. It will show how, at the age of twelve, I was 
transformed from cheerful  child into a cold-blooded killer in the so-called 
army of the Lord, otherwise known as the Lord’s Resistance Army.”

Summary: 
“In the service of the Lord’s army” is a biography about Norman Okello; a young 
man from northern Uganda who was abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army 
at the age of twelve and forced to become one of its harbingers of death. This 
book will tell a true story of epic proportions, about severe hardships and 
extreme strength and resilience in events that happened in a strange but real 
world about � fteen years ago. 
The book tells the tale of how one of the most brutal rebel groups in the world 
changed the life of one individual irreversibly. It will show how a young child 
was able to cope in this hostile environment and navigate through all the 
hardships. It shows the constant struggles that Norman had with himself try-
ing to keep his humanity, while it is the very loss of humanity and the will to 
survive at all cost that makes him human. This book will tell about Norman’s 
life and the extraordinary events in which he was directly involved. From his 
idyllic early childhood which reveals this part of Africa in its full beauty, to 
his combat, abduction and punishment missions which can be added to the 
blackest pages of human history.
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ForewordForewordForeword
Shocked, � abbergasted, inspired and yearn-
ing for a beer, a cigarette and some time to 
organize my thoughts. I think this accurately 
describes my state of mind after conduct-
ing my � rst interview with Norman Okello in 
the last weeks of the Ugandan dry season in 
March 2007. It was my � rst time to conduct 
a lengthy interview with a former child sol-
dier, and I was a bit nervous and unsettled. 
Of course I had read a substantial amount 
of literature on the insurgency in northern 
Uganda, including several accounts of for-
mer child soldiers. However, none of this re-
ally prepared me for Norman’s revelations. 
It was not only the story that he told which 
disturbed me, but also the way in which he 
told it. Although he recollected his story very 
vividly and very clearly, his body language 
suggested that his mind dwelled in between 
worlds. While his mouth was rambling in the 
here and now, his eyes appeared to be far 
away, looking into a past that I would fortu-
nately never be able to witness. What I heard 
were accounts of unimaginable strength and 
horror. Norman’s testimony exposed the sto-
ry of a young boy who was forcibly abducted 
and actively tried to cling on to his human-
ity, even though all the odds were stacked 
against him. I caught a glimpse at the ma-
lignant nature of the Lord’s Resistance Army, 
and through Norman’s words, I learned how 
a young boy was able to cope in this hostile 
environment and navigate through all its 
hardships. At that point in time, it was the 
most shocking yet inspiring conversation I 
ever had. 

Norman worked for an organization called 
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the War A� ected Children Association 
(WACA), and it was through this organiza-
tion that I came into contact with him. When I 
met Norman, he was still heavily traumatized. 
He su� ered from severe insomnia due to his 
nightmares, he had major trust issues, and 
at times, he behaved in a manner that would 
have been considered highly o� ensive if you 
were unaware of his past.  He would often 
stand up in the middle of a conversation or 
an interview and start running away until his 
legs couldn’t carry him any further. At those 
times, I just remained seated, alone with my 
voice recorder and unsure what to do. Nor-
man told me that during these moments rage 
engulfed him, and in order not to destroy any-
thing which was in sight, he needed to escape 
and expel his anger by running. In retrospect, 
I guess I should have been happy with this 
type of behavior because his urge to destroy 
wasn’t limited to objects. He could easily hurt 
and frighten people, which happened several 
times after his return from the LRA. 

Nevertheless, Norman struck me as one of the 
kindest people I had ever met. In his ‘normal’ 
mode, he was the type of guy who wouldn’t 
o� end anyone and who is liked by all. His 
kindness was visible in the way he cared for 
his fellow war-victims and the way he treated 
me. He voluntarily committed himself to im-
prove the lives of former child soldiers and 
he was always willing to help me out with my 
thesis research. Besides that, he had a great 
sense of humor and I can’t count the number 
of times that we laughed our asses o�  during 
long walks or drinks at the local bars. It was 
especially the ‘gallows’ humor which he had 
mastered and which he applied mostly to 
himself. His kindness ampli� ed the contrast 
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between the Norman that I got to know per-
sonally and the young Norman that I got to 
know through his stories. 

In May 2007, after we had done several inter-
views, Norman and I decided that his story 
needed to be told to a larger audience. Al-
though by that time I had done many inter-
views with di� erent former child soldiers, 
mostly females, his story continued to have 
the greatest impression on me.  It was not so 
much the story itself which distinguished his 
story from that of the others; all the stories 
that I have heard in Northern Uganda easily 
merit a book. I think it was more the way in 
which he told it. Norman is a great narrator, 
and it is only because of his mind-blowing 
story telling talents that I have been able to 
write this book. 

Although we started the interviews for the 
book in 2007, it was not until April 2008 that 
Norman overcame his trust issues with me 
and � nally opened up to me. Norman start-
ed to explain his own role in the horrors that 
had unfolded. In his narratives, ‘they did’ was 
replaced by ‘I did.’ In 2008, we decided to vis-
it some of the places which played a central 
role in his story. This resulted in a grand tour 
through the entire central north of Ugan-
da, from Amuru to Kitgum and from Pader 
to Lira district. We even crossed the border 
to current day South Sudan, and we visited 
Palataka and Pajok in the Eastern Equato-
rial province. For me, the trips served two 
purposes. First of all, the locations helped 
Norman trigger his memories and recollect 
details that otherwise would have been lost. 
Secondly, it helped me better understand 
Norman and describe the theatres of his 

story in more detail. However, the trips and 
the interviews also served a third and unex-
pected purpose. When I met Norman again 
in September 2009, he told me that he was 
cured from his insomnia and that he felt that 
he was past his worst traumas. Thus, the trips 
and the interviews had a healing e� ect. To 
quote Norman’s exact words: ‘Remembering 
the past helps you to forget.’ Of course, Nor-
man will never forget what has happened, 
but more than twelve years after his escape, 
he was � nally able to give his horrible memo-
ries a place and put them to rest. For the � rst 
time since his very early childhood, he could 
say in all honesty that he was happy and that 
life treated him just � ne.  

Although this book is based on very extensive 
anthropological research and more than forty 
hours of life-history and semi-structured in-
terviews, I can’t determine whether I should 
label it a biography, an autobiography, a 
memoir or a factual novel. It is a biography 
in the sense that I wrote the story after  ex-
tensive research. It is an autobiography in the 
sense that it is written in the � rst person and 
heavily based on the narratives of Norman. It 
is a memoir because the focus lies strongly on 
a particular period of Norman’s life, namely his 
years in the LRA. And lastly, it is a factual novel 
because wherever Norman’s memory failed, 
well-informed ingenuity was used to � ll the 
gaps. Anyhow, de� ning the genre of this book 
is not all that important. What is important is 
that his story is told as accurate and precise 
as possible and that you will get an accurate 
understanding of what a young boy goes 
through when he is abducted at young age by 
one of the most brutal rebel cults in the world.  
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What Norman and I want to achieve with 
this book is to detail his story as thorough-
ly as possible—from his early childhood, 
which depicts this part of Africa in its full 
beauty, to his dreadful LRA missions that 
can be added to the blackest pages of hu-
man history. What we want to achieve is to 
give this terrible war a face, from the per-
spective of a victim and a perpetrator, as 
Norman was both. What we want to show 
is how his gradual loss of humanity actu-
ally entailed a struggle for the most basic 
of human needs—the need to survive. 

This is a product of the National Memory 
and Peace Documentation Centre (NMP-
DC), which is a project of the Refugee Law 
Project, School of Law, Makerere University. 
The NMPDC collects, organizes, preserves 
and communicates memories of con� ict-
related events and experiences to inform 
ongoing transitional justice processes in 
Uganda and to give e� ect to the right of 
Ugandan citizens to unbiased and holis-
tic information about their own past. The 
overall objective of the NMPDC is to be-
come a central information collection and 
information dissemination hub for matters 
related to con� ict and transitional justice 
in Uganda. Publishing Norman’s story con-
tributes to reaching our goals, as it re� ects 
an in-depth memory of one individual who 
was a witness and participant in some of 
the worst episodes of the war. Every week 
from now, the NMPDC will publish one 
chapter of Norman’s biography. The book 
has a total of 18 chapters, so in 18 weeks 
time, readers can access the full story. The 
activities of the NMPDC are funded by 
the UNDP, and we are very grateful to the 

man history. What we want to achieve is to 
give this terrible war a face, from the per-
spective of a victim and a perpetrator, as 
Norman was both. What we want to show 
is how his gradual loss of humanity actu-
ally entailed a struggle for the most basic 
of human needs—the need to survive. 

This is a product of the National Memory 
and Peace Documentation Centre (NMP-
DC), which is a project of the Refugee Law 
Project, School of Law, Makerere University. 
The NMPDC collects, organizes, preserves 
and communicates memories of con� ict-
related events and experiences to inform 
ongoing transitional justice processes in 
Uganda and to give e� ect to the right of 
Ugandan citizens to unbiased and holis-
tic information about their own past. The 
overall objective of the NMPDC is to be-
come a central information collection and 
information dissemination hub for matters 
related to con� ict and transitional justice 
in Uganda. Publishing Norman’s story con-
tributes to reaching our goals, as it re� ects 
an in-depth memory of one individual who 
was a witness and participant in some of 
the worst episodes of the war. Every week 
from now, the NMPDC will publish one 
chapter of Norman’s biography. The book 
has a total of 18 chapters, so in 18 weeks 
time, readers can access the full story. The 
activities of the NMPDC are funded by 
the UNDP, and we are very grateful to the 

UNDP for making our documentation, memo-
rialization and community outreach acitivities 
possible.  

If this book is inaccurate about any names, 
dates or places, it is either because Norman’s 
memory faltered at those points or because I 
misinterpreted them. For that, we apologize. 
I hope this story will grasp you in the same 
manner it grasped me after my � rst interview 
with Norman. 

Best,  
Theo Hollander
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It was a hot and dry night on New Year’s Eve 
in 1994. December is always in the middle of 
the dry season when the desert winds blow 
over the land, making it extremely hot. While 
the world was celebrating the transition to 
a new year, we were lying in the tall grass, 
hiding from a terrible menace that had ter-
rorized the Northern parts of my county for 
over half a decade. By now I had grown used 
to sleeping in the tall grass, but that didn’t 
mean that I liked the whole mess we were 
in.  New Year’s Eve was no exception. For us, 
there was no feast. There was no nice big 
meal, no nothing. The only � reworks that we 
were likely to see this night were mortar � re 
and bullets � ying around. 

My part of the country, named Acholiland af-
ter the dominant tribe, wasn’t a nice place to 
grow up as a child, at least not after the war 
prevented us from living normal and digni-
� ed lives. Ever since the mid-eighties, when 
Museveni came to power after a bloody civil 
war and a successful coup d’état, there was 
an insurgency in the northern part of Ugan-
da. At � rst, there was much sympathy for the 
rebels among my people of the Acholi tribe, 
as it was believed that the insurgents stood 
up for the rights of the marginalized north. 
But this sympathy soon turned into absolute 
fear and hatred as the rebel movement start-
ed to terrorize the civilian population and 
prey on its children. In the mid-nineties, the 
only places of relative safety in Acholiland 
were the bigger cities of Gulu and Kitgum, if 
only you could a� ord a place in the city. My 
parents weren’t so fortunate. They couldn’t 
a� ord a place in the city, and as I had no 
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relatives living there either, I was destined to 
sleep in the tall grass. At least there was safety 
in hiding. 

So there I was, lying in the tall grass. I knew 
that my family members were close to me—
my father, mother and my younger siblings—
but we didn’t speak a single word all night.  
Even a whisper sounded like a thunderstorm 
on a clear day. We tried really hard to avoid all 
contact with the rebels. Every night we went 
to our hiding places, moving with absolute 
caution. We never hid in the same place for 
long, because if you stayed somewhere too 
long, the tracks would reveal your position to 
the rebels. In the mornings, after I woke up, I 
was always on guard and moving with great 
caution. We didn’t really live in the village any-
more, but in the thick bush surrounding it. 
Only for a few daily occasions did we come to 
the village, for example when my mother had 
made dinner. But as soon as we had eaten, we 
would disappear into the bushes again. Out of 
the 24 hours in a day, we spent a maximum of 
two or three in the village. The rest of the day I 
was in hiding. My daily routine was a constant 
game of hide and seek in which my life was at 
stake.  

Our New Year’s Eve passed in a complete and 
awful silence. Luckily we were spared the 
deadly � reworks that everybody dreaded in 
Northern Uganda. The next day I woke up and 
began the New Year with my daily routine. 
First, I went to a stream nearby to wash my 
face. I would make sure that I never washed 
my face twice in the same spot, as it was ex-
tremely di�  cult not to leave any tracks on the 
riverbank. It was better to have your tracks 
spread out, instead of having them all concen-
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trated on one place. My vigilance was high-
est in the morning hours when I went to the 
stream, because I never knew what I might 
run into. Not only was Acholiland infested 
with rebels, you could also run into wild ani-
mals, like snakes, baboons or even leopards. 
After I washed my face and drank a little, I 
went to the gardens to help my father in the 
� eld. The gardens were very small these days 
and always surrounded by thick bush. We 
had constructed this on purpose so that it 
would be di�  cult to spot us from a distance. 
The negative result of this construction was 
that we always had to � ght the bush, which 
was constantly threatening to grow over our 
plots and destroy what we had sown. Usually 
we worked on the plots for a few hours and 
afterwards we would go to the village where 
my mother would prepare a small breakfast, 
but on this day, my mother was not at home 
because she had gone to the market in Gulu 
with my siblings to sell our leftovers from 
the maize and groundnut harvest of a few 
days ago. 

So instead of going to the village imme-
diately, I � rst went to the � eld to hunt for 
some birds which would be a nice addition 
to our breakfast. In the meantime, my father 
was preparing some sorghum and cassava. I 
took the catapult which I had brought from 
my hiding place and started looking for prey. 
Hunting was always one of my favorite oc-
cupations. You had to be a good spotter to 
see all the birds around you, and when you 
located one, you had to sneak towards it 
without making any noise, aim, and shoot. I 
always got a great rush from actually hitting 
one, which wasn’t an easy task at all. I soon 
found some birds. Immediately I started to 
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stalk the birds, crawling as close as I could, 
without frightening them. I was just about to 
take my � rst shot, when something startled 
the birds. 
- “You will never hit those birds, Kadogo, 
you are way too slow.” 
It was Francis, an older boy that I knew from 
school. Kadogo was a Swahili nickname that 
we always used for younger people. Francis 
came from a village not very far from mine, 
and he was on his way home. Like me, he had 
also been hunting, but he hadn’t been able 
to kill anything. We joked a bit and decided 
that we might have more luck if we hunted 
together. Francis pointed to another tree that 
had a number of yellow birds. We both shot 
our stones simultaneously, but, as always, we 
both missed our target. Afterwards, Francis 
went home while I continued to hunt for an-
other half an hour, after which I returned to 
our hut in the village empty-handed. It was 
here, at around eleven o’clock on January 1, 
1995, that my true hell began.
 
   After I sat down in the village with my father 
to begin eating, we suddenly heard massive 
gun� re nearby. As we � ed our hut, where we 
were hiding from the brutal December sun, 
we saw people from the village nearby run-
ning towards us, carrying the message every-
one in Acholi dreaded:  
- “The rebels are coming, the rebels are 
coming!”
I saw an old man, whose face was bleeding 
heavily, running for his life. Afterwards some 
women appeared who were also � eeing the 
rebels, some with young toddlers in their 
arms and small babies tied on their backs. 
The peaceful morning suddenly dissolved 
into chaos as the gun� re became louder and 
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everyone ran in di� erent directions away 
from it. Like the rest of the people that I saw 
running, my primal instinct took over and I 
started to run. I � ed towards the bush with 
the speed of a leopard, not even sure where 
I was going or where I would hide. My father, 
my uncle and my retarded cousin were fol-
lowing me and the four of us quickly ran past 
the papyrus. While we were running, my dad 
said he knew a good hiding place and im-
mediately he took the lead. I think we kept 
on running for another two kilometers until 
we � nally came to a terrain where the bush 
was very thick and still untouched by the 
wild� res. This was the place where we would 
take cover from the rebels and hope they 
wouldn’t � nd us. 
   
Once we were lying on the ground, I could 
� nally take the time to listen to the gun bat-
tle that was unfolding about three kilome-
ters behind us. I could clearly hear that this 
wasn’t just the rebels attacking a village with 
unarmed civilians. When the rebels attack 
harmless civilians, they usually prefer to use 
axes, machetes and bayonets, both to make 
the terror more total and to conserve their 
bullets. However, the battle that I heard un-
folding behind me was one of massive gun-
� re. My guess was that the rebels had walked 
into a National Resistance Army (NRA) am-
bush, and this guess was con� rmed when 
we saw an army helicopter � ying over after 
some time. The helicopter didn’t take active 
part in the battle, as we heard no bombs be-
ing dropped. It probably came to pick up the 
wounded and bring new supplies, because 
after just a few minutes, we saw it � ying over 
again going in the opposite direction of the 
battle. We could clearly hear that there were 
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again going in the opposite direction of the 
battle. We could clearly hear that there were 

substantial forces � ghting each other, as the 
gun� ght was massive and raged on for a long 
time. The battle � nally lost its intensity after 
about three long hours and sporadically con-
tinued for another half hour. 
   
For three and a half hours, we lay there in com-
plete terror. All this time, the four of us didn’t 
say a single word. I started to think about the 
rest of my family. I wondered what had hap-
pened to my mother and my siblings, as well 
as my other relatives in our village. Could my 
mum and my siblings have run into the rebels 
earlier that day while they were going to the 
market? Town was in the direction where the 
gun� re came from, so it was not impossible 
that they had run into the rebels. The fear for 
my own life started to make place for a fear 
about the fate of my mother and siblings. 
Again, as I had many times before, I thought 
about how much I hated the rebels. They 
had taken away almost everything that I val-
ued in life: the wealth and status of my fam-
ily, my ability to go to school, my best friends, 
my ability to play games, and so many other 
things. Silently, I wished that the NRA would 
wipe out the rebels forever, right on that spot 
three kilometers away. I really wished they 
would kill every single last one of them so 
that my family and I could rebuild our lives. 
Yet, I realized all too well that this was wishful 
thinking and that the rebels would continue 
to spread havoc for years to come. The NRA 
hadn’t been able to wipe out the rebels for as 
long as I lived. Although I was young, I knew 
that the rebels had their safe havens in Sudan 
where the NRA couldn’t follow them. The best 
I could hope for what that the NRA would just 
win this battle. 
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The battle lost its intensity only when the 
sun was already descending. Although the 
battle was already over, we continued to lay-
ing silence for another half hour. A complete 
serenity surrounded us, and it was as if the 
battle was just a bad dream. From far away 
we could hear the faint screams of people in 
terrible pain, but those were the only sounds 
that suggested there had been a battle. 
About an hour after the battle had com-
pletely died out, my father and uncle silently 
started to argue about whether we should 
go back to see if the NRA had won the battle. 
My uncle was getting nervous, but my father 
overruled him, insisting that we should stay. 
Yet, as another hour passed in complete si-
lence, we all started to become curious if 
everything was safe again. Even if the rebels 
had won the battle, they would have moved 
on by now. We planned how we would re-
turn to the village: my father and my uncle 
would scout ahead, and I would follow them 
from a distance with my retarded cousin. We 
agreed that whenever my dad or my uncle 
saw any sign of danger, they would make a 
sign with their arms. At that point, my cousin 
and I would make a run for it and � nd a good 
place to hide. With this plan in mind, we left 
the safety of our hiding place. 
   
My dad went ahead, followed by my uncle. 
My cousin and I pursued from a distance of 
around � fty meters. Slowly, we zigzagged 
towards the village to check if everything 
was clear. When we came close to the road 
connecting our village to the main road, my 
uncle suddenly made the sign we agreed on. 
The moment I saw it, my cousin and I imme-
diately fell down � at to hide in the tall grass, 
while we started to crawl away. I was terri-
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diately fell down � at to hide in the tall grass, 
while we started to crawl away. I was terri-

� ed at the thought that the rebels would now 
take my father away from me as well, but this 
thought soon dissolved when my uncle told 
us that it was a false alarm. They had run into 
some distant relatives from the next village 
who were also going back to see if it was safe. 
Like us, the distant relatives hadn’t encoun-
tered any rebels so far, so it appeared that 
the area was clear. Either the NRA had won 
the battle, or the rebels had moved on. After 
some small talk, which is the custom in this re-
gion, even in the face of war, the distant rela-
tives went toward their village, and the four of 
us continued our way. As we were nearing the 
neighboring village, we saw that some our 
relatives had already returned and were peel-
ing the groundnuts our villages collectively 
harvested a few days ago. Upon this sight, we 
decided to abandon the bush and walk the 
last kilometer on the path. 

Several minutes later, it happened again. After 
my uncle and my dad walked through a little 
curve in the road, they suddenly stopped. As 
they stopped, my cousin and I instantly hid in 
the bush next to the road. Here, I waited for 
a minute while I kept on observing my dad 
and my uncle. It seemed as though they were 
conversing with somebody, but, due to the 
bushes, we couldn’t see who this person was. 
My cousin and I were waiting for the sign, but 
it never came. A minute went by, and still no 
sign. Since neither my uncle nor my father 
raised his hands, we naturally assumed that 
nothing was going on and that they had again 
run into some relatives. So we decided to walk 
up to them to see what was going on. It was 
only when we came very close that I realized, 
after years of being so damn cautious, how 
foolish this decision was.
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 At the sight of all the guns and blood-
lusting eyes, I froze in complete terror. Just 
like my dad and uncle, my cousin and I had 
walked straight into an ambush and now we 
were surrounded by several rebels, all eager 
to shoot us. The rebels had probably seen 
us coming from a distance, but due to their 
good camou� age, it had been impossible for 
us to see them until it was far too late. Only 
a fraction of a second after I had spotted the 
rebels, I heard the most terrifying whisper I 
had ever heard. 
- “If you even dare to make a single 
movement, I am going to cut o�  your head, 
understand?”
I knew he meant it. This was probably the 
same thing they told my dad and uncle, 
which explained why they hadn’t been able 
to raise their hands. We all knew perfectly 
well that this rebel wasn’t joking. If a rebel 
said he would cut your head o�  if you didn’t 
obey, he would surely do so. By now, we had 
heard enough stories to prove this. Silently, 
my father had hoped that we would run away 
the moment that he had stopped walking, 
but instead I walked straight through the 
doors of what would become my greatest 
hell. I realized that it was too late to run away 
now; they � nally had me. Around me, I saw 
seven rebels, three of them were somewhat 
older, about 17 or maybe 18, and the rest 
were about my age, maybe slightly older. 
They all wore uniforms, even the young ones 
who could barely � t into them, and they had 
long dreadlocks, a common trait of the reb-
els. I saw that the bayonets on their guns and 
the machetes were stained with fresh blood, 
a sight that instilled a lot of fear. However, 
the worst thing about the rebels wasn’t the 
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weapons per se, but rather their eyes which 
portrayed a willingness to use them. It felt is 
as if I looked straight into the devil’s eyes. They 
look at you with so much anger and aggres-
sion. The only thing I saw in those eyes was 
hatred and a lust for ever more blood. The 
moment I noticed their eyes, I knew that these 
people were not only capable of slaughtering 
me, but they were also eager to do so. At that 
moment, they represented the complete per-
soni� cation of all evil in my small world. 
   
Only seconds after I had glanced at those ter-
rible eyes, I felt the hard butt of a gun in my 
back as I was smashed to the ground. On the 
ground, I felt a stinging pain in my side as the 
rebels began kicking me in my stomach and 
later in my face. I saw that the others were 
getting the exact same treatment. The rebels 
immediately started tying us up with ropes, 
so that we wouldn’t have a chance to escape. 
Up to this day, I still remember how the blood 
stopped streaming to my joints as the rebels 
savagely tied me up. Afterwards, they told me 
that they would kill me if I would try to run. But 
how could I? I even had a hard time breath-
ing because the ropes were so tight. The only 
thing that was on my mind was the question, 
“Will I live, or will I be killed?”, a question that 
would resurface many times in  years to come.  

 After the rebels had tied us up, they started to 
drag us to some kind of assembly point. They 
clearly didn’t care that the ropes were hurting 
me as they dragged me. I was bleeding from 
the top of my head, and I still felt a sharp pain 
in my side. But I did not dare complain. I didn’t 
even dare to drop a single tear because I feared 
the rebels would cut out my eyes the moment 
I started to cry. As they were dragging me to-
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wards the assembly point, totally paralyzed 
by fear, I realized that some of the demons 
who were doing this to me, the personi� -
cations of evil, were not much older than I 
was.  Of course, I knew the rebels liked to 
abduct children. Sometimes, these children 
were seen again several years later, when 
they were butchering their own village with-
out remorse and regret. I wondered what 
magic could make children to kill their own 
parents. I don’t know what scared me more, 
whether I would survive this day, or whether 
they would also turn me into a man-eating 
demon that would boil young toddlers, be-
head respected elders and kill relatives.   
       
As we arrived at the assembly point, I saw 
that they had also captured other people 
from my village. Yet, as I had done with my 
uncle and my dad, I pretended that we had 
never seen each other before. All this time, 
the four of us hadn’t spoken a single word 
to each other. It was better that the rebels 
didn’t know that we were related. As soon 
as we reached the assembly point, one of 
the rebels started questioning me. This boy 
was barely older than I was, but he made me 
tremble with fear. He � rst questioned me 
about my dad. As he started, other joined 
in. They wanted to know who he was and if 
we were related. They threatened to kill me 
if I didn’t tell them the truth. But I didn’t tell 
them anything. I knew all too well what they 
could force me to do if I did. 
   
In Northern Uganda, regional news spreads 
like wild� res through an age-old rumor sys-
tem. When something happens in Atiak to-
day, it will be heard all the way in Kitgum 
only two or three days later. We called this 
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rumor machine Radio Kabi. I remember one 
speci� c rumor about a boy from a village not 
far from ours who was abducted in 1992. Half 
a year later, this boy had returned to his village 
accompanied by others rebels, and together, 
they had slaughtered the entire village, in-
cluding his entire family and other members 
of his clan.. It was as though something had 
transformed him from an innocent boy to a fe-
rocious demon in the middle of a killing spree. 
   
At this moment, I didn’t know what the future 
would bring me, but I decided that I wouldn’t 
become such a child. Because I didn’t want to 
shoot my family, I told them nothing but lies. 
-           “Who is this man over here!”
-          “I don’t know sir. I have never seen him 
before.”
-         “You are lying. We can clearly see the 
resemblance between you and him, now I ask 
you again, who
               the fuck is that man over  there?”
They were clearly pointing at my father. 
-           “Sir, I really don’t know, I have never seen 
him before, he must be from another village”
An older rebel joined in. 
-         “Well what a brave little fellow do we 
have here. Now tell us boy, we all see the re-
semblance between 
               you and that man.  I will ask you the 
question once more, and this time you better 
tell the truth, 
               because I will not be so kind.”
To emphasize his point, this rebel kicked me 
really hard in my stomach. As I fell over, he 
asked the question once more. Several sec-
onds later, I still couldn’t answer because I was 
struggling to breathe. When the oxygen � lled 
my lungs again, I gave him my answer. 
- “Sir, as I told you before, I really don’t 
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know this man. This is the � rst time in my life 
that I have 
  seen him.” 
Even though I was extremely frightened, I 
continued to give him the same answer. All 
this time, I knew that they knew I was lying. 
But I kept on insisting that I didn’t know my 
father. My father, in the meantime, was do-
ing the same. My last answer clearly hadn’t 
satis� ed the rebels, and they started to beat 
me with big sticks. My father remained quiet 
during my ferocious beating. Not even once 
did he object to my punishment. It might 
seem a very odd thing behavior for a father 
to do, but we knew all too well that this was 
the right thing to do. I have never been angry 
about this. If I would have told them the truth, 
there was a big chance that they would have 
ordered me to do the unspeakable. Thus, as 
they continued to interrogate me about my 
father and my uncle, I continued to deny that 
I knew them. When they had enough of my 
lies, they changed the subject. 
- “Tell me, where do you live?” 
I pointed to the opposite direction, because I 
didn’t want the rebels to know where I lived. 
Once more, the story came into mind about 
the boy who had returned from the bush, 
only to wipe out his entire village. If the rebels 
didn’t know where I came from, they could, at 
least, not force me to do such horrible things. 
It was at this point that my cousin really start-
ed to cause a lot of trouble for me. 
-             “Sir, he is lying to you. His village is over 
there.” 
He pointed in the right direction. I knew that 
my cousin didn’t counter my arguments to 
have me killed. My cousin was retarded and 
he couldn’t think straight, on top of that he 
was just reaped with fear. I knew I was in trou-
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ble now. 
- “DO YOU KNOW WHO THE FUCK WE 
ARE?! I have killed people for far lesser rea-
sons than this. What is it? Don’t you value 
your life? If you want, I can make you sleep 
here forever! I will teach you what happens if 
you lie to me!” 

At that point the rebel took his big stick and 
hit me with it � ve times. The � rst hit was right 
on my nose, and I started to bleed heavily. It 
was at that point that my cousin started to 
cry really loud. Maybe this was my luck. The 
noise that my cousin made really irritated 
the rebels, including the one that was hit-
ting me, and as a result, they started to shift 
their attention towards him. My poor cousin 
got such a bad beating. Within seconds, my 
cousin was bleeding like me, but somehow 
I was happy that he was getting a beating. 
I was terri� ed at the thought of what would 
happen if he told the rebels the truth about 
my father as well. Somehow, it was for the 
best. The rebels were happy that they had 
managed to shut him up, and I was happy 
that he didn’t speak anymore. While they 
were still beating my cousin, an older rebel 
came to the assembly point, clearly agitated 
by all the noise. The moment he arrived on 
the scene, he told the soldier that was hit-
ting my cousin to immediately stop what he 
was doing. 
- “These boys will get their beating, 
don’t you worry about that. Now take these 
people to the main assembly point and make 
sure that they remain quiet. Kill them if you 
have to!”
Afterwards, they stopped questioning me. 
They took us to another assembly point 
where we found the main group of the reb-
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els. That is when I realized that almost every-
body from my area had been taken hostage. 
I saw almost all the people from our village 
and the surrounding villages sitting there. 
The number of rebels at this location shat-
tered me. I saw hundreds of them, and I real-
ized that there was no chance on earth that I 
would be able to escape them. 

When we came to the main group, I was sepa-
rated from my father and uncle. This was one 
of the most di�  cult moments in my life. We 
both realized that there was a chance that 
this would be the last time we would ever 
see each other again, and yet, we couldn’t 
do anything that would reveal our bond. I 
wanted to scream out. I wanted to run to my 
father, hold on to him and never let go, but I 
knew I couldn’t. I knew that I would risk both 
of our lives if I even blinked at him in a suspi-
cious way. Only once did I look back at them 
and found that my uncle and father were 
both staring away from me and my cousin, 
intentionally. It was very painful to leave my 
father without saying goodbye or showing 
any kind of emotion, but again, it was the 
right thing to do. I sincerely hoped I would 
see them back very soon, but a chronic fear 
told me that this would not be the case. In 
the meantime, there were so many ques-
tions tormenting me: “What will happen to 
me? Will I ever see another sunrise again? 
If I did, then what about tomorrow, would 
they kill me then or would they take me with 
them and also turn me into a demon like the 
ones who caught me?” 

All these questions were tormenting me, 
but I didn’t dare ask any of them. As they 
brought us to another area, I saw that they 
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had also captured Francis. We looked at each 
other, but we both kept quiet. The three of us, 
Francis, me and my cousin, were taken to the 
older rebel who had commanded the soldiers 
to stop beating us. This man was clearly old-
er than most of the rebels that I saw around. 
Most of them were still kids, maybe two or 
three years older than me, but not much older. 
Yet, this man could have been my father. I was 
hoping that at barely 12 years old, I would still 
be too young to join the rebels. I really hoped 
that this older man would see this as well, but 
instead he con� rmed my worst fears. 
- ‘Tomorrow we shall take you with us 
and you WILL become a soldier; Tomorrow 
morning we will write your name’!!
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About National Memory and Peace Documentation Centre (NMPDC)
The National Memory and Peace Documentation Centre (NMPDC), a collaborative initiative 
of the Refugee Law Project, Faculty of Law Makerere University and the Kitgum District Local 
Government.
The NMPDC is located in Kitgum district town council in Northern Uganda an area ravaged by 
over two decades of armed con� ict and is struggling to recover in the post-con� ict era.
As a country emerging from con� ict, Uganda remains highly divided, with a weak sense of 
national identity, low societal solidarity amongst constituencies, a lack of information and 
transparency about historical events and little or no accountability for past wrong doing and 
acknowledgement for su� ering. Uganda has a fragile democracy where unaddressed divi-
sions and grievances can easily ignite new con� ict. These de� ciencies pose signi� cant ob-
structions to national reconciliation, transitional justice and rule of law in the country; this is 
what the NMPDC aims to primarily address. 

About Refugee Law Project (RLP)
The Refugee Law Project (RLP) seeks to ensure fundamental human rights for all, including; 
asylum seekers, refugees, and internally displaced persons within Uganda. RLP envision a 
country that treats all people within its borders with the same standards of respect and social 
justice.
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