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281.126 The Dead Man And The Moon: A Folktale\fn{told by an otherwise unnamed Zande informant (before 1891- )}
Equatoria State, South Sudan (M?) -1
The moon was shining on a corpse.
An old man saw this, and called together a large number of animals. He said to them,
“Which of you will carry this body to the opposite side of the river. And which of you will carry the dead
moon?”
Two toads said that they would do it.
The toad with long legs took the moon, and the short-legged toad carried the dead man. The toad who carried
the moon succeeded in crossing the river, but the toad bearing the corpse of the man was drowned because its legs
were short.
The moon, when it dies, returns again.
When a man perishes, he does not come back at all.
109.57 Nyajak: A Folktale\fn{told by an unnamed Shilluk informant (before 1912South Sudan (M?) 3

)}

nr. Malakal, Upper Nile State,

A woman was with child, and she bore a child; she was named Nyajak.
One day, the drum was beaten in a village far away. The people went to dance to the drum. This village where
the drum was being beaten was the village of a lion.
And the child who had just been born also wanted to go to dance. The people asked her,
“Why are you saying that you also want to go? You are still so small!” She said,
“Never mind, I will go.”
This child was a spirit. She went with the people.
When they arrived there, it began to rain, so they went into the house of the lion. This lion was a man. During
the night, the other girls, who had come with Nyajak, slept, but the child who had just been born was awake. She
knew that the man was actually a lion. The lion wanted to open the house where the girls slept, but this child,
Nyajak, asked from within the house,
“Who is there?” The lion replied,
“Nyajak!” The child answered,
“Eh?” The lion said,
“Are you still awake?” Nyajak said,
“I am not yet asleep.” The lion asked,
“Are you hungry?”
“Yes, I am.” The lion said,
“Would you not like to have a ram killed?” Nyajak answered,
“Yes, I would.”
So the lion killed a ram. He cooked it and gave it to Nyajak. Nyajak took it. Then the lion said,
“Nyajak!” She replied,
“Eh?”
“Do eat!” said the lion. She said,
“All right.” The lion said,
“And then sleep.” Nyajak replied,
“All right.”
The lion went away and waited some time. Then he returned and tried to get into the house. But Nyajak again
asked,
“Who are you?” The lion replied,
“Nyajak, are you still awake?” Nyajak said,
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“Yes, I am.” The lion asked,
“Are you hungry?” Nyajak replied,
“Yes, I am.”
“Would you not like to have an ox killed?” asked the lion. Nyajak said,
“Yes, I would.”
So an ox was killed and was cooked by him and given to Nyajak. The lion said,
“Do eat!” Nyajak replied,
“All right.”
The lion turned away. After some time, he came back and tried to open the house. Nyajak asked,
“Who are you?” The lion said,
“Nyajak, are you still awake?” Nyajak said,
“Yes, I am.” The lion asked,
“What do you want? Are you hungry?” Nyajak replied,
“Yes, I am.” The lion said,
“Have a goat killed!” Nyajak replied,
“No, I won’t have a goat killed. I am thirsty.” The lion asked,
“In what shall I bring water?” Nyajak said,
“Why, bring it in a basket.”
The lion ran to the riverbank with a basket. He dipped it into the water, but the water streamed down on the
ground, and only leeches and small fish remained in the basket. He thrust them out and dipped the basket again,
but the water flowed out on the ground, and the lion sat down a second time to pick out the leeches and the small
fish. In the meantime, Nyajak awakened the other girls, and they arose, asking,
“What is the matter?” Nyajak said,
“Is not the lion going to eat us?” Then she said to them, “Eat this meat,” referring to the sheep and ox that the
lion had killed for her.
Nyajak knew the lion would not come back quickly. When they had eaten, Nyajak said to the girls,
“Run away!”
They ran away home to their country. Nyajak alone remained.
At last, the lion was tired of dipping water with the basket, and he came back, calling,
“Nyajak, are you asleep?” He came into the house, saying,
“Nyajak!”
She remained silent.
The lion lighted a fire, and he found that the girls had gone. He said,
“This cursed Nyajak has led her comrades away.” Nyajak replied,
“Why, am I not here?”
The lion sprang at Nyajak, but she disappeared. The lion cried,
“This cursed Nyajak, where has she gone?” Nyajak replied,
“Am I not here?” The lion sprang again at her but did not catch her. Nyajak had disappeared.
At last, the lion was tired, and Nyajak went away. But the lion did not know it.
*
The girls arrived home. And the lion came to them; he had turned himself into a beautiful big tree, an
olam.\fn{The sycamore fig tree.} The girls liked him very much. But Nyajak said,
“Do not go under that tree! This tree is a lion!” They replied,
“Why, Nyajak begins to lie!” Nyajak said,
“All right, I shall say no more.”
The girls climbed on the tree. Suddenly, the lion seized them and fled with them. Nyajak said,
“What did I say just now?”
The people were much perplexed; they went away.
*
But Nyajak went to the lion. She turned into a very, very old man; she went limping on a crutch. When the lion
saw her, he said,
“What kind of man is this old person?” Nyajak replied,
“A man begging for water.” And he gave her water.
Then she went back. But presently she came back again; she had turned into a rat. The lion had just gone to the
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riverside to fetch water in order to cook the girls whom he had caught. Nyajak drove the children away and
brought them home. When the lion came back, he asked,
“Why, where have the children gone? Is it not this cursed Nyajak who has taken them away?”
*
And the lion came into the village of Nyajak; he had turned into a very fine girl. He came to converse with the
brother of Nyajak. The lion asked,
“Where is the brother of Nyajak? Call him!”
The brother of Nyajak was called, and they conversed together. But when Nyajak came, she exclaimed,
“Oh dear, brother, how can you do such a wicked thing? Do you not know this is a lion?” The boy said,
“Go away, you are a great liar.” Nyajak replied,
“It is your own affair, I shall say no more.”
And Nyajak remained silent.
But while the boy slept, his eye was taken out by the lion. That is all, and the lion went home to his village.
But the next morning, Nyajak found her brother weeping. She asked,
“Why?” The boy answered,
“My eye has been taken out.” Nyajak said,
“Did I not tell you this man is a lion? What do you say now?”
He was silent.
Nyajak went away; she turned herself into an old woman; she went walking. When she arrived at the home of
the lion, she cried,
“Here is a traveler at the gate!” The lion said,
“Welcome!” She came in and exclaimed,
“Oh, my brother, are you still here?” The lion replied,
“Who are you?” Nyajak said,
“Am I not your sister who had been carried away by the wind a long time ago?” The lion said,
“Ah! I had almost forgotten!”
The lion wept; he was very glad. And they talked together. The lion did not know that it was Nyajak; he
believed her to be his sister. And Nyajak looked up and saw the eye of her brother. She said,
“My brother!” The lion replied,
“Eh?” She asked,
“What is it makes such a bad smell in the house?” The lion answered,
“It is the eye of the brother of Nyajak.” Nyajak asked,
“Where did you find that?” He answered,
“I brought it; I had turned myself into a girl, and so I took out his eye.” Nyajak said,
“As you have brought it, will you not take it down and show it to me?” The lion took it down, saying,
“But mind, lest it be taken by the crow!” Nyajak said,
“No, it will not be taken; we shall watch it.” Then Nyajak asked,
“But where is flour for cooking?” The lion answered,
“It is just being pounded.” Nyajak said,
“Ah, that is good.” After some time, the lion said,
“Sister, I am going to the riverside to fetch water.” Nyajak said,
“Go.” The lion said,
“Take heed, watch the eye of the brother of Nyajak, lest it be taken by the crow. We will cook it together with
our meal.”
So Nyajak was left in the house while the lion went to the river. But while he was gone, Nyajak took the eye of
her brother and then turned herself into a crow. She flew up and returned to her native country. She found her
brother, put his eye back into its place, and so her brother was cured.
When the lion came back from the river, he found that the eye had gone, and he saw that the woman was also
gone. Then he said,
“My heart is tired with this Nyajak, I shall never return to her.”
That is all. And Nyajak was left alone by the lion; she lived with her brother.
The lion remained in his place; he never returned anymore.
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105.59 God Creates Man And Woman: A Folktale\fn{told by Sheikh Oterie (before 1915South Sudan (M) 1

)}

Dimma, Jonglei State,

Jwok\fn{An androgynous god.} had sons—first, an elephant; then, a buffalo, a lion, a crocodile; after that, a little
dog; and, finally, man and woman. Upon seeing the humans, God said,
“What are these things without hair? All my other offspring have hair or scales, but what are these things?”
God said to the little dog,
“Take them away, throw them away on the plain!”
The dog took the man, departed, and after a short time found a tree with a big hole in it—like a house. The dog
put the children in this. Then it took a cow from among God’s flocks and brought it to the tree. The dog milked it
night and morning, putting the milk into a gourd. It gave the milk to the children. This was done without God’s
knowledge.
The boy grew and with him his twin sister, and they soon got too big for their hole in the tree. The dog then
took them away into the country. They built a straw house, and the boy and girl went in, and they lived there.
Then the dog returned to God who, upon seeing the dog, said,
“What have you been doing all this time? Where have you been?” The dog said,
“I have been away on the plain herding the cows. There is no good grazing here, so I went to a far place.”
Time passed, and the boy and girl became man and woman. At length, the dog brought them before God. God
said,
“What is this? Where have you brought them from?” The dog answered.
“These are the ones you told me long ago to take and leave on the plain.” God said,
“Bring them here. I shall kill them!” The dog answered,
“Not so. These are people whose eyes look about and see things and understand. They are not like your other
children. Let them stay with me, let them live as my brother and sister.”
So they all settled down together with God. Presently. God looked around and found that the land was getting
too crowded.
“I must now allot land to all of my people. I must send them to their countries. Let the elephant, the buffalo,
and the lion come first, and let the man and woman come last.”
The dog heard this, and at once went in and told the man.
“This is not good. If you go in last, you shall get nothing. You must go first, and say that you are the elephant,
the buffalo, and the lion.”
The man at once agreed, and he walked first to the house of God. God heard the man approaching, and called
out,
“Who are you?” The man replied,
“I am the elephant, the buffalo, and the lion.”
“Very well.” God threw him all the spears.
“Take these, go on your way.” The man took the spears and departed.
Then up marched the elephant, the buffalo, and the lion. God heard them approaching, and called out,
“Who are you?”
“The elephant!”
“The lion!”
“What!” cried God. “Who then were those who have just gone?” They answered,
“Perhaps the man and the dog.”
“Ah!” said God. “And I have given them all the spears. What am I to do for you? Here, take these,” and God
handed the elephant its tusks.
“And you, take these,” and God handed the buffalo its horns.
“Take these,” and God handed the lion its claws.
To the crocodile, God gave teeth. All was finished, and they departed.
But whenever the man saw the elephant, the buffalo, the lion, or the crocodile, he would kill them with his
spear. So the elephant, the buffalo, and the lion departed onto the plains, and the crocodile, finding the sun too hot,
went down into the river. And man took the best place.
All this took place in a far country.
The name of the first man was Otino.
The name of the first woman was Akongo.

5

281.126b Turning The Tables On Trickster: A Folktale\fn{told by an unnamed Nuer informant (before 1924- )} Lake’s
State?, South Sudan (M?) 1
One day, when Rill the jackal was very hungry, he met Quoing the turtle, and suggested that they should go to
the cattle kraal to get some milk.
When they got there, Rill volunteered to take the cattle out to graze. During the day, he suddenly returned,
driving in front of him a black cow called Ashol which was the property of Quoing.
“Come quick,” said Rill, “and spear this buffalo that is attacking me!” Ouoing hurried up, spear in hand, and,
because his eyesight was bad, he killed his own cow.
“What have you done?” said Rill. “You’ve killed your own cow.”
“But you told me it was a buffalo,” said Quoing with indignation.
“I did nothing of the sort! I told you to go and get the cattle rope in order to tie it up.”
Rill then took a water pot and, boring some holes in the bottom of it, ordered Quoing to go and get some sweet
water from a far away pool. While Quoing was thus employed, Rill skinned the cow, and, after hiding the meat in
the grass, buried the horns in the ground, leaving only the tips sticking out.
After a lengthy absence, Quoing returned, complaining that he had made several trips to the water, but the pot
seemed to be a bad one as the water always leaked out.
“Never mind about the pot,” said Rill, who was now holding on to the top of the horns with apparent difficulty.
“My back is nearly broken, and if you don’t come and help me quickly, the cow will disappear altogether, and we
shall lose all the meat.”
When Quoing caught hold of the horns, they came away in his hands.
“I told you so! Now we’ve lost the cow altogether because you were so slow in getting the water,” said Rill.
Rill next had to get rid of Quoing so that he could get the meat to his house unobserved. Giving one horn to
him, Rill told Quoing to give it to his wife with instructions to boil it continuously in a pot of water. On the
second day, they would find the pot to be full of meat. If this did not come to pass, it was certain proof that
Quoing’s wife was a bad one and should be killed.
Quoing then departed, and proceeded to make his wife boil the horn. In the meantime, Rill collected his meat
and went home, filling all the pots with what he could not eat himself.
At the end of the second day. Rill visited Quoing, and inquired about the meat. Quoing admitted failure, while
Rill boasted of the success that he had had, and he urged Quoing to kill his wife. This Quoing did, and Rill
returned to his home.
When Quoing’s mother-in-law heard the bad news, she was very angry, and explained to Quoing that Rill had
deceived him. Quoing thought for a long time of how to repay such a terrible act. Knowing Rill’s weakness for
women, Quoing wandered along until he reached a path leading to the jackal’s house. Here he sat down, and
proceeded to turn himself into a portion of a woman. It was not long before Rill passed by, and seeing the object
on the ground placed it on the end of his spear and walked home.
When he arrived there, he called together his wife, mother, sister, and cousin, and asked them if they had
dropped anything on the path. After due inspection, nothing was found to be missing, and Rill produced his find
amidst the rejoicing of his family, and he hung it up on the roof of his house. Then he left with his relations to
spear fish in a neighboring pool.
On his return, he found a beautiful young woman in place of the object he had picked up on the path, and he
hurried off to make known the good news. That night was spent in dancing and general hilarity.
The following morning, his newly acquired wife ordered him to go to the river to catch fish. This he did, but
she was nowhere to be found upon his return, and exhaustive inquiries did not help to solve the matter.
Because he was hungry Rill turned to the pots that held the meat of the black cow. To his astonishment, he
found all of the pots empty except the last one, which still had a little fat in it.
While he was licking around the edge of the pot, his tongue was suddenly seized by some unseen object. It
turned out to be Quoing, who had turned himself into a turtle once again, having got his revenge. Rill implored
him to let go of his tongue, but this Quoing would not do until Rill had taken him down to the river and left him
there.
Rill never attempted to molest Quoing again.
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73.251 The Man And The Snake: A Folktale\fn{by an unnamed Nuer informant (before 1931Sudan (M) 2

)}

Unity State?, South

A man once found some snakes fighting. As he came near and looked at them he saw that one snake had been
killed. He reproved them. He said,
“Go away.” One snake gave him a charm, saying,
“By means of this charm you will hear all things. When the rat talks, you will hear it. When the cow talks, you
will hear it. You will hear everything that is said.”
The man passed on. He came to the village. At night the man’s wife locked the house so that there was no open
place. All was quite dark. She and her husband lay down to sleep. A mosquito came to the door. It examined the
house and found no way in. The mosquito exclaimed,
“They have locked the house very tightly. How can one get in?” The man understood and laughed.
“What are you laughing about?” asked his wife.
“Nothing,” said he.
Later, a rat came. He examined the door. He found it fast closed and left it. Then he tried the eaves of the house
and got in. He searched everywhere. He wanted butter but he found none. He said,
“Oh, where has that woman stored her butter?” The man laughed. His wife asked him,
“What are you laughing about?” He answered,
“Nothing.”
In the morning the man went to his barn. He let the cattle out. When it was nearly milking time his wife came
to milk. When she arrived the cow said,
“Of course you come, but you will not milk me today. I shall withhold my milk. My calf will drink it
afterward.” The man laughed. His wife asked him,
“What are you laughing at?” He answered,
“Nothing.”
The wife left the cow. She returned to the village. Then the calf sucked its mother. The next day the wife again
came to milk. The cow again withheld its milk. In the afternoon the woman’s child was ill for want of milk. She
brought it to the barn and she talked to her husband. She said,
“That calf will kill my daughter.” The cow interrupted,
“What! My daughter will kill your daughter?” The man laughed. His wife asked him,
“What are you laughing about?” He answered,
“Nothing.” When it was nearly sunset his wife said,
“I shall get a divorce.”
She called all the people. They came to her husband’s place. They seated themselves. They said to the wife:
“You and your husband talk. We will listen.” The wife talked. She said to the people,
“When we lie down to sleep, my husband always laughs at me without any reason. When I ask him why he
does it he hides the reason from me. That is why I object to him.” Then they asked the husband,
“Why do you laugh at your wife? Tell us.” He answered,
“Nothing.” They said again,
“Tell us.” He answered,
“Men, if I tell it, I will die.” They said,
“Tell it, man! Do not hide it.” He replied,
“Oh, men, I will not tell it. I will surely die if I do.”
They urged him. When he was worn out he told them. He said to the people,
“This is the reason why I laughed when we were lying down in the house. After a while at night the mosquito
would talk. It would say,
“‘Who is this woman that has locked up her house so tightly? Where can one get in?’ That is why I laughed.”
*
The man died, as he had said. The people cried. Some of them dug a grave. As they were about to bury the
body a certain snake hastened to the desolate spot. It wrapped itself around the body. It stuck its tail in the nose of
the dead man. He sneezed. The people were amazed. Some of them said,
“Is it his god?” Others replied,
“Why ask who it is?”
When the man stood up the snake left. When the man had quite recovered he traveled through the desolate
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places. He found the snake under a tree. The snake said,
“But why did you tell? Long ago when I gave you that charm I told you it would make you hear all things.”
The man replied,
“They urged me, so I told them.” The snake said,
“Oh!” Then the snake gave him another charm, saying,
“You will hear the words of the birds which eat the kafir corn. When a bird eats the kafir corn in the field you
will hear its words.” The snake went away.
The man returned to the village. He heard many things. When a bird was eating the kafir corn, if another bird
came near, the first one would say,
“Bird! Do not come. We shall be seen. I am eating quietly. This is my place. Let us separate. The field is
large.” After a while another bird would reply,
“What! I shall be found out?” A third would break in,
“How will you get out? Perhaps they will find us.”
“Let him go.” cried one bird.
“I am not going,” said the other.
The man laughed there in the kafir corn. The man always held that snake sacred as his god.
1920
269.180 Excerpt from The Southern Sudan: Struggle For Liberty\fn{by Elijah Malok Aleng (1937-2014)} Bor
District, Jonglei State, South Sudan (M) 12
1
The territory that is presently referred to as Southern Sudan comprises ten States: Western Bahr El Ghazal,
Northern Bahr El Ghazal, Unity; Warab, Lakes, Western Equatoria, Eastern Equatoria, Bahr El Jabel, Jonglei and
Upper Nile. The territory is inhabited by three main ethnic groupings: the Notic grouping who live in Upper Nile
and large parts of Bahr el Ghazal, the Nio-Hamitic grouping who live in Equatoria, and Bantus who also live in
Equatoria and Western Bahr El Ghazal. These are defined in detail as the Southern Tribes and nationalities and
which include the Moru, the Azande, the Makaraka, the Ban, the Acholi, the Dinka, the Nuer, the Shilluk, etc.
Before the Scramble for Africa and the European invasion, which exposed the Southern Tribes to foreign
domination, there was not one standing state in Southern Sudan. The area was composed of small, medium and
large nationalities who tolerated themselves and lived side by side in harmony;
When the invasion finally came, it was very brutal and deadly because it was a campaign that was meant to
destroy the people and occupy their lands by force. It began with the Turkish conquest of northern Sudan in 18201 through the Pasha of Egypt, Mohammad Ali (himself a Turkish mercenary and a Muslim from Albania), with
the primary objective of exploiting the resources, both human and economic, in Sudan.
Thereafter, the conquest was extended to the South where it was vigorously resisted; Southern Tribes formed
armies and defence forces that stood up to defend the people against the harsh rule and slave trade. To some
extent this effort succeeded in keeping some sections of the South out of the Turkish rule until it was overthrown
by the Mandist State and forces in 1883.
The Arabs under the authority of the Ottoman Empire and the Mahdia were the first to invade and plunder the
South; the Turkish Ottoman Empire administration used the Arab agents, under a Northern Sudanese, Mohamed
Ahmed el Mahdi, to intensify the inhuman slave trade. Also specializing in gold, the Turks were responsible for
the large slave trade between the western hemisphere, Europe and the Middle East. In all the territories where the
Turkish rule was imposed, the people suffered tyranny, slavery and occupation.
Upon the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, the British and the Egyptians agreed to occupy the Sudan and
administer it jointly under the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium agreement. Both the North and the South resented
this political arrangement, but Northern Sudan was easily subdued and conquered and the Condominium quickly
established law and order in most parts of Northern Sudan.
However, the conquest was resisted in the South where various tribes under their traditional authorities fought
the British/Egyptian colonial order for many years. The Azande fought it under their King Gbudwe; the Dinka
nationality fought it under chiefs Kon Anok of Ahab, Dhieu Alam of Atuot, and Biar Abid of Bor North, while the
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Nuer Nationality, who were only defeated in 1928, fought it under their prophet Guek Ngundeng. The present
geographical South was therefore only subdued in the early 1930s. She (the South) existed as a different colony
that was administered separately from the North through the “Closed District Ordinance Act”.\fn{ From 1920} This
political status existed until 1947 when it was reversed unceremoniously by both Britain and Egypt.
*
The Ottoman invasion of the South during the 18 th century led to the emergence of a group from the North
known as al-Jallabas, who seized the opportunity to reap economic gains, mainly from trade in slaves, while
accelerating the process of Arabisation and Islamisation. Slave raiding, plundering and pillage that was the
characteristic of this group’s activities continued without check and was even encouraged by the subsequent
Mandist government. This presented Arabs and Islam in bad light before the Southerners. What emerged was a
crystallization of the culture of resistance among the latter. Indeed the Northerners’ violence and overbearing
attitude provoked a lot of hostility from Southerners, resulting in distrust and fear, which continued to dominate
the relations between the two regions.
From the above, it is clear that the first contention in the Sudanese crisis was that the two parts that broadly
define the present Sudan have never been one political entity, and therefore the claim of unity was an illusionary
one right from the beginning. The British administrative policy had resulted in the evolution of two distinct
regions: one comprising the Arabized-speaking Muslim North, and the other the Nilotic and Sudanic Southerners
most of whom practiced traditional religions.
While the crisis emerged as early as on the eve of Sudan’s independence in 1955, with the mutiny of August
1955 all over Southern Sudan, and the subsequent first civil war which was waged by the Anyanya Patriotic
Forces for seventeen years (1955-1972), and only ended through the Addis Ababa Accord, that gave the South
local autonomy and self-rule. Civil war broke out again in the South in 1983, when a group of mutinous Southern
troops started to wage war against the Sudanese Government. Dr. John Garang de Mabior,\fn{ 1945-2005} who
formed both the Sudanese Peoples Liberation Army (SPLA) and the Sudanese Peoples Liberation Movement
(SPLM) of which he was Commander-in-Chief and Chairman respectively, led the rebellion. As the head of the
liberation struggle, Dr. Garang became both the image and soul of all hopes for libery and justice all over the
Sudan. His political vision was that of a patriot whowanted justice for all the Sudanese.\fn{ He left the Sudan army as a
Colonel in May, 1983; upon his death in 2005, he had led the SPLM/SPLA for 22 years }
*
At the theatre of war, the Southern Sudan, Nuba Mountains and Southern Blue Nile waged a ferocious armed
struggle against the Arabized Sudanese state. In 2004, as the peace negotiations were going on between the
SPLM/ SPLA and the Government of the Sudan in Kenya, the various nationalities in Western Sudan comprising
the Darfur Region also took arms against the Sudan Government under the banner of the Sudan Liberation
Movement (SUM) and Justice and Equality Movement OEM).\fn{ These two group expressed the desire to join the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA); for which see just below }
In 1999, the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) was a solid political force that was challenging the very
foundations of the National Islamic Front (NIF)’s political existence. By the year 2003, however, the position had
changed. The Umma Party under the Mahdis had not only withdrawn from the NDA and rejoined the NIF, but
they (the Umma political leadership) were divided right in the middle and were on each other’s throat. Sayed
Sadiq el Mahdi was no longer the acclaimed political leader of the Ansar because his cousin, Sayed Mubarak el
Fadil ci Madhi, had broken away from him to establish his own Umma Party Wing and joined the NIF
Government thus leaving a part of Umma Party to Sayed Saddiq el Mahdi. The big Umma Party that used to hang
as a cloud above the politics of the Sudanese nation/state has lost a lot of political ground due to its internal splits.
Similarly the NIF was no longer a united political force, as its mentor and spiritual leader Sheikh Hassen el
Turabi was in jail pending trial in courts of Islamic jurisprudence, the very courts he had established to try infidel
offenders and other enemies of the Islamic state. General Hassan Omer el Beshir, and Ustaz Ali Osman Taha,
were now in the NIF political drivers’ seat working as President and Vice President respectively..
While the above developments were taking place in Khartoum, the structures of the SPLM/SPLA also
witnessed major political changes, since the advent of the SPLM National Convention in 1994. Dr. Rick Machar
and a big portion of the then Nasir rebellion returned and rejoined the SPLM/SPLA, thus making the restructuring
of the organization imperative. Dr. Machar became the second Vice Chairman of the SPLM and many of his
officers were appointed in various structures of the movement.
*
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These developments paved the way for an IGAD-brokered peace process. The year of 2002 witnessed an
agreement on the interim period of six years after which the right of the South to self-determination shall be
pronounced with a choice either for a qualified union or secession. In 2003, negotiations moved to tackle the
agenda on power and wealth sharing, security arrangements and the status of the conflict areas (Southern
Kordofan, Southern Blue Nile and the Ngok Dinka of Abiei). Agreement on these issues was important, as they
were the ones that would govern the interim period, and the agreement would form the basis for their rejection or
confirmation by the South at the end of the interim period.
The negotiations stance was boosted greatly when in July/August 2002, in Kampala, Uganda, President el
Beshir and Chairman Dr. Garang jointly promised that Sudan would achieve peace by June 2003. The peace talks
continued at Machakos amid a great specter of hope and expectations.\fn{ When I wrote about peace in yesteryears, it never
occurred to me that Dr. John and General Beshir would appear in front of the world media. Their meeting in the presence of President
Museveni of the Republic of Uganda ushered a degree of positive emotions} A greater hope was for the rehabilitation,

reconstruction and development of South Sudan and other marginalized areas of conflict.
From September 2003, the venue for the peace negotiations was moved from Machakos to Naivasha (in
Kenya). At this juncture, the two delegations were led by their respective leaders: SPLM/SPLA delegation was led
by the Chairman and Commander-in-Chief Dr. John Garang de Mabior, while the Government delegation was led
by the First Vice President of the Republic of Sudan, Ustaz Ali Osman Taha. This was partly due to the
complexity of issues that had remained to be resolved. And owing to the sensitivities that surrounded the
discussions, the negotiations moved very slowly such that it took the whole of September 2003 to December 2004
to reach the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA).
The CPA protocols that were successfully negotiated in Naivasha were political restructuring of the state
power, security and military arrangements, wealth sharing, the status of Khartoum as the capital city of the whole
Sudan and the status of the three contested areas of Abiei, Southern Kordofan and Southern Blue Nile. Under the
CPA, Dr. Garang would be the First Vice President of the Republic and President of the Government of Southern
Sudan (GOSS).
*
The CPA was finally signed on 9 January 2005 in front of international statesmen, heads of government and a
large crowd of well-wishers. President Omar el Beshir, Dr. Garang and Ustaz Ali Taha rose up to embrace,
standing tall and high, holding together the signed copy of the CPA. The longest civil wars in Africa had
peacefully come to an end.
The following chapters will tackle the detailed account of the struggle for the liberty of Southern Sudan,
culminating in the negotiation and attainment for peace. The first of these discussions is the imposition of unity on
the South.
2
As noted earlier, Sudan as a whole was a colony that was governed jointly by imperial Britain and Egypt in
what was known as the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium.\fn{ 1899-1956} The latter, however, took a leading role in
the management of the affairs of the Condominium, especially after the defeat of Mahdiya in 1898. However, the
two parts of the colonial Sudan (Northern and Southern Sudan) were administered separately by the colonial
administration. Northern Sudan was administered as a political entity whose destiny, culture and social outlook
were tied to the Arab and Islamic Middle East; a greater proportion of the populations in Northern Sudan were
influenced by the Islamic faith through the teachings of the Holy Qur’an. The North was, therefore, Islamic and
Muslim oriented and was, in practical terms, a part of the greater Arab and Islamic world that had its greater
political and cultural cradle of civilization in Northern Africa and the Middle East.
On the other hand, Southern Sudan with its diverse nationalities, ethnic groups and political groupings was a
distinct amalgam of communities whose habits in traditions, beliefs, practices and civilizations accommodated
similar traits. While most tribes in Northern Sudan adopted and professed the Islamic faith, many nationalities in
the South adhered to the teachings and practices derived from African religious beliefs.
Politically, the various nationalities of Southern Sudan had administrative arrangements that allowed for democratic structures in practical and cultural set-ups and in nearly all the ethnic groupings, chiefs wielded executive
authority while elders and wise men formed village councils or open-air parliaments. In these councils, social
issues would be debated, decisions arrived at by consensus and the popular decisions thus reached would be
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transferred and handed down to the traditional chiefs for execution. Democratic institutions were therefore an
integral part of the establishments in Southern Sudan.
Therefore, Southern Sudan and Northern Sudan were different and contradicting societies. While the North
looked up to the Middle East for guidance on the leadership, the South operated independently based on indigenous cultures that were heavily influenced by traditional beliefs.
It was perhaps out of these contradicting features that the British decided to govern the two separately with the
North administered on the tenets of Islamic and Arabic beliefs and cultures. The South on its part was run on
administrative structures that did not only accommodate its black African traditional heritage, but also its whole
political outlook, was geared towards the patterns of arrangements that obtained in British East and Central
Africa. Thus, the South’s proper aspirations in terms of political future arrangements and socio-economic
develop-ment would go hand in hand with those of their sisterly and brotherly peoples in the rest of black Africa.
*
The British had predetermined, in their colonial order, that Northern Sudan could best fit into and become an
integral part of its larger sphere of protectorates in the Middle East. This sphere comprised mandates, trusteeships
and colonies covering the present-day states of Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Palestine.\fn{ It is worth
mentioning that modern Israel formed part of the British mandated territory of Palestine during the first two world Wars (1914-1918 and
1939-1945).} This explains the policy of separate administration and development between the North and the South.

*
This policy was enshrined in a document formulated in 1924\fn{ Elsewhere said to have been enacted in 1920 } referred
to as the “Closed District Ordinance.” In this Ordinance, Southern Sudan and some parts of Western and Eastern
Sudan, especially the Nuba Mountains and Southern Blue Nile, were incorporated under one administration. This
meant that these other regions, and the South, were shut out of any contacts with Northern Sudan, Therefore there
existed two colonized states in one geographical Sudan, until 1947.
The change of policy by the British in 1947, in which the administration of the South was handed to the North,
bred the root cause of the subsequent armed conflicts between the two regions. In February 1947, a stagemanaged conference, which came to be known as the Juba Conference, was held between a collection of Southern
chiefs and some junior administrators, and the Northern political leadership. The Conference was held under the
chairmanship of the then Colonial Civil Secretary, Sir James [Wilson] Robertson,\fn{ 1899-1983} who later became
the Governor General of Nigeria.\fn{ He was the last Governor General of Nigeria (1955-1960) } The agenda of this Conference was solely to determine whether Southern Sudan wanted to throw her political lot with the North and
become part of a united Sudan, or whether it wanted to advocate the policy of separate development, so that it
would eventually stand on its own as an independent sovereign state or later join the association of future states in
East and Central Africa.
The Conference records do not show the details of any agreement. What is recorded about the Juba Conference
is the final and personal report of Sir Robertson to the then Governor General of the Sudan, Sir Robert Howe,
which says:
The Southern Sudan, through her representatives in the two-day Juba Conference, has agreed to throw her lot with the
North. The best interests of the South will therefore be guaranteed in a united Sudan. Any future political and constitutional
arrangements will therefore proceed on the premise and frame of unity between the North and Southern Sudan.

Thus, when the new constitution for Sudan was proclaimed in 1948, in which the British retained immense
powers, the above policy was pursued diligently.
But why did the British ignore a situation where there could have been any meaningful constitutional outcome
from the Juba Conference in favor of the South? This could be explained using the following reasons:
*
Britain, the senior partner in the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, had large strategic interests in the Middle East
and beyond, while the junior partner, Egypt, did not want Southern Sudan to become an independent state, but a
united sovereign Sudan in which the Arab North would be dominant economically, administratively and
politically. The Egyptian Government, therefore, worked behind the scenes to ensure that Southern Sudan formed
an integral part of one united Arab Sudan.
The British on the other hand sought to pacify its partner in the Condominium in order to protect its vast
strategic political and economic interests in both the Middle East and the Far East, principally by securing passage
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through the Suez Canal. The Canal, which was territorially part of Egypt, was Britain’s gateway to the Far East,
and Egypt could refuse its usage to Britain if the latter did not respect its political wishes.
The importance of the Canal to British interests cannot be overemphasized. Large portions of the British
Empire in the Far East (Burma, Malaysia, etc) could only trade with the metropole\fn{ The United Kingdom; sometimes
more specifically referring to London. People using this term would refer to the remainder of the British Empire as the “periphery” }
through the Suez Canal, and so was its large trading and commercial transactions with the sub-continent of India
and Pakistan. Moreover, Britain could only move a sizeable contingent of troops and other military hardware to
Singapore and Hong Kong through the Canal. The Canal was also important to Britain owing to the fact that the
whole of the Arabian Peninsula was largely its mandate territory.
At the time of the Juba Conference, most of the Arab nationalists in their various countries were clamoring for
self-determination leading to eventual independence. Egypt was by then a sovereign republic under the government of revolutionary young army officers whose political doctrine was pan-Arabism, an Arab nationalist creed
that aimed at uniting all the Arab countries into one nation. Egypt was therefore regarded as the de facto political
leader of the emerging Arab world and was looked upon by Arab nationalists from all over the Arabian Gulf as an
elder brother who could champion their cause in the quest for political independence.\fn{ Most of the Arab nonindependent states during this time were colonies of Great Britain as Mandate Territories. [This status had been conferred upon them by the
League of Nations, and represented areas of the world formerly administered by the Ottoman Empire, which ceased to exist upon the
conclusion of the first world war:H]}

Therefore, Britain avoided direct confrontation with Egypt during the deliberations of Sudan’s independence,
fearing that a distraught Egypt could promote political trouble and agitation against Britain in the whole Arabian
Peninsula. Constrained by its two paramount national interests, Britain gave in to the Egyptian North-South unity
pressure.
*
Another factor is the ignorance of the Southern Sudan delegates to the Conference.
Those who negotiated on behalf of the peoples of Southern Sudan were essentially clerks, traditional chiefs or
non-commissioned officers (NCOs) most of whom were either illiterate or semi-illiterate. These were therefore
people who had a narrow understanding of the implications of the independence or non-independence for the
South. On its part, the North was represented by well-educated negotiators who included lawyers, engineers and
medical doctors. Evidently, the Southern team was no match to the Northern negotiators and the intellectual,
political and professional output of the two groups was not the same.
Thanks to the Closed District Ordinance, Southerners had little knowledge of the outside world and were
virtually uneducated, as education had been denied to the people of the “closed districts.” Thus, they could neither
fully comprehend nor fully appreciate the political choices at stake; they were not generally aware of the fact that
deliberations on the independence of a people could not be done in a light-humored manner.
It can therefore be argued that Britain allowed the Northern negotiators to mislead Southerners through their
superior intellectual composition, taking advantage of the latter’s inferiority complex which inhibited them from
examining critically the arguments of Northerners. In fact, the North deceived the South at the negotiating table
not because the South wanted to, but because, out of ignorance, she could not know that she was being deceived.
Thus, the two Condominium partners (Britain and Egypt) did consciously hand over Southern Sudan into
bondage under the North on silver platter.
*
As soon as the Juba Conference of January 1947 was ended with the faked resolution for the unity between the
North and the South, the British colonial establishment coerced and cajoled the ill prepared South to send
representatives to the national Legislative Council sitting in Khartoum, hitherto a reserve for Northern Sudan. In
doing so, the Southern people were not allowed an opportunity to elect their representatives, but the British
administration handpicked them. This was possibly motivated by the following three considerations:
First, Southern Sudan, unlike the North, was neither politically structured in the form of political parties nor
did it have modern popular, specialized and syndicated political organizations. In fact, there existed no organized
and recognized political forums through which aspirations of the South could be expressed with moral and
political authority. Therefore, the colonial administration decided to select a handful of people and sent them to
Khartoum as official representatives and spokesmen for the South. These people included Chief Benjamin Lang
Juk and Stanslaw Paysama Abdullah from Bahr el Ghazal Province, Benjamin Lwoki and Siriciro Iro from
Equatoria Province, and Michael Chan de Bilkuei and Both Diu from Upper Nile Province. Some of these
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delegates had neither the ability to protect the South nor had the mandate to speak on behalf of the South because
they were not elected
Secondly, despite the forged resolve for unity between the North and South during the Juba Conference, both
the British and the Egyptian governments were aware of the animosity and hostility that existed between the two
regions. Thus, they feared that if the various living constituents that formed the fabric of societies in Southern
Sudan were consulted either in an election or referendum as to whether the South would voluntarily unite with the
North or chart its own political destiny, the outcome of such a free consultation would have been an
overwhelming “NO” to the unity agenda.
Moreover, the two colonial powers knew that Southern Sudan could not elect a political leadership that would
go and champion the cause of unity between the North and the South. They knew that the appointed Southern
representatives could always be directed to vote in a manner that would accommodate the best of British and
Egyptian interests as they would be responsible to the colonial authorities and not the Southern Sudan populace.
\fn{It is important to note that most of those who were appointed as members of the Assembly were civil servants working for the British
colonial administration, e.g. both Diu, Benjamin Lwoki and Siriciro Iro. Benjamin Lang Juk was one of the traditional chiefs in Bahr el
Ghazal Province; he was one of the senior chiefs of the Twic Dinka sub-clan in Gogrial District }

Little wonder that when they went to Khartoum, they cast their votes against the will of the Southerners for
the unity of the Sudan.
Thirdly, the British feared that an election exercise would lead to an unnecessary political commotion. Having
isolated the South through the Closed District Ordinance, there was little or no political education among the
population. Ideas such as sovereignty, nationhood and self-determination through struggle for independence, were
not only alien to the peoples of Southern Sudan, but they did not also know that World War II (1939-1945) had
ushered in a new international order that was enshrined in the Atlantic Charter.\fn{ This was the formulation agreed to
during that war by President Franklin Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill, “in which the principle of self-determination was
emphasized. After the War, the United Nations adopted this principle as a basic human and peoples’ right. The peoples of Southern Sudan
did not know that they could actually struggle politically and gain their independence from Britain.” }

The British did not want to sensitize the South and rock the boat through an election. Moreover, the expenses
would be inhibitive: physical organizational structures (e.g. registration offices, polling stations and staff),
technical assistance, security and vetting of the candidates (with their blueprints in political programmes). Given
that the objectives of the election or their reasons and purpose for being conducted would have to be known, and
that normal electoral arrangements would have to be made, there was no way the colonial administration would
have evaded mass education and sensitization. If that was done, then the general populations of the South would
have been alerted and there would have been a negative political backlash.
It should be noted that this was a sensitive time when Britain wanted to politically consolidate and protect its
bigger interests in the Arab world and beyond. In this case, a bellicose Southern Sudan was not desirable. Other
than risk a possible open armed rebellion between the South and the North resulting from such open consultations, a quiet appointment of Southerners into the Khartoum National Assembly with directives to go and vote for
unity between the North and the South appeared the most feasible alternative and the best cause of action to take.
Whatever happened in terms of political conferences, meetings and deputations between 1947 and the January
1956, did not cater for the legitimate aspirations of the people of Southern Sudan.
*
We have seen earlier how the colonial administration ushered in the unified Sudan through the “back door.”
However, this did not go unchallenged by the Southerners; the whole Southern Sudan stood up, in various ways,
and denounced these British-Egyptian plans. In fact, when it became evident that the British were bent on handing
over the Southern Sudan to Northern Sudan, most of the Southern Sudan delegates to the Legislative Assembly,
though handpicked, refused to endorse the unity proposition. Instead they clamored for separate political development between the two entities. In doing so they cited the, following reasons:
Firstly, since the South and the North had been administered separately under the Closed District Ordinance
there was no justification for a political union between the two. In any case, the British-Egyptian colonial systems
in North and South were different both in form and content. Southerners therefore proposed that the two Sudanese
political entities (North and South) continue to develop separately with each eventually becoming a standing
independent state on its own terms and at the time of its own choice.
Secondly, Southern Sudan was still underdeveloped socially, politically and economically. Officially the closed
district policy kept the rest of the world away from Southern Sudan. Non-Southern Sudanese, including Northern
Sudanese, were prohibited from entering and visiting the South, while the Southern Sudanese were not permitted
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to go to Northern Sudan, or come into contact with other foreigners; Southern Sudan was like a closed and
restricted human zoo. In effect, it did not benefit from the international socio-economic and political mutations of
the early years of the last century.
No formal education was provided to the peoples of Southern Sudan; hence there were no public schools that
could be used as centers of learning in the upgrading of the skilled manpower and the cultivation of intellectual
personality. Only Christian churches and missionary societies volunteered to build and run some elementary
schools in the South. In Northern Sudan, there was formal public education, which produced university graduates
like Ismail el Azhari,\fn{1900-1969} who became the first Sudanese prime minister.\fn{ 1954-1956}
The Southern Delegates argued that since there was no parity between the North and South in terms of formal
education, the South, with its very inferior missionary education, would be disadvantaged in front of the wellinformed and educated Northern elite.
Consequently, with the above factors, most of the Southern delegates refused unity arrangements with the
North, emphasizing that the South was not matching the North in the context of political and cultural development, because the North was evidently more advanced. They argued that Northern Sudan could proceed with its
political independence while the South would remain under the tutelage of Britain until it was prepared for independence at some future date. In this case, the British colonial system would remain in the South and [it was]
suggested that the terms of reference of the British renewed colonial mandate in the Southern Sudan would
include the following:
A. Preparation for political independence: 1. A precise date for future independence for the South must be
worked out and agreed between the British administration and the Southern Sudanese political leadership. 2.
Britain must use the preparatory years to accelerate education services in the South. The colonial government
must become involved in diffusing education through the opening of schools from primary to secondary. 3.
Southern Sudan must be allowed to come into contact with the outside world through commerce and trade especially with the British East and Central Africa. After all, Southern Sudan was culturally an integral part of greater
black Africa. Therefore it was only reasonable that it established its natural ties with the peoples of the black race
in the rest of black Africa. Indeed, this clause was aimed at scrapping the Closed District Ordinance act of 1924.
B. So that Southern Sudan can become a viable future nation/state, the British colonial establishment should
set up a Southern legislative council with the following terms of reference: 1. Legislate on matters pertaining to
the political and administrative welfare of the peoples of Southern Sudan. However, the council would also be
required to deliberate on social issues such as the provision of educational and health services. It would also be
the duty of such a council to discuss and recommend to the British colonial authority, the possible and working
political and administrative structures of the future Southern nation/state. The proposed Southern council would
be expected to make a recommendation whether or not the future Southern independent state would be a federation, a confederation or a union. 2. The proposed Southern Sudan legislative council would above all be acting as
a political classroom for the peoples of Southern Sudan. The people needed to be trained in the establishment and
running of political representative institutions, such as the political parties and other forms of political organizations and associations.
C. The demand to have a legislative assembly in form of an elected council in the Southern Sudan and for
Southern Sudanese was dictated by the fact that hitherto, the South had never had any form of modern political
structure. It was therefore necessary to have Southern Legislative Council that would deliberate on political issues
of the South, because through such an assembly, Southerners would learn how to handle their political and
administrative matters. They would also learn how to develop executive institutions out of a participative elected
democracy.
*
Sir James Robertson, the then Civil Secretary and the Chairman of the Juba Conference, brushed aside all the
above cited arguments and unilaterally went ahead with the predetermined position of uniting the South with the
North against the will of the South. Thus, Southern Sudan was dragged into a union it neither wanted nor
deserved. The British colonial administration completely silenced these demands and directed the Southern
members of the legislature to work for unity between the North and the South.
*
The colonial administration soon realized that the Southern delegates were effectively representing their region
in the “national” legislative council in Khartoum, but they were still putting up a stiff resistance against the concept of one Sudan. There was also growing pressure from both the Egyptian and Northern Sudanese politicians for
Britain to announce the official and precise date for Sudan’s independence. As a result of this pressure, a
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conference was called in Cairo in February 1953 in which all the active political players concerned with and
interested in the future of the Sudan were invited to attend.
However, Southern Sudan was excluded. While Britain, Egypt and Northern Sudan sent representatives, the
colonial administration refused to invite the Southern Sudan delegates. During the Conference it was decided that
Sudan would become an independent united country on 1 January 1956. Once again, the political views of the
people of Southern Sudan were disregarded.
At the Cairo Conference, it was further decided that national elections would be held in September 1953 so
that an all-national Sudanese Parliament would be elected. The Parliament would be mandated to form an interim
self-government that would run the country until its independence in January 1956. Accordingly, the national
Legislative Council that was elected in 1947 was dissolved and elections were held all over Sudan.
There were four main national political parties that signed, lined up and registered to field in candidates for the
elections to the two-chamber national parliament. These were: (1) The Umma Party, (2) The National Unionist
Party (NUP), (3) The Liberal Party, and (4) The People’s Democratic Party (DUP)\fn{ The DUP later joined and became
part of NUP. Now the party is called the DUP}
Both the Umma and the NUP were political parties that were largely representing the popular political views of
Northern Sudan. While Umma Party stood for complete independence of Sudan, the NUP stood for a union
between Sudan and Egypt. On the other hand, the Liberal Party was mainly a Southern Sudanese political party,
which stood for an independent sovereign Southern Sudan nation/state.\fn{ The Southern political leaders, who had by then
realized that the British colonial government was bent on handing over the South into the bondage of the North, consulted among
themselves and quickly formed a political association called the Liberal Party }

As the votes were being counted, it became clear that, while the Umma and NUP drew their political support
from Northern Sudan, the Liberal Party got its overwhelming support from Southern Sudan. NUP, which became
the single largest party in parliament, formed the first Sudanese national government with the late Ismail el
Azhari, who was the leader of the NUP, becoming the first Prime Minister of Sudan. In accordance with protocols
of the February 1953 Cairo Agreement, the self-government was to operate within the following terms of
reference:
1. Establish an effective public and civil service. This meant the reorganization of the hitherto colonial civil
and public service in such a way that the Sudanese would take over the reins of administration from their British
masters. In the colonized Sudan, all senior political, administrative and technical servants were British—
provincial governors, district commissioners, police officers, medical doctors, headmasters of schools, etc. It
therefore became the duty and responsibility of the self-government of Ismail el Azhari to remove the cadres of
the colonial system and replace them with Sudanese nationals. In that process, about 800 political, administrative
and technical jobs were Sudanized.
2. Steer the country towards full independence by 1 January 1956. This meant the establishment and consolidation of working democratic political structures at the national level. Sudan was governed as a condominium for
about seventy years (1878-1953) and therefore the Sudanese were practically second-class citizens in their own
country; the duty of maintaining law and order in the whole country had been the prerogative of the British
colonial administration. Therefore the Cairo Conference stipulated that from then on, the Sudanese internal selfgovernment had to prove that it could provide good and fair governance for the whole of Sudan. The rule of law,
justice in democracy and respect for the general principles of basic human rights had to be observed. In effect,
internal self-government was required to prove that the Sudanese could run the country on their own terms
without recourse to foreigners. (As we shall see later, the Northern Sudanese did not only dishonor this very
serious clause, but they also violated it from the beginning.)
Ismail el Azhari remained Prime Minister of the self-government until 1 January 1956. It was he who hoisted
the flag of the independent Sudan on that date in Khartoum the capital city, and seat of both government and state
power.
*
It has been stated earlier, Southern Sudan had never had any interaction with Northern Sudan for political and
historical purposes. Thus, the abrupt change in the British policy for a union between the North and the South was
responsible for the emergence of the crisis in Southern Sudan. As the Juba Conference of 1947 was a fiasco, the
Southern Sudan representatives did not willingly embrace the North/South union, but were rather coerced into it
by the colonial government.
The South did not give up the fight however. No sooner had the representatives taken up their seats in the
Khartoum Legislative Council in 1947 that they tabled the following political demands:
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1. That Southern Sudan must become an independent country and not a part of Northern Sudan.
2. That if the British refuse the independence option, then South and North could only live under a federal
constitution, a political arrangement by which each would run its own internal affairs. In other words, Southern
representatives wanted a Sudan by which there would be one Federal Government, and two States’ Governments:
one in the North and one in the South.
Both the Northern political parties and the British colonial government rejected these demands. Instead, they
went to the Cairo Conference in 1953 and signed up the instruments of Sudan’s independence to the exclusion of
the Southern representatives.\fn{As earlier stated, the Southern representatives lost their position in 1952 when the parliament was
dissolved} When the elections to parliament were called in 1953, most of the members from Southern Sudan were
elected on the Liberal Party ticket whose political doctrine consisted of one sentence: Federation between the
North and South. In fact, the Party was later changed to Federal Party, because it stood for a federation between
the North and the South.
*
Political events rapidly overtook the South. The national government of Ismail el Azhari went about
Sudanizing the 800 civil service jobs. All but four junior posts went to the Northern intelligentsia. The following
junior administrators from the South filled the four junior posts of Assistant District Commissioner: (1) Sayed
Clement Mboro, (2) Sayed Elia Lupe, (3) Sayed Luis Bey, and (4) Sayed Gervas Yak.
The disproportional\fn{The text has: unproportional} distribution of civil and public service posts very much
angered the Southern people in general, and its Members of Parliament in particular. The MPs became more
assertive and adamant in their demand for a federal status.
In July 1955, Ismail el Azhari, visited the Southern provinces with a view to calming the charged political
atmosphere, but his rallies and public meetings all over the Southern Sudan were booed and broken up by militant
youth who were by then clamoring for an outright secession of the South from the North. Azhari went back to
Khartoum disappointed and perplexed by the hostile political situation he found in the South. He found out that
the Southern populations were not only hostile to himself and his government, but they were also very angry with
all Northern Sudanese especially the Arab traders living in Southern Sudan. Apparently, his visit to the South
turned out to be a comedy in a sad political drama.
As soon as he returned to Khartoum from the South, a telegraph that purported to have been sent by El Azhari
himself to his senior governors and Northern administrators in the South was circulating clandestinely among
Southerners in the South. The text of the telegram was something like this:
To all my Northern administrators in Southern Sudan, you are hereby ordered to mistreat and oppress Southerners,
do not listen to them but deal with them and humiliate them. You will then come and enjoy the fruits of your labour
when you come back to the North.

The authenticity of the telegraph would always be doubted, as nobody of impartial character has ever said in
clear and unequivocal statement that the telegram, written in that language, did indeed come from the Prime
Minister of Sudan. However, that was the start of a mutiny in the Southern Sudan. Copies of the “telegram” were
widely circulated among Southern Sudanese with rumor mongers and spinners of lies spreading information to the
effect that Northern armies were being prepared to invade the South. The political situation in the South became
very tense indeed.
*
The first open armed hostilities broke out sometimes in late July 1955 In Western Equatoria where the workers
in Nzara Agro-industrial Complex, in Yambio District, held demonstrations against the authorities of the complex.
They went on the rampage and threw stones and other minor missiles at the vehicles of the authorities and other
public buildings. The Yambio District Commissioner, who was an Arab from the North, immediately intervened
and ordered security troops to quell the demonstrations. Both the army and police were mobilized at short notice
and the demonstrations were crushed and contained. Things appeared to be under control and the District
Commissioner wired to the Governor of Equatoria Province at Juba that the situation was back to normal.
Communication was poor and there were virtually no newspapers or any form of mass media in Southern
Sudan. Therefore, there was no way in which such dangerous rumors could be corrected. The situation still
remained that there was a pending invasion of the South by the Northern armies and this was sufficient reason for
a nationalist revolt. Southern elements in the Sudan Defence Force (SDF) stationed at Torit Garrison were looked
upon and were expected to redeem the South by spearheading the war of liberation.\fn{ The units of the Sudan Defence

16

Force (SDF) in the whole of the Southern Sudan were headquartered at Torit and were essentially and regularly recruited from among the
Southern tribes. Therefore the Southern Sudanese manned the units }

*
Two incidents served to deepen distrust in the North-South relations and fuelled animosity at around this time.
First was the Kuze incident.
Hon. Elia Kuze was an M.P. representing Yambio District in the National Parliament. Following the violent
demonstrations of workers at Nzara Agro-industrial Complex, and which he had nothing to do with, was arrested
and accused of masterminding the strike and demonstrations. The District Commissioner of Yambio, a Northerner,
influenced the local traditional Zande chiefs’ court to give Hon. Kuze a severe sentence comprising 18 years
imprisonment without the right of appeal. The Southerners not only sympathized with Hon. Kuze, but they also
viewed this as harsh treatment to Hon Kuze who, as an MP, should have been tried by a court of senior status not
a local chiefs’ court. They also saw this as a sign of things to come of how the Arab North would harass, mistreat
and oppress the peoples of Southern Sudan once the British were gone. It was further believed that the Arabs
would not only replace the Britons as colonialists, but they would also reintroduce slavery.\fn{ This apprehension
turned out to be true over the troubled war years between the North and the South (1955-2001). After independence, Northerners
effectively colonized the South and turned it into a bastion of slavery and slave trade } Thus, the Southerners saw nothing good in

store for the South in the proposed union after independence and this further served to unite most Southerners in
their call for a sovereign Southern Sudan.
The second incident was the discontent that was brewing among the Army ranks. This discontent arose from
the fact that in June/July 1955, all units of Torit Garrison were ordered to go to Khartoum on transfer, and those
from Khartoum and Atbara, were to be transferred to the South to take their places. The Torit troops who were
mostly recruited from the Southern Provinces in general and Torit District in particular, and were mainly deployed
in the South and they patrolled such places as Wau, Aweil, Rumbek, Bor, Malakal and Yambio among other
towns. They were not only effectively responsible for security in Southern Sudan, intervening whenever there
were tribal feuds or cattle rustling, but they were also extensively familiar with the social landscape in this region
(they had been accustomed to always being deployed in the Southern provinces of Equatoria, Upper Nile and
Bahr el Ghazal). The decision to transfer them to Northern Sudan therefore was viewed with suspicion by most
Southern Sudanese and was interpreted to mean that the North was going to occupy the South and oppress it
further.
*
Unsubstantiated information started doing rounds that the Minister of Defence, who was himself the Prime
Minister, Ismail el Azhari, had knowledge to the effect that Southern Sudan was not entirely happy with the
proposed united Sudan and that the Torit troops may be used to start a fight for the secession of the South,
themselves being of Southern citizenry. Thus the Torit soldiers were regarded as a threat to both national security
and unity. Rumor circulated that upon transfer to the North, the soldiers would be disarmed and dismissed on
arrival to avert the threat of a possible mutiny.
When the soldiers at Torit Garrison met secretly, they resolved that nobody would obey the transfer order to
Khartoum, and that if they were compelled and forced to go to Northern Sudan, they would disobey and instead
start to fight the war for the independence of Southern Sudan; the army became mobilized in defence of the
political rights of its people.
Thus, by June/July 1955, the situation was very tense in the South and the political climate was ripe for a
national uprising—a restive and apprehensive population, an agitating political party, and finally, a rebellious
army.
When the final order for the transfer of Torit Garrison came, the soldiers revolted and mutinied on 18 August,
1955, with most of the Northern Arabs who were in Equatoria at that time losing their lives. The government of
Ismail el Azhari reacted by ferrying Northern troops to the South, effectively crushing the rebellion. Most of the
mutineers were summarily executed, large numbers were arrested and given long jail sentences, while a sizeable
portion of them went into the bush and started what later became known as the Anyanya One guerrilla warfare in
the early 1960s.
This mutiny was a very serious political and security signal for Northern Sudan, having taken place in the
presence of the British colonialists. Nevertheless, the North insisted on unity and the all-Sudanese independence
was declared on the first day of January 1956.
*
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A discussion of these formative years towards the quest for sovereignty of Southern Sudan would be
incomplete without in summary mention of the main political events that took place between 1947 and the 1
January 1956.
When Southerners joined the Legislative Council in 1947 (by appointment), they were assured by the then
British Governor General of Sudan, Sir Robert Howe, that the future constitution for an independent Sudan would
contain special political safeguards in guarantees for the South. One of the most important provisions was the
place of the South in the collective presidency in which it was proposed that during the interim period, the
Sudanese sovereignty would be vested in a five man collective committee called “Supreme Council of State.” The
chairmanship of the Council would rotate among the five members of the body. Of the five, one person would
always be a Southerner and the other four would always be Northerners.
The flaw in this provision was that it did not spell out how the representation of the South would be selected.
While the Northern political establishment and their Northern based political parties would always request the
Umma and the NUP (later the Democratic Unionist Party—\DUP) to select two each for the collective and rather
ceremonial presidency, the choice of the Southern representative was bound to become problematic.
While the Federal Party by all accounts effectively represented Southern Sudan in parliament, the North
always saw to it that a Southerner who was subservient to the political views of the North got the job. Messrs.
Siriciro Iro, Philemon Majok Kuong and Jervas Yak are good examples of how the representatives of the South to
the Supreme Council were usually chosen without the overwhelming political backing of the South. Southerners
to the State Supreme Council were always allies of the North, none of who would ever win a place in the Supreme
Council had Southerners been accorded their democratic right to elect their representatives.
After the army mutiny in August 1955, all the Southern Members of Parliament sat in Juba in September 1955,
and resolved to petition both the colonial authorities and the internal government of Ismail el Azhari. The petition
was essentially an appeal to the two governments so that confidence-building measures were undertaken in the
three Southern Sudan provinces and it called for the redressing of the security and political situation in the South
by: (a) appointing Southerners as governors and district commissioners to run the political and administrative
services, especially in the South. The petition argued that the security situation got out of hand and the mutiny had
broken out because the Northern administrators had mishandled the affairs of governance in Southern Sudan. (b)
instituting a federal system of government. It was stated in the petition that the Southern Sudanese did not trust
the sincerity of the North, therefore the only viable guarantee was the enshrinement of a federal arrangement in
the future permanent constitution. The constitution would provide for two states: one in the North and one in the
South and a federal government for the entire country. In the event of the North refusing to accept the federal
proposition, then the people of the South would be entitled to request self-determination possibly leading to
independence.
In fact by September 1955, a paper containing proposals for self-determination for the South and signed by
Hon. Benjamin Lwoki, the secretary general of the party, started to circulate in Juba and other major towns of the
South. When after the Cairo Conference of 1953 it became clear that Sudan was set to become an independent
republic by January 1956, the British colonial government started to reduce the terms of tour of duty for its
citizens. Those whose contracts had expired, were advised not to request for an extension, and those who still had
more time to serve in the Sudan colonial civil service, were discreetly influenced to resign.
Accordingly, the then Governor General of Sudan, Sir Alexander Knox, went on leave in July 1955, and
resigned while in Scotland later in September.
The resignation of Knox was a very serious blow to the South being both the last and final colonial authority in
Sudan and the chief political agent of the crown in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. As he was aware of all the
constitutional bickering between the North and the South, it was felt that his personal presence on the eve of
independence could have helped the situation. It was also widely believed that, had Sir Alexander been present
either during the mutiny or immediately after it, he would have recommended some kind of federation between
the South and the North, and also that he would have reduced the excess of violence that was meted out on the
Southern mutineers by the government of Azhari during the immediate aftermath of the failed rebellion.
Sudan being a few months away to independence, the British did not name a replacement for Sir Alexander.
The vacuum thus created was automatically filled by the five man Supreme Council, which went on to prepare for
Sudan’s independence. The Council worked to speed up the independence process without attempting to address
the political grievances of the Southern Sudanese, who by now had no arbiter at this critical time.
When Parliament sat in October 1955, members were called upon to decide whether the Sudan should proceed
and become independent by 1 January 1956. The motion was tabled by the Government Chief Whip who was in

18

effect the leader of the House. For the motion of independence to be adopted and to become law, the British had
built into parliamentary procedure, a guarantee clause that read:
The motion for independence of the Sudan can only become law and binding if it is unanimously voted and
supported by all the Members of Parliament.

The Southern MPs, who then saw the danger of the North getting away with Independence on their backs and
at their own expense, tabled another motion in that stated:
The South will accept the independence of Sudan only if there will be federation between North and South.

The Northern MPs went around and came back with the following amendment:
As soon as national independence is achieved, federation between the North and the South will be given special
consideration.

The Southern MPs were satisfied and the motion for Sudan's independence was unanimously passed. After
independence, however, the majority of Northern MPs told the Southern MPs in Parliament that upon careful
consideration, federation was found to be unsuitable for the South.
*
Since the days of the run-up to the independence of the Sudan, there had been some Southern leaders who did
not make matters easy for a coherent one political voice for Southern Sudan. While it was true that the majority of
MPs from Southern Sudan were members of the Liberal Party (later the Federal Party), some of them joined the
Northern political parties. The following Southern MPs were members of the NUP during the mutiny of August
1955: Sayed Cosmas Rababa (MP representing Tambura District); Sayed Ferdinand Adiang (MP representing
Kapoeta District); Sayed John Majak Mayol (MP representing .Rumbek District); Sayed Michael Chan de Bilkuei
(MP representing Bentiu District); Sayed Joshua Malual Mut (MP representing Fangak District); and Sayed
Bullen Alier Bior (MP representing Bor District). They were either active members of NUP or Umma.
In joining the Northern side, it is probable that these MPs were either seeking self-aggrandizement or they saw
a situation where there was a possibility of the South not gaining political recognition from the all powerful
Northern Sudan, and hence deciding that the best cause of action was to set sail with the mighty North. Either
way, these MPs were to bear the political blame from the Southern people, because they sided with the enemy of
their people. They threw away the mantle of protective responsibility and failed to protect the future rights of
Southern Sudan. On their part, they were highly regarded by the North as representing the legitimate views of the
Southern Sudanese. In fact at one time, one of the Northern leaders Sayed Mubarak Fadil el Mahdi, said,
While the North may be held accountable for the political and security crisis that have been committed in the South,
the Southern people should also be brave and come forward to accept their part of responsibility because at no point in time, has
the North entirely governed the Sudan without the presence of the Southern representation in such a government.

Southern leaders like Ferdinand Adiang and Bullen Alier Bior were ministers in the first Sudanese selfgovernment of the NUP led by Islamil Azhari; the former was the Minister of Natural Resources, while the latter
was the Minister of Animal Resources. While it is true that, even if all the Southern MPs had been united under
the Federal Party and demanded the legitimate rights of the South, they would still have been defeated by the
treacherous political coalition of Britain, Egypt and Northern Sudan, it would still have been prudent for them to
unite in their struggle for the political rights of the South. Other than watch as the coalition handed over the South
to the North on a silver platter, they should have put up a spirited fight so that even if they in parliament were
defeated, they would stand up again and fight together for the political aspirations of their electorate..
It is possible that the divisions that were so evident during the Parliamentary debate of 1955 may have had
their roots among the negotiators of the Juba Conference in 1947. The Southern delegates at the conference
appeared to have been well united at first. They were united on their collective view that the unity of the South
and the North was not feasible, and they advised on separate political developments between the two regions.
However, this unity fizzled out as early as during the night of the second day, with visible dissension in their
ranks. While the traditional chiefs still held to the view of the separateness, the educated (who were effectively
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government officials) shifted their position in favor of unity. This fallout may have been responsible for all the
tragic future crises that afflicted the South then and now (1983-2006).
*
After independence on 1 January 1956, the parliament that was elected in 1953, and which transferred the
legitimate mandate to form self-government to Ismail el Azhari in September 1953 was dissolved. For all practical
purposes the Northern and Southern Sudanese were one people living in a united independent Sudan. The
Northern political parties of Umma, NUP and the Communists had united against the British and the South, to
steer the independence course or one country, the Sudan. Indeed, Azhari and NUP had accomplished their task.
Almost in quick succession, the North started to physically occupy the South. Northern police, army troops,
administrators, teachers of Arabic pattern and merchants among others poured into the South in their thousands to
an extent that Southerners found themselves aliens in their own land. Everybody in the South was now sipping the
bitter syrup of Northern colonization. The danger of Southern secession (which had receded following the
suppression of the mutiny in 1955) was temporally shelved, and the North-North political rivalries came to the
surface.
The two main Northern political parties, Umma and NUP, began to differ in Parliament on how best to govern
Sudan.\fn{The Umma and NUP are both sectarian religious based parties of Islamic background. Ansar, a religious sect that has been
supporting the Mahdiyya and el Mahdi since 1879, supports the Umma Party. The party has perennially been led by the sons and grandsons
of Mohammed Ahmed Abdulahi, the Mahdi. The NUP has been supported by the Khatimiyya sect and is always led by the sons and
grandsons of Sayed Ali Mirghani} The NUP wanted to fulfill its campaign promises of unity between Sudan and Egypt,

while the Umma stood for a sovereign independent Sudan. The latter therefore tabled a motion for the dissolution
of Parliament and the holding of fresh elections. The Southern MPs, who were then very unhappy with Ismail
Azhari and his party, because under his government the federation demand for the South was rejected, voted with
Umma Party. Consequently, Ismail Azhari and his NUP were defeated and the motion for fresh elections was
carried through. The date for fresh elections was fixed as 1 February 1957.
When the fresh elections were held, most of the members from the South went to Parliament on the Federal
Party ticket. In the new Parliament, which convened in March 1957, the Northern sectarian parties discovered that
most of the Southern representatives were not only federalists, but also they were characters of unknown quality.
Apparently many of the political bulwarks that had connived with the Northern Parties to vote for the union in
1956, had been defeated in the polls.
Now the South was represented by “Young Turks” in the personalities of nationalists like Nikanora Chor
Malek from Yirol District, James Jok Kueth from Akobo District, Elijah Ajith and Parmena Bul Koc both from
Bor District, Father Saturino Lohure and Joseph Oduho both from Torit District, Dominic Muowel Malou and
Alfred Wol Akoch from Tonj District.
The main agenda of the second Parliament was to draw up a permanent constitution for Sudan, after the
election of the Prime Minister. The following MPs stood for the post of premiership: Ismail Azhari on NUP ticket,
Fr. Saturino Lohure\fn{c.1921-1967} on the Federal Party ticket, and Sayed Abdalla Bey Khalil\fn{ 1892-1970} on the
nationalist party—the Umma—ticket. Sayed Abdalla Khalil won the elections and became the second Prime
Minister of the Sudan in March 1957.
Though Ismail Azhari and Father Saturino Lohure lost, the whole of the populace of Southern Sudan was
galvanized and mobilized behind their MPs in the House. It was indeed a show of political maturity for the South
to put up its own candidate for the post of premiership. It was now visible that at last, the political representatives
of the South were speaking and articulating the best interest of the South.
It was a popular belief in the Northern political circles that the South had accepted the inferior political
position of third class citizens, and that they would never think of a Southern premier to govern the Sudan. That
falsehood was shattered when the Federal Party nominated Fr. Saturnino Lohure, to contest the sovereign seat of
the Prime Minister. That act galvanized the Nationalist South behind their Federal Party.
The Father told the Southern MPs, that when the South does not put up a candidate for any seat of National
sovereignty and leave the North to fight for such seats without the Southern competition, it meant that the South
had endorsed her inferior political status in the country. Then the final fallout would be that the South would be
promoting the perpetual political domination of the north over her (the South).
When the time came for deliberation on the permanent constitution of the country, the Federal Party again
stated that it could only support a permanent constitution that would federate the South from the North. As the
Northern political parties did not want to grant federation to the South, there was therefore a stalemate in
Parliament between the Northern parties on the one hand and the Federal Party on the other.
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When it became clear that participative Parliamentary democracy could not produce the desired constitution,
the Sudanese army led by General Ibrahim Abboud,\fn{ 1900-1983} with his bunch of colonels, took power in a
military coup on 17 November 1958.
*
Parliament was dissolved, MPs were expelled and all the political parties were ordered not to undertake any
political activities. Most MPs especially from the South were either detained or sent into internal exile. The
military government of General Ibrahim Abboud ruled the country by decree from 1958 until its overthrow in
1964.
This first phase of the quest for independence of Southern Sudan holds the colonial British responsible for the
crisis and the resulting mayhem as well as the great unprecedented human tragedy.
This was as a result of the so-called Juba protocols of agreement between the North and the South in 1947, in
which there was never a formal negotiated accord leading to a fair constitutional arrangement between the North
and the South. Such a negotiation would have enabled the South and the North to strike a chord of amicable
political arrangement between them. …
106.106 1. Aluel And Her Loving Father 2. Deng And His Vicious Stepmother 3. Chol And His Baby-Bride 4.
Duang And His Wild Wife 5. Ajang And His Lioness-Bride: Five Folktales\fn{told by Nyanjur Deng (c.1947- )}
Upper Nile State, South Sudan (F) 21
1
Ayak was so beautiful! A man called Chol married her. She went to her home and conceived while still a new
bride. She spent months pregnant. Then she gave birth to a girl.
The day she gave birth, she suddenly died. When her husband saw that, he took the baby and put her on his lap
while she was still that small. People tried to stop him, saying,
“How can you hold such a newborn baby? Let someone else hold her.” But he refused, saying,
“I cannot allow this child to be held by someone else. I will hold her myself. By killing her mother, God willed
that I should suffer.”
So she was left to him to hold and take care of. They stayed inside the cattle-byre. He named her Aluel and
raised her all by himself. His wife had left everything in the house. There was plenty of grain. One day, women
from a nearby village came and said,
“Why don’t you give us some grain so that we may prepare food for you?” But he refused, saying,
“I don’t want to eat.”
So he stayed like that, drinking only milk and feeding his daughter only milk too. He raised her until she grew
up. First she crawled, then she walked, and then she became a big girl. Even as a little girl, she was good with
words. When she grew big, she became very well-spoken. One day, she called her father. And as they sat together,
she said to him,
“Father!”
“Yes, my daughter,” answered her father.
“Now that you stay alone without marrying,” she continued, “am I to remain forever without a brother or
sister?” Her father was surprised by her question.
“Daughter,” he said, “how did you think of this?”
“If you had married,” she explained, “I would perhaps have had a brother or a sister and my stepmother might
have been like a mother to me.”
“My daughter!” he said.
“Yes, Father!” she replied.
“What prevents me from marrying is fear of the usual ways of stepmothers. If I married, my wife might treat
you like an orphan. She might even influence me to the point where I might forget you.”
“Never,” she said. “What you are saying is not so. If she should come and ill-treat me, then you and I will see
to that when it happens. But that you should remain alone is not right.”
They talked and talked about the matter for months, until her father agreed.
*
Then he married and brought his wife home. He seated her near him and said to her,

21

“You see this child of mine. I stayed for all this time unmarried because I did not want to marry, I wanted to
remain with her and her mother. I wanted to live with her and remember her mother through her. I never even
thought I would ever marry again. But when my daughter thought and spoke of such a big subject when she was
only a child, I honored her words and married you. So if you mistreat her in any way, know that we will not share
this home with you.”
That was how he talked to his wife.
At first, the woman treated the child well. But then she began to behave in her own way. As she milked for the
girl, she would first pour water into the milk gourd and then put milk on top of the water. When the little girl tried
to drink her milk, she found it watery. So she would turn the milk gourd upside down and spill the milk without
being seen by her stepmother. Sometimes her stepmother would not even give her a share of the food she cooked.
Whenever the girl went to her father, he would notice her condition and say,
“My child, why is your stomach like that? Are you hungry?” She would answer,
“No, Father, I am not hungry, I have eaten.” Her father would argue,
“My child, you have not eaten. If you had eaten, you would not be like this!” The girl would insist and even
swear:
“May I die, by God, Father, I have eaten.” Her father would ignore her words and say,
“Have this food and eat.”
“No, Father, I cannot eat again,” she would continue to say. Her father would persuade her at least to drink
some milk. That she would eventually do.
That was the way they lived. Her stepmother continued to behave in the same way and her father continued to
question her and offer her food and milk. She would refuse the food and drink the milk. This happened almost
every day.
Her stepmother gave birth to a daughter, who was also named Aluel. To distinguish her from her older sister,
she was called “the younger Aluel.” Her older sister then became known as “the older Aluel.” The woman took
good care of her own daughter, but continued to ill-treat her stepchild.
When her own child grew up to understand things and speak well, she noticed what her mother was doing to
her half sister. One day, she spoke to her mother:
“Mother!”
“Yes!” answered her mother.
“Why do you ill-treat my sister, Aluel? You do not give her food and her milk is always watery and not like
mine. Why do you behave like that? Don’t you see that she is my sister? Is she not as though she were my
mother’s own child? Is her being without a mother not enough to make you treat her like your own child?”
“My daughter,” replied her mother, “how do I ill-treat her? What sort of a daughter are you anyway? What do
you want to do to me? I suppose you plan to go and tell your father that Aluel is badly treated!”
“No,” her daughter assured her, “I will not tell anyone.”
Her daughter complained to her mother many times about the way she was treating her half sister, but she
never reported her to her father. One day, the older Aluel went to her father and said:
“Father!”
“Yes, my daughter.”
“Here you are staying only in one place. You have never even visited my mother’s relatives since my mother
died. You remember my mother’s mother wanted to take care of me in her house and you refused. All this time,
you have suffered much taking care of me all by yourself without any help from them. You have not been able to
collect from my mother’s relatives the cattle of reverse bride-wealth.\fn{ “Among the Dinka, it is the man and his relatives
who pay bride-wealth for the wife, but the relatives of the brides are expected to pay from their own cattle an amount equivalent to onethird of the bride-wealth to assist the newlyweds in establishing themselves.” } Even the cattle to which you are entitled from the

marriages of my mother’s sisters and cousins, you have never gone to claim from my maternal relatives.\fn
{“Depending on his wife’s order of birth in relation to her sisters, a man is entitled to share in he bride-wealth of some of his sisters-inlaw.”} Don’t you think it would be better if you visited them to see whether you could come back with some cattle
to increase our herd?”
“Daughter,” said her father, “my heart is afraid. You are right, ever since you were born, I have never gone
away from here. Even a place as near as that village, I have never visited. And it is because of you that my heart
fears. If I were to leave, who knows what might befall you in my absence!”
“Nothing will happen to me,” said his daughter. “You should go.”
“Never!’ persisted her father.
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For nearly a month, they discussed the matter. Eventually, her father agreed to go. When the time came for him
to actually leave, he would start and return from a short distance to repeat his words to his wife:
“I am leaving my daughter with you. If you should mistreat her in my absence, we will not live together in this
house.” The woman responded, saying,
“How can I mistreat her? Is it because you are going to be away that you think I might change and treat her
badly when I have never treated her badly?”
“When I leave,” he said, “the heart of a stepmother may make you do something harmful to her.” She acted
quite offended and said,
“It is really insulting for you to doubt me this way. How can I act jealously when her mother is not living? If
she were living, you might have been right. Nothing will happen to her.”
Aluel never told her father how her stepmother treated her. Her father had doubts because of what he saw and
not because of anything she said. So he believed his wife’s words and left.
*
He went and stayed away for some time. Aluel missed her father very much. She would sit and cry. One day,
her stepmother thought of playing a trick on her. The sun had turned red as it was setting. She called the girl and
pointed at the setting sun, saying,
“You see that man near the sun? It is your father. I saw him come and suddenly, he turned to follow the sun. I
can’t understand what has happened to him. You better run after him and find out!”
“Really?” the girl said with excitement, and she started running towards the setting sun. She ran and ran until
she realized that she did not see anybody where she was going. So she returned and said,
“Mother, I do not see my father. I don’t think he is there.”
“Is that why you returned?” asked her stepmother. “Of course it is your father. What a fool you are! I don’t
think you really want your father! How could you come back and leave him?”
The girl cried and started running again. She ran and ran and never returned. She went as far as the big river
which the Sun was crossing. She arrived at the river as the Sun fell into the water. When she got into the river, she
found that the water had been heated by the Sun so much that her body nearly blistered. When the Sun had
crossed to the other side of the river, he extended his arm back to her and pulled her out of the water onto the
other side. Then he spoke to her.
“Where have you come from?”
“It was my stepmother who made me leave our home!” she answered.
“She did?” said the Sun with sympathy.
“Yes, she did!” replied Aluel.
“What about your mother? Was she there, or don’t you have a mother?”
“I have no mother,” she answered.
“Well, never mind,” said the Sun. “Come, let us go home.”
So they left. The Sun held her hand as they walked. The Sun had two wives at home. Of course, the wives of
the Sun do not bear children.\fn{ Because there would be multiple suns in the sky, and since there are demonstrably NOT multiple
suns, the wives of the Sun obviously do not bear children .} They were both barren.\fn{ “The Dinka are more prone to attribute
childlessness to barrenness than to sterility.” } When the Sun brought the girl home, they were exceedingly glad. Each one
shouted her claim,
“She is mine! She will live with me!” But the Sun said,
“This child will live with both of you. Each one of you must look after her well. If you do not treat her well,
that will be bad and I will quarrel with you. Most likely, her father is now suffering very much.”
“Very well,” said the women.
They both took good care of her. One would give her food and gifts today and the other would do the same the
following day. They would bathe her, anoint her body, and do all sorts of things for her comfort and pleasure.
Although she was a big girl, each of the wives would call her, seat her on her lap, and ask her:
“Aluel, which of us two do you love the most?” She would answer,
“O, which of you can I say I love more? Are you both not my mothers?” They would pursue their questions:
“How can two be equally lovable mothers to the point where the child does not feel some preference in her
heart?” But she remained firm.
“I love you both equally.” They each continued putting her to the test, but she always responded the same way:
“You are exactly the same to me. Neither of you is better than the other.” So they stayed and she grew up
among them to be a mature girl.
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*
In the meantime, her father returned home. As soon as he arrived on the edge of the village, he asked,
“Where has Aluel gone? Why does she not come to meet me?” Her stepmother explained,
“Aluel left a few days ago. She suddenly started to run, saying that she saw a man whom she wanted to meet.
So she ran after that man and never returned. I tried to stop her, but she could not be stopped. Since then, I have
been searching for her but have not been able to find her.” Her father suddenly became frantic.
“Is that not what I feared? Is that not what I warned my daughter about?”
He started shouting wildly. So he was caught and chained. He stayed chained and refused to eat. Even milk he
would not drink. He only drank water. He stayed that way, all alone, chained in the cattle-byre, shouting all night
and shouting all day.
As the Sun went overhead to his home in the West, he saw him in that condition; and when he returned at night
from the West to his home in the East, he also found him crying in the same way.
The girl grew big until she became a mature girl. The Sun decorated her with bracelets and put ivory bangles
on her arms. And they stayed together. One day the Sun called his wives and told them:
“I think this girl must go.” As soon as he started to say that, his wives began to cry.
“Where is she to go?” they asked.
“Her father is suffering very much,” he explained to them. “Every time I pass above him, I find him crying.
For the years this girl has been with us, never once have I found him in peace. So I think we should return her to
him. He is really suffering. The girl was an orphan whose mother died and he alone brought her up. If she stays
away from him, he will probably die. At present, he is mad.” His wives cried:
“This cannot be!”
But the Sun insisted. That night, the Sun left on his way to the East. He stopped on top of the cattle-byre. He
found the man crying as usual and called to him,
“Man in the cattle-byre!” The man listened. Again he shouted,
“Man in the cattle-byre!” Then the man responded,
“Yes!”
“Please listen to my words very carefully,” the Sun said. “I am on my way. I am late and I am afraid the
morning may find me before I return home.”
“Who are you?” asked the man. “Who is speaking to me?”
“It is I, the Sun.”
“What do you want from me? What are you saying? Have you never come across such a miserable person?”
“I have seen your misery,” said the Sun. “All these years, I have passed over you and seen you crying. I know
why you cry. Your daughter is alive; she is with me.”
As soon as he heard that, Aluel’s father began to cry again. Then he fainted.
“Please listen to my words,” said the Sun. “I must go! I am very late! Within two or three days, make some
poles. Make them long enough to reach the roof of your cattle-byre. Bring them inside the byre and make a
platform on them. In two or three days, I will bring your daughter and place her there.”
When Chol heard what the Sun was saying, he fainted. The Sun said,
“I am now on my way. You better do these things.”
Chol remained. Early the next morning, he said to the people,
“Please give me milk!” He was given milk. Then he said,
“Please prepare some food for me!” Food was prepared for him. Then he said,
“Please unchain me.”
He was unchained. He could not walk. It was as though he were crippled. He limped to the forest and cut down
some trees for the poles. Then he returned. People wondered,
“What has the old man, Chol, thought of today?” Some people said,
“O people, is it not that he has given up? It has been a very long time. No one has ever mourned for so long.
He has abandoned all hope; he knows she cannot return.” Many people agreed,
“Yes, he must have given up.”
All agreed that he behaved that way because he had lost all hope. He came and put up his poles in the cattlebyre and made his platform.
After three days, the Sun took the child with him. The wives of the Sun suffered so much from the idea of the
girl leaving them that it caused trouble in the Sun’s household. But the Sun felt that he should take the child. And
so he did. He arrived with the girl at the man’s home early in the morning.
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“Are you in the cattle-byre?” the Sun asked.
“Yes,” answered Chol.
“Here, take your daughter!” As the Sun spoke, Chol fainted.
“You are only delaying me,” said the Sun. “Don’t you see I am behind time? Receive your daughter!”
He became conscious and took the girl. Then he made her sit. When the girl was seated, the Sun spoke to him
again, saying,
“Please stop fainting and listen to my words! When this daughter of yours gets married, take a brown cow-calf
and tether her to a peg very early in the morning.\fn{ “By having saved the girl, the Sun has established with Aluel and her
family a relationship which entitles the Sun to share in Aluel’s bride-wealth. If his request were not honored, a curse would befell Aluel.
This would be so whether the Sun wished Aluel harm or not.”} I will pick up the cow-calf on my way to the West.”

“Very well!” said the father.
*
The day the girl was taken away from the Sun’s home, a young man called Ring, who was very holy, saw it all
in a vision.\fn{Certain holy men are believed to have supernatural powers which enable them to see what people do not ordinarily see .}
His father had urged him to marry, but he had refused. His father was a very rich man. The day Ring saw the girl
brought back home, he said,
“Father!”
“Yes, my son,” answered the father.
“The girl I have been waiting for has now returned to her home! So let the cattle be released for my bridewealth and we shall leave.”
“My son,” said his father, “how did you know about the girl?”
“I know,” replied Ring, “Just let us go. The girl was in the home of the Sun, and now the Sun has just returned
her to her father.”
“Are you sure, my son?”
“Yes, Father!”
So the cattle were released. And they left. They spent three days on the way. Then seven days in all.
The day the girl was brought home, the father took out a bull and sacrificed it in the cattle-byre, all by
himself. \fn{When a person has been away from home for long, sacrifices are made to bless his return .}Then he pulled the
sacrificed beast out of the cattle-byre. People were surprised. They wondered and asked him,
“Chol, what killed the bull?”
“He was strangled by the rope,” he said, “so I decided to slaughter him as he was dying anyway.”
He also slaughtered goats and rams in sacrifice. When asked, he said they had also strangled themselves. All
the sacrifices were to bless his daughter and he did not want people to know. No one in the village knew of her
return; even the stepmother did not know.
Ring was on his way for seven days. On the seventh day, he arrived with his cattle. Nobody in the village knew
about him. When the visitors arrived, they sat down.
The younger Aluel was by now a mature girl. When the visitors proposed marriage, the father thought that they
had in mind the daughter who was at home and known to the people. He sat in front of his cattle-byre; that was
his usual sitting place. He called his wife and said,
“Let special grain be ground and call all the neighbors to come and help you. The visitors are numerous.”
He killed a bull for hospitality. Blood was cooked and brought. Ring, the bridegroom, then spoke and said:
“The people will neither eat nor drink until the bride comes out to serve! Only when she serves water herself
will the gentlemen drink.” Ring then went to his prospective father-in-law and sat in front of him at the doorway
of the cattle-byre and said,
“Father!”
“Yes!” answered Chol.
“My age-set would like the bride herself to serve them water before they drink.”
“But who do they want?” asked the father. “Did my daughter not serve them before?”
“No,” said the bridegroom, “not that daughter.”
“But what other daughter do I have?” asked the father.
“Yes, you have another daughter,” Ring insisted. “People came for that other daughter and not for this
daughter.”
“My only other daughter,” he said, “was lost. That is why you see me in this mourning condition.”
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“Yes,” said Ring, “I know about her being lost. I even know where she was when she was said to be lost. I also
know that she has been brought back and has been here for seven days. What cannot be is easily seen—you will
not succeed in hiding her. We shall not leave her inside. Please let her come out to serve water to the age-set, so
that people may begin to talk.”
“But I have no daughter inside the cattle-byre,” the father persisted. “If you came for a daughter other than the
one already outside, then you will have to return with your cattle. I have no other girl.” When the bridegroom
insisted, the father said,
“Even if I had a girl as you say I do, how can I let her out? If I should let her out when no one in the village
knows that she has come back, would it not be death you wish for her?\fn{ Because she might be bewitched to death by
envious people.} I have not even satisfied my longing for her and you want her to die!”
“Nothing will kill her,” said the bridegroom.
“She cannot come out and survive,” said the father. “Can’t you understand that even the members of this
village do not know she is here?”
“Unless she comes out,” argued the bridegroom, “nothing will go well. How can you expect the age-set to stay
without even drinking water?”
“Let the age-set drink water,” said the father, “for if they mean to wait for this girl to come out, it will not
happen.”
They argued about it. The old man began to cry. The bridegroom persisted. The father continued to cry:
“Is this what God willed for my daughter? The day she returns, she meets with death! Even the pleasure of
having her back, I have not had time to enjoy fully. And now she is to die.”
“Nothing will kill her,” said the bridegroom. “Let her come out.”
The old man just continued to cry. But then he went into the cattle-byre and addressed his daughter,
“My daughter!”
“Yes, Father!”
“When God made your mother bear you and made her die the same day, then made you go away until you
grew up, not allowing me to raise you myself, it was fate willed by God Himself. So come out and face that fate.”
The girl had a jar she had brought from the house of the Sun. It was a jar for water. It was big. Her father told
her to fill it with water and to take it with her.
As she emerged from the cattle-byre, people gently pinched one another to draw attention to her. When her
stepmother saw her, she understood. She threw herself down and started to cry.
The porridge was cooking in the pot. The coarse flour was already added to the water and it was bubbling as it
thickened the boiling water. The stepmother went and took the pot off the fire, saying that she was not going to
cook any longer as long as there was a bride other than her own daughter. She covered herself with ashes as she
cried, throwing herself on the ground.
Aluel took the water to the age-set and the marriage continued to be celebrated. The people spent about two or
three days in the house. When everything was completed, they announced that they wanted to take their bride with
them. But the father refused, saying,
“You cannot take her now. If you want her, you better go and then come back to fetch her. To take her away
now would be too painful. I have not yet satisfied my longing for her; depriving me of her right now would kill
me.”
“This cannot be,” said the bridegroom. “She cannot remain because our home is too far. It took us seven days
to reach here. We left our home the same day she left the house of the Sun.”
“I cannot allow her to go,” insisted the father.
They argued and argued. The old man became troubled. When the people tried to persuade him, he said,
“I will not give my daughter away now. I would rather break the marriage.” His friends, age-mates, and
neighbors came and pleaded with him, saying,
“Chol, how can you reason like that? Can’t you see that it is God’s will that your daughter should not live with
you? If God were not against your living with her, nothing would have made her lose her way and go after the Sun
at an age when it was important for her to be with you and to grow up under your care until her marriage. If God
has refused your living with her, then you should surrender and give her to her husband.”
Thus the elders pleaded with him.
So he surrendered his daughter. While his daughter was still on her way to her marriage home, he killed his
wife, as he then understood that it was she who had led his child astray.
*
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The girl spent seven days on the way with her husband and his group. Then they arrived home. The day they
arrived, Ring’s father saw her and said,
“Ring, my son, please do not touch this girl as yet.”
“What do you mean, Father?” asked Ring. “Are you thinking of the sacrifices that must first be made to
ancestral spirits?”
“No,” said the father. “She is my wife.”
“Father,” said Ring, “how could you think of such a thing? Even forgetting the insult to me, is it possible for
you to wish my wife to be yours?”
“My son, I am not insulting you, I am speaking the truth. If you should touch this girl, I shall take it as a
personal challenge; you would be looking for trouble!”
Ring slept and did not touch his wife. The girl also slept. The next day, his father spoke to him in the same
way. Then Ring said to his father,
“Father, now that you speak that way, how do you want us to compete for the girl? Shall we do it with words
or shall we do it by force?”
“We should fight,” said the father, “and the one who will kill the other will take the girl for his wife! That she
should go with you while I am alive, I will never accept. Ring, my son, do you really think that a beautiful girl
like this should go with you while I am still alive?” Ring, confounded by his father’s words, remarked,
“So, Father, you really mean what you have been saying?”
“Yes,” replied the father, “I mean it! So if she is as dear to your heart as she is to me, then Ring, my son, I will
kill my bull tomorrow morning and make a shield out of his skin. It will be for you to decide what you will do—
whether to kill your mother to make a shield out of her skin or to go in search of a cow to kill for a shield.”\fn{ Cattle are generally controlled by the head of the family. The son therefore has no independent wealth .}
“If it is so important that you have my wife,” said Ring, “then I will not kill my mother. Is it not better that I
surrender the woman? How could your heart think of her and still be the father who begot me? It was you who
arranged her marriage to me! If you now think that she is for you, and not for your son, then there is nothing I can
do. You may have her.”
Ring’s mother overheard the conversation. She called her son and said,
“Ring, my son, have you always been such a coward?”
“What do you mean?” asked Ring.
“How could you say that you are willing to leave your wife if it requires killing your mother? If you cannot
face such a challenge from your father, the man who begot you, of what use can you be? If you cannot face the
challenge of your father, be sure you will never be able to face the challenge of your age-mates.”
“No, Mother,” said Ring, “I cannot kill you! It is better that I leave the girl.”
“That cannot be,” said the mother. “You must kill me.”
Ring’s father went ahead and killed his bull and made his shield. Ring talked of the matter with his mother for
quite a while. Then he surrendered and agreed to fight his father.
The next morning, he woke up. His mother also came out of her hut very early. She said to him,
“Ring!”
“Yes, Mother.”
“When you have slaughtered me, skin me. Make half of my skin your shield and leave the other half. Nobody
knows what God will do. You may win your wife. And if you do, use the other half of my skin for sleeping with
her.” Ring cried as he heard her speak. His mother said,
“Ring, my son, do not cry. Stop crying and kill me!”
Ring eventually took a spear and killed his mother. He slaughtered her. Then he skinned her. Half the skin, he
kept. The other half he made into a shield. When his shield was finished, his father came and asked,
“Ring, aren’t you ready with your shield?”
“Yes,” he said.
“And did you not kill your mother?”
“Yes, I did.”
“In that case,” continued his father, “let us meet tomorrow morning for our fight.”
“Very well,” said Ring.
*
The next day, his father woke up very early. He went and woke Ring. Ring got up and came to the place where
they were to fight.
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Ring had twin brothers born after him. Their names were Ngor and Chan. The morning of the fight, they also
got up. Ngor stood behind his father and Chan stood behind his brother.
Ring and his father started to throw spears at one another. As his father would throw his spear, Ngor would say,
“Father, please miss Ring!” And when Ring would throw his spear, Chan would say,
“Ring, please miss Father!”
They went on that way for quite a long time. They spent the whole morning fighting and neither hit the other.
When the sun became too hot, they stopped. In the late afternoon when the sun was cool, they resumed
fighting, and the twins continued to ask them to miss one another. At nightfall, they stopped, and neither had hit
the other.
The following morning, they began again and spent the day in the same way, fighting and missing according to
the directions of the twins.
On the third day, Chan lost patience and got provoked. He said,
“Ring, hit our father!”
Ring speared his father. It was a fatal hit. He killed him. As the father lay dying, he said,
“Now that you have killed me, it is fitting that you go with the girl when I am dead. That she should be your
wife when I was alive was impossible for me to accept.”
Ring went ahead and gave him a death blow. Then he buried him.
*
From the time that Ring killed his mother, his bride constantly cried. She took off all her ornaments to mourn
her mother-in-law.
In the years to follow, she bore Ring many children. She had an equal number of boys and girls. Her children
became so many that they were almost enough to hold a dance by themselves.
2
An old man called Chol had two wives. One was a daughter of a human being and the other was a daughter of
a lion. The two wives conceived at the same time. They were pregnant. Then they delivered. The first to deliver
was the lioness. The human wife delivered soon after. As soon as the human wife delivered, she became ill and
died. Only the lioness remained.
The two children they had were both boys. One was called Deng and the other was also called Deng. The
lioness took care of them both. She suckled them and raised them together. They became like twins. She raised
them very carefully through all the stages: first they crawled, then they stopped being suckled, and then they
walked.
The lioness had no more children. She stopped with that one child. Their father was still alive.
The boys grew and grew, until they could look after their sheep and goats. Then they grew older and could
look after the calves. They continued to grow. Their father was still alive.
Then their father died suddenly. They remained with the lioness alone. All three of them lived together very
happily. The lioness never even felt like a lioness. She was like a loving human being. She was an ideal mother to
both of them.
They continued to grow until they became young men. Then they were initiated and became adults. Whenever
they went in search of girls, they went together. Neither of them would remain at home. That is how close they
were. They were always together.
*
Then they found two girl friends. One was called Achol and the other was also called Achol. The villages of
the girls were near each other. The two men would go together whenever they wanted to visit their girl friends.
Deng of the human mother was betrothed to his girl friend. But she was still very young, she had not fully
matured; she was still a child. One day he said to Deng of the lioness,
“Brother Deng, I would like to go and visit Achol.”
“Very well,” said Deng, “we will go!”
“No,” said the other Deng, “I don’t think we should continue to go together. No one remains to look after our
cattle. They will be in the cattle-byre all alone. You must stay. Tomorrow I will look after the cattle while you visit
your girl friend.”
“Brother Deng,” said Deng of the lioness, “I think you should not go alone. I must come with you.”
Deng of the lioness had observed his mother lately and had noticed a change in her. It was as though she was
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developing an appetite for the human Deng.
“Brother Deng,” he continued, “I am afraid for your safety. I have been watching my mother and I fear that if
you go alone and I am in the cattle-byre, she might leave her sleeping-hut and follow you. I fear that she might
harm you. So please let me come with you!”
“Don’t be silly,” said the human Deng. “How can she harm me after having raised me all this time as though
she were my full mother?”
Deng, the son of the lioness, argued, and Deng of the human mother insisted. So his brother let him go alone.
*
He left. He walked. The lioness later went out of her hut while her son was in the cattle-byre. She caught up
with the human Deng and began to walk by his side while hiding herself in the bush alongside the road. Then she
suddenly appeared, crossing the road in front of him. As soon as Deng recognized her, he put down his spears and
sat on the ground. Deng said to her,
“Mother, if you want to eat me, then come do it. I will not defend myself. How could I do that? By killing you?
Even if your heart has turned into that of a beast, and I now see you have become a beast, I will not hurt you. It is
better you kill me and eat me without my resistance.” She teasingly put her teeth on him and said,
“Deng, my son, how could I possibly eat you!”
She jumped into the bush and began walking secretly by his side. Then she suddenly jumped onto the road
again. Once more, Deng laid down his spears and sat down.
“Come, eat me!”
She again denied wanting to harm him and jumped into the bush. They continued this way for quite a while.
Eventually, she returned really wild. She jumped and plucked a gland from Deng’s groin. He fell and remained on
the ground. She jumped into the bush and disappeared with the gland. She returned to the village, taking it with
her.
*
By this time, the village of Deng's girl friend, Achol, was quite near. The encounter with his stepmother had
delayed him so much that it was now about midnight and too late for a normal visit to a girl friend.
Deng crawled towards Achol’s village until he reached the doorway of the hut in which she slept. He then
spoke.
“People inside the hut, would you please tell me if Achol is there?” Achol was the first to hear him. She said
with excitement,
“Listen, my people, I hear a voice like that of Deng outside the hut! Where could he have come from at this
time of the night? This is not the time for a boyfriend to visit. I don’t think Deng is well. Something terrible must
have happened. Even his voice sounds strange.”
As she spoke, she was undoing the door. And although she was a little girl, she stepped out alone. She saw
Deng with blood streaming from a wide-open wound where the gland had been. She went back into the hut
crying, and took a fine piece of cotton. She soaked it in water and squeezed it into the wound. Then she boiled
some water and gave Deng a hot bath. Before daybreak, Deng said,
“I must go!”
“How can you walk?” Achol asked.
“I can walk,” he replied. “Do you think I would shame us by staying in your house to be found here in the
morning? Of course not. Even if I were dying, I would have to leave before dawn.”
“Please Deng, stay,” she pleaded with him. “You cannot leave with this wound. I would understand what you
are saying if you were well. What has honor to do with a person hurt like you?”
“I cannot agree with you. I must go.”
He took a walking stick and limped away.
*
In the meantime, Deng of the lioness was extremely disturbed that his brother did not return all night. Very
early in the morning, he took his spears and went after him. Before leaving, he talked to his mother and said,
“If I find Deng with the slightest harm, you will be the one I will hold responsible.” His mother pretended to
be shocked.
“Deng, my son, how could you think such terrible thoughts? Is Deng a new person to me? What about the long
time I spent raising him? If I wanted to harm him, would I have waited all this time? Can I now sacrifice so
simply what I did with such great hardship? Can I destroy a child I bred with the milk of my breasts? How can I
eat him?”
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“I don’t care what you say,” said her son. “Deng has been too long away and it cannot be for nothing; something terrible must have happened.”
“Well, go, and if you find that I have done him any harm, then come back to argue with me.”
“Let me tell you, Mother,” he said with emphasis, “I want you to know that if I find that you have done him
the slightest harm, you will be in serious trouble with me.”
“Go!”
*
Deng left. As he walked on the road, Deng of the human mother recognized him from a distance and thought to
himself.
“If Deng sees me suffering this way, he may do himself harm. I should hide.”
So he went into the bush nearby and hid. Deng came and passed. Deng of the human mother saw him
disappear and went back onto the road and limped on. He walked until he arrived home. He went into the cattlebyre and lay down on a mat, covering himself with another mat. As it was still very early, his stepmother had
returned to her hut to continue her sleep. When Deng arrived at the village of Achol’s family, Achol told him all
about Deng.
“I knew it,” he said, “I have been saying that something must have gone wrong because Deng would not stay
at Achol ‘s place all night into the next morning.”
Then he ran back. He found Deng lying down, covered with the mat. When he asked him, Deng did not tell
him anything—he simply said,
“I am all right; it is just a small injury.” But when he uncovered him and saw the wound, he went to his mother
and said,
“No one else but you did this. Wherever you have taken the gland, I want you to bring it and put it back where
it was. Make it look as perfect as though nothing had happened. Otherwise, you are dead.”
“My son,” she said, “I did not do it.”
“Don’t talk. Put it back or I will kill you,” he said as he raised his arm to pierce her with his spear.
“Stop,” she cried, “don’t kill me. I did not do it, but I will see what I can do to help him. Only don’t think I did
it; I am just helping him.”
So she went and worked on Deng. She took out the cotton and put back the gland. She did it so well that it was
as though nothing had happened.
They stayed together for a short while. Then Deng of the lioness went and said to his brother,
“Deng!”
“Yes,” he said.
“Let us face the truth that we are orphans. Your mother died when you were a newborn baby. Our father has
also died. And my mother has turned into a beast. We might as well forget her. I want to kill her. I cannot allow
her to live with us.”
“No,” said Deng, “you must not kill her.”
“But if I don’t kill her,” continued Deng, “she might kill you. Then I will be without a brother. That I will not
accept.”
They argued and argued until Deng of the human mother gave in. One evening, as the woman went into the
hut, her son went and put dry grass all around the hut. Then he set the hut on fire. He took a black ram and threw
it into the fire as a sacrifice to remove the curse of murder. His mother burned to death.
*
The brothers stayed for about two months. When the lioness’ brother, who was a lion named Yor, heard the
news of his sister’s death, he came. He walked and walked, until he reached a small pool near the village of the
two brothers.
Yor did not really know where the village was. Nor did he know his sister’s son. As he arrived at the pool,
Deng, the son of his sister, was bathing in the pool. He said,
“Young man, may I ask you a question?”
“Yes,” Deng said.
“Where is the village of Deng, the son of the lioness?” asked the lion.
“There it is!” Deng answered.
“That one?” asked the lion.
“Yes,” said Deng.
As soon as the lion stooped to pick up his spears, which he had laid down, Deng threw his fishing spear, hitting
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him fatally. As his uncle lay dying, Deng said to him,
“My name is Deng. I am the son of your sister. You came to avenge your sister’s death. You now see the cost. I
have killed you.”
“I see,” said the dying lion. “Please kill me quickly. My son Miyar will avenge my death!”
Deng went ahead and killed him. Then he set the body on fire and threw a black ram into the fire as a sacrifice
to remove the curse of murder.
*
The brothers Deng married their girl friends and went to live together in the same village. About a month later,
Deng of the lioness called his brother and said,
“Son of my father, lions have tricky ways. They may leave us in peace until we forget that we have a feud with
them. My cousin Miyar, the son of the uncle I killed, is likely to surprise us and kill us. I think we should attack
him first.”
“Very well,” agreed Deng. They told their wives that they were leaving.
“Where are you going?” asked the women.
“We are going to the land of the lions,” they answered.
“How can the two of you alone attack the land of the lions? Is it death you want? You are sure to die!”
“God will see to that,” they said. “If we live, we live; if we die, we die.”
Their women cried and tried to stop them, but all in vain. Their husbands would not be persuaded. They took
off their rings and said to the girls,
“Keep these rings and observe them. If they rust, then we are dead. If they don’t, then we are still alive. We
shall now sing a song which we shall sing for you when we return. You will hear us sing it from a distance. Even
if we arrive in the middle of the night, we shall wake you up with this song.”
“Very well,” said the women. They proceeded to sing the song in a duet. Deng of the human mother began:
Land of the wilds, land of the wilds,
A beast of a stepmother played jealousy on me.
Wife of my father, why did you do that to me,
When I had no jealousy in my heart?
What misfortune befalls the child of a stepmother!”

His brother Deng took over:
In a wild land I have never treaded,
I killed a big bull, my mother’s brother,
And the great fighter steamed with burning fat,
Like the hut of my mother.

Their wives said, “Please sing it again so that we can recognize it on your return.” So Deng of the human being
began again:
Land of the wilds, land of the wilds,
A beast of a stepmother played jealousy on me.
Wife of my father, why did you do that to me,
When I had no jealousy in my heart?
What misfortune befalls the child of a stepmother!”

His brother continued:
In a wild land I have never treaded,
I killed a big bull, my mother’s brother,
And the great fighter steamed with burning fat,
Like the hut of my mother.

Their wives then said, “Good, we now know it.”
They left. They walked, and they walked, and they walked. They would come to a lion-camp and Deng of the
lioness would say,
“Deng, Brother, sing the song. There is no way for us to know the cattle-camp of my mother’s relatives. But if
we sing and my uncle’s son hears us, he will know us and will come.” Deng agreed and sang:
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Land of the wilds, land of the wilds,
A beast of a stepmother played jealousy on me.
Wife of my father, why did you do that to me,
When I had no jealousy in my heart?
What misfortune befalls the child of a stepmother!”

His brother then sang:
In a wild land I have never treaded,
I killed a big bull, my mother’s brother,
And the great fighter steamed with burning fat,
Like the hut of my mother.

They walked and sang this way until they arrived at the camp of Miyar. The camp was well known in the area
because Miyar was the chief. So it was pointed out to them. Then they sang near the camp:
Land of the wilds, land of the wilds,
A beast of a stepmother played jealousy on me.
Wife of my father, why did you do that to me,
When I had no jealousy in my heart?
What misfortune befalls the child of a stepmother!
In a land I have never treaded,
I killed a big bull, my mother’s brother,
And the great fighter steamed with burning fat,
Like the hut of my mother.

Miyar asked the people to be silent. “Let me hear that song. Is that Deng singing? Has he really come? Who
else could sing such a song?”
All the people became silent. The song was heard again and again. When Miyar was sure that it was Deng, he
came out to meet him and said,
“Is it you, Deng?”
“Yes,” answered Deng.
Deng and his brother carried two axes, one small and one big, and a club. That is all they carried; they had no
spears with them.
“Deng,” said the lion. “What do you think we should do?”
“I think we should fight,” replied Deng.
“Do you want me to go and turn wild?” asked Miyar.
“Go and turn wild!” said Deng.
“Perhaps I don’t need to turn wild,” his cousin said scornfully. “I will wrestle with you as though I were a
human being. The person who throws the other down may kill him.”
“If you prefer it that way,” said Deng, “then let us wrestle.”
They began to wrestle while Deng’s human brother watched. They wrestled; they wrestled, and wrestled. Then
Deng threw his cousin down. As soon as Miyar was down, the human Deng handed his wrestling brother one of
the small axes. His brother hit the lion on the head. He split his head and killed him. At that time, all the people
who were in the cattle-camp ran away in panic. People shouted to their relatives and friends,
“Please, wait for me.”
But they would not. Some answered,
“How can I wait for you when disaster has killed our Chief?”
They all dispersed and disappeared, leaving only the cattle. There were homed cattle and hornless cattle. The
hornless cattle turned into lions and lionesses and ran away with their owners.\fn{ “The Dinka believe that hornless cattle
are generally more aggressive than cattle with horns. In folk-tales, hornless cattle usually follow their lion-owners and turn into lions, while
cattle with horns remain normal.”} Even the gourds containing the milk and the butter of the hornless cows ran into the

forest. Only the cattle with horns remained.
*
A little boy and a little girl whom the lions had captured from human beings remained in the camp. The
children were reduced to skin and bones by the lion’s torture. Almost every day they would be bled and the lions
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would sip their blood.
The brothers Deng took them and all the remaining cattle and left for home. They walked, and they walked.
They were delayed by the slow pace of the children, who were too big to be carried but too small to walk fast. The
cattle, too, had to be driven slowly to graze on the way. So they walked and walked and walked. They arrived at
their village in the night. As they approached the village, Deng of the lioness asked his brother to sing. So he did:
Land of the wilds, land of the wilds,
A beast of a stepmother played jealousy on me.
Wife of my father, why did you do that to me,
When I had no jealousy in my heart?
What misfortune befalls the child of a stepmother!

The other Deng sang his part:
In a land I have never treaded,
I killed a big bull, my mother’s brother,
And the great fighter steamed with burning fat,
Like the hut of my mother.

They listened and heard no response from the village. Deng of the lioness said,
“I think they have not heard us. Why don’t we sing it once more?” They sang it two more times.
During all this time, their wives were suffering from fear that they might have died. When days passed after
they had expected them back, they despaired and started mourning. As their husbands sang, one Achol heard their
voices as though they were in a dream. To make sure she was not dreaming, she got up, listened some more, and
then woke up the other Achol, and said,
“Achol, wake up! Listen! There are our men singing!” Achol said sleepily,
“What wishful thinking! Do you really expect them to return again?”
“By God, may I die,” she swore, “I hear men singing! Listen!”
They listened together. When they were sure it was their husbands’ voices, they came out crying with joy and
running to meet them. They seated them and gave them milk to drink. Each of the women wanted to cook. They
argued about which of them should cook. Their husbands told them to stop.
“Let one of you cook and the other will cook tomorrow.”
So one cooked. They also boiled some water to give the small children a hot bath.
*
And so they lived. The two brothers added their captured herd to their wealth and became very rich. They
searched throughout the country for the parents of the children until they found the family of the boy.
But they never found the relatives of the girl. So they adopted her as their sister and raised her until she was
married. They received much bride-wealth for her marriage and then gave her to her husband.
3
An elderly man called Deng had lived for a long time without marrying. He spent his life taking care of cattle.
Then he decided to betroth a small girl who had not yet reached the age of puberty. When the girl reached puberty,
he completed the marriage and she was given to him. His bride remained for a long time without conceiving. She
was held by agorot, the spirit of procreation.\fn{“Girls who are engaged before puberty are believed to be possessed by a spirit
called agorot, which must be propitiated; otherwise the woman remains childless or her children will die.” }
In a nearby village there was a young man called Chol who was his father’s only child. Chol’s father urged him
to marry, but he refused, saying,
“I do not want to marry.”
“Why?” asked his father.
“I have not yet found the girl of my heart,” Chol answered. “When I find her, I shall marry.”
This went on for many years. His father’s wealth was enormous. His father kept pleading with him,
“Son, please marry. You will disappear childless and perish forever.” He would say,
“No, Father, I do not want to marry.”
Eventually his father gave up and never asked him again.
*
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Meanwhile, the wife of the elderly man still had not conceived. But when her husband made a sacrifice to her
agorot, she conceived. Since their villages were near, Chol knew about her childlessness and her eventual pregnancy. When she was about to deliver, Chol heard about it, and when the woman was in labor, he went into her
hut and sat by her side among the women.
This was surprising to everyone. He was a young handsome man wearing a large ivory bangle on his arm.
People wondered,
“How can such a gentleman come and sit with women in a hut in which a woman is giving birth. This is
amazing!”
As he sat watching, he took off his ornaments, including the ivory bangle on his arm. Again people wondered,
“What has happened to Chol? Why is he stripping himself of beads and bangles as though in mourning?”
He continued to sit there as the woman was in labor. The woman delivered a baby girl. As soon as the baby
was out and had its cord cut from its mother, Chol went closer to the woman and said,
“Please give me the baby!” Amazed by his conduct, people raised their voices in bewilderment,
“Why? What are you doing? What has befallen you, Chol?”
“It is my wish; that is all,” was his response to their pleading.
“How can the baby be given to you before the blood is washed off her body?”
“Yes,” he insisted, “just give her to me.” People could not believe what they saw.
“Has Chol gone mad or has he simply become an idiot?” they would ask. “No sane man could think of such a
thing.”
Chol sat and did not reply to their insults. People were absolutely baffled and did not know what to do. Some
people said,
“Let her be given to him; let us see just what he is up to!”
He held the baby and placed her on his lap. Her mother was a step away from him and the baby. Chol stayed,
holding the baby, until he was told to give her to the mother to be breast fed. He handed the baby over to the
mother. The baby was suckled. When she finished, Chol asked for her to be handed back to him. The baby was
given back to him.
So surprised were the people by his behavior that it was thought difficult to deny him his wish. For days and
days, he stayed with the woman and the baby. Even at night, it was he who took care of the baby, and the mother
looked on.
Chol refused to eat or drink in the baby’s house.\fn{ “Among the Dinka a man does not eat or drink in the house of his girl
friend. And even after marriage a certain ceremony must be performed before a bridegroom may eat among his wife’s family.” } His
water and food were brought from outside the village.
The baby was given the name Atholong. Word reached Chol’s father that his son was behaving strangely.
Chol’s father decided to distribute the cattle he had kept for Chol’s marriage, saying,
“He is no longer of use to me. So it was this idiocy which kept my son from marriage! To look after newborn
babies—what shame! There is nothing I can do. I will give my cattle away. If it is God’s will that my lineage
should perish, so be it.”
He gave some of his cattle to his sister’s children, some to the children of his maternal uncle, and some to the
children of many other relatives. Chol was left without cattle.
But he did not care. He never even spoke of what his father was doing. He remained in the house, taking care
of the baby. He stayed there until the baby could lie on its stomach. Then she could be seated while he sat near to
support her.
When the baby was sufficiently grown to sit alone, he said he wanted to take her to the cattle-camp. The
mother of the child came to look upon Chol as though he were the father. She said,
“How can you look after the baby alone? Newly weaned babies are so difficult to take care of!”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I will go with her and I will take good care of her.” The baby’s father intervened
and said,
“All is well, let him take the child.”
*
So Chol went with the baby to the cattle-camp. The baby’s family produced two cows for the baby’s milk.
Chol went to his mother’s relatives and obtained a milk cow. This cow provided him with milk since he would not
drink the milk of the other cows.
They lived together in the camp for a long time. The child became so fond of him that whenever he left her,
even though for a short time, she cried. She would not eat or drink milk unless he was with her. He would take her
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with him into the company of men. Sometimes he would just sit with her alone under a separate tree.
The child grew and grew in his company until she was quite a big girl, but she had not yet reached the age of
puberty. Chol went home to the girl’s father and said,
“Father!”
“Yes,” said the man.
“When I was living here in your house, many terrible things were said against me. I was accused of madness
and idiocy, but I never replied to the insults. As you know, my father has given away all my cattle. He thought of
me as nobody. All this happened because I was after what my heart wanted.
It is now a very long time since I was born. My age-mates at present have children. It was not that I had no
cattle. It was I who was refusing. My refusal, combined with what I did in your house, led my father into thinking
that I had become an imbecile.
“I am not an imbecile. There is not the slightest imbecility in me. It is just that my heart wanted it that way. So
what I am here to tell you is that I would like to marry the little girl I was looking after.”
“Son,” answered the elder, “how can you think of that? Does not your raising her make you like her father?”
“But that is the very reason I raised her. The fact that I took her into my hands the minute her mother bore her
and continued to look after her must have shown to you that I had intended to marry her!” The elder said,
“If that is your wish my son, there is nothing wrong with it. You may have her.”
So he paid some cows for betrothal.\fn{ “As many relatives and friends assist in the payment of bride-wealth, Chol’s father’s
disposal of Chol’s cattle did not necessarily leave Chol without cattle to pay for his marriage.” }
The girl had already become betrothed to Chol’s best friend. The two became bitter competitors, but both the
girl’s father and Chol knew that she would ultimately be Chol’s wife. She was still below the age of puberty. But
she had turned out to be extremely beautiful. She was the most beautiful girl in the cattle-camp.
A lioness-girl called Aluel heard of her famed beauty. She went to her cattle-camp. She would hide outside the
camp waiting to attack the girl by stealth.
*
By this time, Chol had returned to his cattle-camp. He did not ask for his cattle to be returned to him. He only
owned that one cow his mother’s brother had given him. When that cow became dry, his mother’s brother sent
another milk cow for him. He never asked his father for anything. But finally, he went to his father and said,
“Father!”
“Yes,” responded his father.
“You said I had become an idiot and gave away all my cattle. What shall we do now?”
“What do you mean?” asked his father.
“Chol, my son, can you really deny being an idiot? Have you ever heard of a man holding a newly born baby?
Would it not frighten anyone but an idiot to do so? Because you held the baby and refused to marry for so long, I
became convinced that you were an idiot.”
“What made me take off my ornaments and hold a newborn baby,” said Chol, “was the same thing that kept
me from marrying. I had told you that my reason for not marrying was that I had not found the girl of my heart.
But when I heard that that woman was going to give birth, I went in the hope that it would be a girl, and God
made her a girl. I took her and raised her. I raised her because my heart loved her from the start. Now I want her
to be my wife! I want to marry her.”
“So that was the reason,” said his father.
“Yes!” said Chol.
“Well,” said his father, “your cows are with other people, but they are not lost. It is for you to reclaim them. If I
am wrong in thinking you an idiot, then you are entitled to your cattle.”
“I am glad,” said Chol.
*
In the meantime, the lioness-girl was still after Atholong. She continued to lie in hiding, hoping that the girl
would come passing by. Nobody knew this.
One night Atholong went out to the edge of the cattle-camp. The lioness grabbed her and ran away with her.
The lioness was so wild that she could fly. She took her into a thicket in the bush. She was so attracted by the girl
that whenever she wanted to eat her, she would look at her and change her mind and say,
“O, what beauty; I will eat her tomorrow!”
She would then go and hunt for animal flesh. She would return and give Atholong meat and whatever else she
wanted. They lived together for quite a while. Each day came and she put off killing her.
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The warrior age-set in the cattle-camp decided to go out searching for Atholong. They searched and searched
until they found her. Throughout all this period, Atholong would sing when the lioness was away:
Father, Father!
Mother! Father!
Why did you delay the marriage?
Mother! Father!
Is this what you wanted?
And you said it was because of my agorot
Atholong has disappeared!

The lioness would hear her in the forest and sing back:
Your husband, Chol, is coming!
Chol, the Spearer of the Nile Perch, is coming!

The girl would answer back:
Chol is not coming!
O no! Chol is not coming!

And that is the way they lived.
Then the age-set arrived. As the people approached, the lioness emerged with immense ferocity. The age-set
became frightened and returned to the camp.
The man who first betrothed Atholong sharpened his spears and went to meet the lioness. When he saw her, he
too became afraid. He withdrew and returned to the camp.
*
In the meantime, Chol remained silent; he never said anything about what happened. But when he saw that
everybody had gone and returned in fear, he gathered all their spears, including their fishing spears, and sharpened
them. Then he left.
That was the day the lioness had made up her mind to eat the girl. She kept coming back to attack her, but each
time she would put off Atholong’s death, saying,
“There is just one more thing to do. Let me pile up more grass so that the sand does not touch her beautiful
skin! Perhaps I should find something even smoother to lay her on as I eat her!”
Atholong would sing, the lioness would reply, and Atholong would answer back.
Then the lioness went to cut down trees in order to make a platform on which to lay Atholong when she ate
her, so that the girl would not be touched by dirt. Then the girl would sing, the lioness would respond, and the girl
would answer back. The lioness said to herself:
“Why am I not eating her? Is it perhaps Chol who has done magic on me so that he will arrive before I eat the
girl? I will not allow this to happen! I will make sure I eat her before he arrives.”
Meanwhile, Chol was on his way. He was very close to the place where Atholong was. He could even hear her
faintly.
After making the platform, the lioness went and cut some more grass to put on top of the platform to make it
even more comfortable. The girl sang, the lioness responded, and the girl sang back.
At the moment she finished her song, Chol appeared. The lioness had just finished piling more grass on the
platform upon which she was to eat Atholong. She turned to find that Chol had just arrived. At that point,
Atholong spoke and said,
“Chol, is it really you?”
“Yes,” said Chol, “it is me!”
“What are you coming for? It is better that we do not both die. I am already a dead person. It is better that you
remain alive even if I die. If you and I both die, it will not help anybody!” Chol said,
“My heart is sweetened, for I have found you still alive. Even if we both die, let us now die together!”
“No,” she said, “that is not right.” The lioness then spoke to Chol and said,
“Chol, have you arrived?”
“Yes, I have,” said Chol.
“I knew you would come,” she said. “I never forgot you. Wait for me. I will go and turn wild!”
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“All right,” said Chol. “Go and turn wild!”
“I will!” she said as she went away. She did not go far, nor did she turn completely wild. She just went nearby
and returned. Chol said,
“You have not turned wild. You had better become really wild before I fight you!”
“Is that what you want?” she asked.
“Yes,” he answered.
She left. Then she returned, a long, red, quivering tongue hanging from her mouth. But Chol said to her,
“You are not really wild; go back and become really wild!”
Again, she left. She returned this time with a green, quivering tongue. But Chol said to her,
“You are not really wild; go back and become really wild!”
Then she returned with a dark gray tongue, almost black, and was steaming hot. Chol took a small spear out of
his collection and speared her. He hit a fatal spot and forced her to the ground. As she lay dying, she said,
“Chol!”
“Yes,” answered Chol.
“Have you really killed me?”
“Yes, I have,” replied Chol.
“Yes, I knew you would take my life. I knew you would kill me. This girl will go with you! She will be your
wife. Nothing else will befall her. In the future, when you are husband and wife, she will bear you children—
many children. Her children alone will be enough to hold a dance. Your first-born will be a girl. When she
marries, take a small calf, raise it to be known as mine. If it is slaughtered for me, that too would be good. That
will guarantee good health for you and your children and will make your wife produce many children.”
“Very well,” said Chol, “we shall do as you say.”
He went ahead and gave her a death blow. Then he left with Atholong to return home.
*
Atholong’s father and mother had despaired. When Chol brought her back, her father said,
“If Chol has brought my daughter back, I will give her to him without payment. I will not have to be paid any
cattle for her marriage.” But Chol refused and said,
“This cannot be. It has been a very long time since I first held her and raised her to be a woman. I cannot take
her without giving proper payment of cattle. That would be a shame on her and on me. My bringing her from
death is small compared to everything else I have intended for her. I must marry her with cattle.”
In the meantime, Chol’s father reclaimed the cattle he had given away, brought them and gave them to Chol.
So Chol paid the bride-wealth and completed the marriage. He was then given his wife and the man who had first
betrothed the girl was compensated.
*
Atholong went and gave birth to a daughter. After that, she had sons. She continued to bear children; so many
that her children were enough to complete a dance all alone. She was very happy with her husband.
When their first daughter was married, they took out a calf and dedicated it to the lioness.
4
Amou was so beautiful. She was betrothed to a man from the tribe. But she was not yet given to her betrothed.
She still lived with her family.
There was a man called Duang in a neighboring village. Duang’s father said to him,
“My son, Duang, it is high time you married.”
“Father,” replied Duang, “I cannot marry; I have not yet found the girl of my heart.”
“But my son,” argued his father, “I want you to marry while I am alive. I may not live long enough to attend
your marriage.”
“I will look, Father,” said Duang, “but I will marry only when I find the girl of my heart.”
“Very well, my son,” said his father with understanding.
They lived together until the father died. Duang did not marry. Then his mother died. He did not marry.
These deaths made him abandon himself in mourning; so he no longer took care of his appearance. His
mourning hair grew long and wild. He never shaved or groomed his hair.
He was a very rich man. His cattle-byres were full of cattle, sheep and goats.
*
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One day he left for a trip to a nearby tribe. On the way he heard the drums beating loud. He followed the
sounds of the drums and found people dancing. So he stood and watched the dance. In the dance was the girl
called Amou. When she saw him standing, she left the dance and went near him. She greeted him. They stood
talking. When the relatives of the man who was betrothed to Amou saw her, they became disturbed.
“Why should Amou leave the dance to greet a man who was merely watching? And then she dared to stand and
talk with him! Who is the man, anyway?”
They called her and asked her. She answered,
“I don’t see anything wrong! I saw the man looking as though he were a stranger who needed help. So I went
to greet him in case he wanted something. There is nothing more to it.”
They dismissed the matter, although they were not convinced. Amou did not go back to the dance. She went
and talked to the man again. She invited him to her family’s home. So they left the dance and went. She seated
him and gave him water. She cooked for him and served him.
The man spent two days in her house and then left and returned home. He went and called his relatives and
told them that he had found the girl of his heart. They took cattle and returned to Amou’s village.
The man who had betrothed Amou had paid thirty cows. Amou’s relatives sent them back and accepted
Duang’s cattle. The marriage was completed, and Amou was given to her husband.
*
She went with him and gave birth to a daughter, called Kiliingdit. Then she had a son. She and her husband
lived alone with their children. Then she conceived her third child. While she was pregnant, her husband was in
the cattle-camp. But when she gave birth, he came home to visit her and stay with them for the first few days after
her delivery.
After she delivered, she felt a very strong craving for meat. She was still newly delivered. She said to her
husband,
“I am dying of craving for meat. I cannot even eat.” Her husband said to her,
“If it is my cattle you have your eyes on, I will not slaughter an animal merely because of your craving! What
sort of a craving is this which requires the killing of livestock?\fn{ “The Dinka kill their animals only in sacrifice, for feasts,
or to honor guests. It is considered very shameful to kill a beast for meat in ordinary circumstances. However, the needs of pregnant or
newly delivered women can form an exception to this general rule.” } I will not slaughter anything.”

That ended the discussion. But she still suffered and could not eat or work. She would just sit there. Her
husband became impatient and embittered by her craving. He slaughtered a lamb openly so that she and the others
could see it. Then he went and killed a puppy dog secretly. He roasted both the lamb and the puppy in smoldering
smudge. When they were ready he took the dog meat to his wife in her women’s quarters. He grabbed his children
by the hands and took them away with him to the male quarters. His wife protested,
“Why are you taking the children away? Aren’t they eating with me?” He said,
“I thought you said you were dying of craving. I think it would be better for you and the children if you ate
separately. They will share with me.”
He seated them next to him, and they ate together. She never doubted what he said, even though she felt insulted. That he would poison her was out of the question. So she ate her meat.
As soon as she ate her fill, her mouth started to drip with saliva. In a short while, she became rabid. Then she
ran away, leaving her little baby behind.
*
Her husband took the boy to the cattle-camp and left only the girl at home. She suffered very much taking care
of her baby brother. Fearing that her mother might return rabid, she took the remainder of her mother’s dog meat,
dried it, and stored it. She would cook a portion of it and place it on a platform outside the hut together with some
other food she had prepared.
For a while, her mother did not come. Then one night, she came. She stood outside the fence of the house and
sang:
Kiliingdit, Kiliingdit,
Where has your father gone?

Kiliingdit answered:
My father has gone to Juachnyiel,
Mother, your meat is on the platform,
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Your food is on the platform,
The things with which you were poisoned.
Mother, shall we join you in the forest?
What sort of home is this without you?

Her mother would take the food and share it with the lions. This went on for some time.
*
In the meantime, the woman’s brothers had not heard of her giving birth. One of them, called Bol because he
was born after twins, said to the others,
“Brothers, I think we should visit our sister. Maybe she has given birth and is now in some difficulties taking
care of herself and the house.”
The little girl continued to labor hard looking after the baby and preparing food for the mother and themselves.
She also had to protect herself and the baby so their mother would not find them and having become a lioness, eat
them.
She came again another night and sang. Kiliingdit replied as usual. Her mother ate and left.
In the meantime, Bol took his gourds full of milk and left for his sister’s home. He arrived in the daytime.
When he saw the village so quiet, he feared that something might have gone wrong.
“Is our sister really at home?” he said to himself. “Perhaps what I was afraid of in my heart has occurred.
Perhaps our sister died in childbirth and her husband with the children have gone away and abandoned the
house!” Another part of him said,
“Don’t be foolish! What has killed her? She is a newly delivered mother and is confined inside the hut.”
“I see the little girl,” he said to himself, “but I do not see her, mother.” As soon as the little girl saw him, she
raced towards him, crying.
“Where is your mother, Kiliingdit?” he asked her in haste.
She told him the story of how her mother turned wild, beginning with her mother’s craving for meat and her
father’s poisoning her with dog meat.
“When she comes in the evening,” she explained, “her companions are the wives of lions.”
“Will she come tonight?” asked her uncle.
“She comes every night,” answered Kiliingdit. “But, Uncle, when she comes, please do not reveal yourself to
her. She is no longer your sister. She is a lioness. If you reveal yourself to her, she will kill you and the loss will
be ours. We shall then remain without anyone to take care of us.”
“Very well,” he said.
That night, she came again. She sang her usual song. Kiliingdit sang her response. As she approached the
platform to pick up her food, she said,
“Kiliingdit, my daughter, why does the house smell like this? Has a human being come? Has your father
returned?”
“Mother, my father has not returned. What would bring him back? Only my little brother and I are here. And
were we not human beings when you left us? If you want to eat us, then do so. You will save me from all the
troubles I am going through. I have suffered beyond endurance.”
“My darling Kiliingdit,” she said, “how can I possibly eat you? I know I have become a beast of a mother, but
I have not lost my heart for you, my daughter. Is not the fact that you cook for me evidence of our continuing
bond? I cannot eat you!” When Bol heard his sister’s voice, he insisted on going out to meet her, but his niece
pleaded with him, saying,
“Don’t be deceived by her voice. She is a beast and not your sister. She will eat you!”
So he stayed; she ate and left to join the wives of the lions.
*
The next morning, Bol returned to the cattle-camp to tell his brothers that their sister had become a lioness.
Bewildered by the news, they took their spears and came to their sister’s home. They took a bull with them.
They walked and walked and then arrived. They went and sat down. The little girl went ahead and prepared the
food for her mother in the usual way. Then they all went to sleep.
The little girl went into the hut with her baby brother, as usual, but the men slept outside, hiding in wait for
their sister. She came at night and sang as usual. Kiliingdit responded. She picked up her food and ate with the
wives of the lions. Then she brought the dishes back. As she put them back, she said,
“Kiliingdit!”
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“Yes, Mother,” answered Kiliingdit.
“My dear daughter,” she continued, “why does the house feel so heavy? Has your father returned?”
“Mother,” said Kiliingdit, “my father has not returned. When he abandoned me with this little baby, was it his
intention to return to us?”
“Kiliingdit,” argued the mother, “if your father has returned, why do you hide it from me, dear daughter? Are
you such a small child that you cannot understand my suffering?”
“Mother,” Kiliingdit said again, “I mean what I say, my father has not come. It is I alone with the little baby. If
you want to eat us, then eat us.”
As the mother turned to go, her brothers jumped on her and caught her. She struggled in their hands for quite a
long time, but could not break away. They tied her to a tree. The next morning, they slaughtered the bull they had
brought.
Then they beat her and beat her. They would tease her with raw meat by bringing it close to her mouth and
pulling it away from her. Then they would continue to beat her. As she was teased with meat, saliva fell from her
mouth and formed little puppies. They continued to tease her and beat her until three puppies had emerged from
her saliva.
Then she refused raw meat. She was given roast meat from the bull and she ate it. The brothers beat her some
more until she shed all the hairs that had grown on her body. Then she opened her eyes, looked at them closely,
sat down and said,
“Please hand me my little baby.”
The baby was brought. He could no longer suck his mother’s breasts. When the mother had fully recovered,
her brothers said,
“We shall take you to our cattle-camp. You will not go to the cattle-camp of such a man again!” But she
insisted on going to her husband’s cattle-camp, saying,
“I must go back to him. 1 cannot abandon him.”
Her brothers could not understand her. They wanted to attack her husband and kill him, but she argued against
that. When she saw that they did not understand her, she told them that she wanted to take care of him in her own
way. She was not going back to him out of love but to take revenge.
*
So they left her and she went to her husband. When she got to the cattle-camp, he was very pleased to have her
back. She did not show any grievance at all. She stayed with him, and he was very happy with her.
One day she filled a gourd with sour milk. She pounded grain and made porridge. Then she served him, saying,
“This is my first feast since I left you. I hope you give me the pleasure of finding it your heartiest meal.”
First he drank the milk. Then came the porridge with moik\fn{Clarified butter.} and sour milk mixed into it. He
ate. Then she offered him some more milk to drink on top of the porridge. When he tried to refuse, she pleaded
with him.
The man ate and ate and ate, until he burst and died.
5
There was a man called Ajang, son of Tuong. He was so handsome, so awfully handsome! And he was his
father’s and mother’s first-born. He had only one sister, called Ayak. They lived together at home. One day he
went to the cattle-camp with his sister.
The fame of Ajang’s handsomeness had penetrated the land to an awesome extent. A lioness-girl called Achol
heard about him. And when she did, she left her home, saying,
“I must see this Ajang, whose handsomeness is so renowned.”
She traveled, catching people on the way. Whoever she caught said to her,
“Even if you eat me, what does it matter? Will you have eaten Ajang? If you were to eat Ajang, that would
bring disaster to our tribe, but if it is me you eat, that is not significant.” She would ask her victims,
“What sort of a person is this Ajang?”
“Ajang is an extremely handsome man,” she would be told. “Even in a crowded dance, he is unmistakable. If
he is not in a dance, everyone feels his absence. That dance cannot succeed. So you see, I am nothing compared to
Ajang.”
She would eat that person and proceed. She devoured many people that way as she traveled across the country.
When she was near Ajang’s village, she came across a child and caught him. The child said to her,
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“What if you eat me? Will you have eaten Ajang?”
“What is so special about Ajang?” she asked him.
“Ajang is such a great handsome man that if he were to die, it would be a disaster, but if I were to die, nothing
would happen.”
“Is that so?” she asked.
“Yes!” said the child.
“I will not eat you then,” she said. “Just tell me where Ajang’s village is.”
“Ajang’s village is very far; it is not near,” the boy said. “You will have to walk for a long distance yet before
you reach it.”
“Very well,” she said as she left the child and went on her way.
*
She walked and walked, until she found some children herding sheep and goats. She caught one of them. The
boy said the same thing.
“Even if you eat me, will you have eaten Ajang?”
“Where is Ajang’s village?” she asked the boy.
“It is a long way ahead,” the child answered.
She continued attacking children and being told the same thing for a whole day. She caught so many children
that she was no longer eating them. She only talked to them and let them go. Eventually she caught another boy
near Ajang’s village. The boy made the same remark:
“Even if you eat me, you will not have eaten Ajang.”
“I will not eat you if you show me where Ajang’s village is,” said the lioness.
“You mean I should show you Ajang’s village so that you will be able to go and eat him?”
“Of course not,” replied the lioness. “I will not eat Ajang either. Can a person dare to eat such an important
man, however ferocious a lioness that person may be?”
“In that case,” said the boy, “there is Ajang’s village, the one with that high decorated pillar.”
“Wonderful,” said the lioness as she hurried towards the village.
She was well received and made to sit as a guest. Ajang came and greeted her. And then he asked her,
“Where do you come from?”
“I come from a very distant land,” she answered.
“Where is that?” asked Ajang.
“My country is extremely far,” said the lioness. “It is your fame which brought me to this country. I would like
to be a lady of this house!”
“You would?” said Ajang.
“Yes, very much so,” she responded.
“I don’t think that can be!” Ajang said.
“Why not, when I have so much desired to be your wife?” said the lioness. Ajang insisted,
“I will not give in to your desire. It would have been better if I had seen you and then pursued you myself into
that distant land of yours. That you should seek me yourself is not proper.” But the lioness continued to plead:
“How can you refuse me when I have come all this way because of your fame? Please, let me be your wife.”
They argued for a long time until other people intervened and persuaded Ajang, saying:
“The desire that made her leave such a far-off land must be honored. How can you even think of sending such
a person away! You must have her.”
Ajang surrendered.
*
After some time, the lioness suggested that they both go to see her relatives and then return to live in their
marital home. Ajang agreed. They left at night and did not tell anybody where they were going. They walked; they
walked; they walked, and they walked. Then they arrived at her home.
She had left only her mother in the house. She asked her mother to bring out a fresh set of dishes and spoons
for Ajang. A special meal was prepared for him. They ate. Then they slept. They spent another day and slept
again.
The following night, the lioness attacked Ajang, broke his neck, and killed him. She sipped his blood and
seated his body with the back resting against the wall. She did not eat any of his flesh; she only sipped the blood.
Her mother said to her,
“Achol, my daughter, you know this Ajang is not an ordinary man. When his people miss him, they will come
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and you will be in trouble. A person does not go that far to deceive a man in order to kill him. You have made a
big mistake. You should have had him live with you as your husband as you had agreed.” Achol tried to console
her mother.
“Everything will be all right, Mother; nothing will happen.”
*
In the meantime, people in Ajang’s village came to the conclusion that he must have been led away by Achol.
So they left in a large group. They walked; they walked; they walked.
After many days, they arrived at Achol’s house. On their arrival, they found Achol absent. She had gone
hunting. Only her mother was at home. Ajang was still sitting dead inside the hut with his back resting against the
wall. When Achol’s mother saw them, she went to greet them. But they refused, saying,
“First bring us Ajang, and then come back as a friend.”
Achol’s mother got up and started singing to her daughter, who was still away:
Achol, my daughter,
This is what you wanted.
O, my daughter,
I will give you a sleeping skin.
Daughter, I will give you at least a small skin.
Ajang, son of Tuong, has disappeared,
He is forever gone.
Repair him, and do it well, my daughter,
Make him be what he used to be.
Achol, now you know what comes out of evil.

At first Achol did not hear her mother’s song. So her mother sang again. This time Achol heard her and rushed
home. As she was approaching the house, her mother sang again. When Achol arrived, the men asked her,
“Achol, have you truly come?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Where is Ajang?” they asked.
“He is inside the hut,” she answered.
“Is he alive or is he dead?” they asked.
“He is dead,” she answered.
“Well then go into the hut and bring him back to what he used to be so that we may return with him.” She went
away but did not go into the hut where Ajang was.
“Achol,” said the men impatiently, “if you want a good thing and not a bad thing, you better be quick and
make Ajang what he used to be! If you do not, we will leave only after killing you.”
So she entered the hut and worked on Ajang. She worked and worked, until Ajang could stand. But when he
emerged from the hut and tried to walk, he limped. They said to her,
“Take him back into the hut and work on him some more. When you took him away from us, he did not limp.
Nor was he ugly.”
So she went back and worked on him some more. When he emerged again, one eye was drawn in. They told
her to make his eyes what they used to be.
She went back and worked on him some more. He then emerged fully repaired.
“Ajang used to race with the wind,” they said. “Make him run with the wind; let us see whether he has truly
recovered his speed.”
She made him run with the wind. His speed was equal to that of the wind and even greater.
“Now he is what he used to be,” they said.
*
But they did not leave Achol after all; they killed her and her mother, and burned them in their hut. Then they
took Ajang and returned to their village. When they arrived at the village, drums were brought out and a dance
was called. People danced a great deal. Ajang’s father then said,
“My son is an only child; if he does not marry and something goes wrong again, he may die without leaving a
child through whom I can continue to see him,”
So he found a girl for his son. Ajang was given his wife and they lived very happily.
58.21 The Marriage Of Napuru\fn{by Agnes Poni-Lako (1948-
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Juba, Central Equatoria State, South Sudan (F) 6

Chief Modi was famed as the greatest polygamist of his time. He was renowned for his inability to distinguish
between his younger wives and his daughters—much to the amusement of the clan. However, it was not until he
had married for the ninth time that he produced any sons, whereupon he was rewarded with a double bounty.
Unfortunately, however, the first born of his ninth wife abandoned his struggle for life at the age of four leaving
only Lado, the second born.
When Lado reached school age Chief Modi, in compliance with government demands, decided to send his son
to study. He did this against the advice of the counselors, who urged him to educate Lado himself, believing that
this way the son would become the image of the father.
“Who will be chief after you?” they said. “Do you not know that schools spoil young boys? Let him stay with
us. What does he lack here?”
For many days they remonstrated with the chief, but Modi would not be moved and so it was that Lado found
himself being sent to Rejaf Elementary School.
Many boys from the village followed Lado to Rejaf school, but one by one they dropped out. Life was too
harsh for them, so they left the school.
The chief’s son, however, continued. Life was difficult in Rejaf but he did not attempt to escape from it.
*
Lado was clever and when he sat for the Intermediate Entrance Examinations, he came top in his school. His
first choice was Torit Technical School, where he was accepted without difficulty.
When the school closed for the long holidays, Lado came home. The morning after arriving, he saw his agemates. He informed them that he had for a long time been yearning for Napuru, the daughter of Jube. He had left
her almost breastless, and he was wondering whether she had grown during his nine months away from the land.
“Ha! Lado you have been asleep in school. The girl eloped last month with a boy two villages before Manola.
Do you not know that girls are like pumpkins? They grow too fast. There you are! You should have confessed
earlier on!”
The group was laughing, but Lado knew that they were teasing him. He joined them in their laughter and they
decided together that Lado’s greatest friend and one of the boys from the clan, Loro, was to talk to the girls that
evening. As it was Wednesday, the dance would be on. She would be there. Everybody would be there.
At the dance, which was near Napuru’s home, Loro, Lado’s friend, sent a small girl to call for Kako. This was
a girl from the Dung clan, and a close friend of Napuru.
Kako came and stood near the boys.
“Who are you whose business is to disturb people at the dance? If you do not want to dance, who called you
here?”
She was rude. The boys expected it, but also knew she was the closest to Napuru and the key of the door
leading to her. They depended on her willingness to cooperate. It was the way of the people.
“Friend, can you allow us to talk? It looks as if we are the ones who called you. We thought that you might be
able to help us. Are you not Kako?” They took care to talk politely to her.
“Ha! If you do not know my name then why did you send for me? I am going.”
She made as if to leave. One of the boys put his hand upon her shoulder and pleaded for a hearing.
“Aah, friend we want you to go and call Napuru for us.” But Kako was not the type to take commands,
however politely they were put to her.
“May I ask you two questions? Firstly why do you pick me from among all the Dung girls? Am I the only one
who possesses a tongue? Secondly, is it not a hard job calling all the girls named Napuru who are presently in the
dance? I am going. I have no time to waste.” But she could not go as one of the boys held her hand firmly.
“Do not play with us, Kako. You know which Napuru we want. The beautiful one! You know we go for the
best ones. The only ones of value.” The girl twitched, unable to bear listening to the beat of the drum without
dancing to it.
“Don’t waste my time. I came to dance and not to stand idly talking to people. What if a scorpion bites me
here? Who will answer for it?”
She left, and mocked the boys by sending them their seven year old niece, Napuru na Loro. The little girl stood
innocently in front of her uncles.
“Emimsi! You silly little monkey. Look at her stomach! What have you put inside it? Stones or some mud?
This one is a real drum.” The little girl just giggled as her uncles gently poked her protruding stomach.
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“Go, tell Kako the one who sent you, to us to come now. If she doesn’t come we will puncture your hard
calabash that you filled to the brim.”
The girl left, full of innocent joy that her uncles referred to her stomach as a calabash. She was proud of it.
Kako was excited this time but pretended rudeness.
“Now I have the right to open a case against you. You have got me into trouble with my brother. He has just
warned me about loitering outside instead of being in the dance.”
But this did not discourage the boys. They knew the girl was lying.
“At any rate, do you boys from Ngonga like to pick up any growing girl from our hilla\fn{Residential area.} for a
joke?” She allowed this to sink in. “To be frank, if you want Napuru na Jube, she instructed all of us before we
came to the dance never to disturb her. Do you understand?”
“All right! All right! We obey and will ever obey. Tell her so; but kindly ask her to undo the knot of her kurbaba\fn{A wrap-around the waist or up to the shoulders .} and to lend the tobacco she brought for herself. We are really
dying to taste her tobacco. Let her bring it to us.”
The boys knew that Napuru was not going to appear until perhaps their tenth attempt at wooing. They waited
with hearts lifted to the sky. Kako had already warned that if Napuru didn’t come, it was their own affair, but she
would do her duty by informing her. They watched her join the dance and saw her moving close to Napuru. Kako
whispered to her.
“You know the boys from Ngonga called me out and I gave them a hard time. I will tell you later—they want
tobacco from you.”
“Did you ask who sent them?” They giggled together because the answer was obvious.
Napum knew perfectly well who had sent the boys. Lado the chief’s son used to approach her either on her
way to and from the river, or on her way to or from the field to scare away birds. She was at that time less then ten
years old, but Lado had always said,
“I have my kaluti\fn{A peg for tying a cow or goat down in the kraal at night.} in your father’s compound to fasten my
cows to.”
He would stand in her way, hands spread out till she cried. Then one day he went to be baptized. Later he
returned and told her to take the name of Teresa. She did. But she did not know why she obeyed.
Meanwhile, back at the dance Napuru asked Kako to go back and tell the boys that school boys should not
smoke. Was tobacco part of their lessons at school? Or was her tobacco to rot in a box?
The boys went through this test uncomplainingly. Finally they were told that school boys do not come back
from the school quickly enough. Hence, no tobacco was to be wasted on them. .
The dance ended and the boys left. They had expected all these difficulties and they were encouraged.
Courting in the village was no easy task. It called for hardness, alertness and determination. There were a lot of
diversions. The people had to find a way out. It was like going through a maze. If one got lost it was the end.
Three months later Napuru gave some tobacco to Lado. She told him this was like alms to the needy. Never-the
less it was a bond.
Lado lo Modi went back to Torit to continue his studies. His heart throbbed every Wednesday and Saturday as
these were days for dancing. The villagers would be there. His kin would also be there busy with his courting
affairs. He wondered how far they had gone, what presents they had exchanged.
*
During the half-holiday Lado came home, and since it was the wet season he had led a group to Jube’s house.
They asked permission to be allowed to dig the field of Jube. They claimed it would be good exercise for them,
but the elders remained silent. One Saturday before Lado went back to school his first song about Napuru, hit the
village:
Napuru, daughter of Jube, be mine now.
A full year wooing you
My girl, I have the whole year wept.
Napuru come! Come home!
Napuru na Jube be my wife.
Beauty of Dung do not say no!
This will be my death.
Say yes, Puru my sister.
Or my death is upon your head.
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Napuru was happy. The people of the village now understood that she had been wooed from one wet season to
another. Several praise songs followed, pleas, and finally curses. Every time the dance was at her hilla, the Ngonga group opened the dance with their praise songs which Lado sang for Napuru.
*
The end of the year at last arrived and Lado came home. He was weary. One year was too much for him. His
friends took it easy. He understood from them that Napuru had said she was not the type to be sentenced to loneliness in a house like that of the chief, where there were no young sisters-in-law. Lado composed a final song
which was the last straw that broke the power of Napuru’s resistance:
Napuru, I am pleading to God.
My case is before him now.
He has deprived me of sisters.
Aah, Baba Modi, is it my fault?
Where, O where are you?
Raise your spear against your God,
For he has left my mother no daughter.
My mother, why was I born sisterless?
Napuru for God’s sake take me so.

That Saturday Napuru removed one string of her waist beads and gave it to the boys. They gave her a hand
bangle.
The Nyori group did not hesitate. Two months later, Napuru’s father was paid five cows and ten goats as gate
money to bar further wooing of the girl by anybody. Meanwhile, at home, the mother of Lado kept close contact
with Napuru. Sometimes she called Napuru home to do some odd jobs. The girl came and worked like a donkey,
without even eating the food Lado’s mother offered.
*
Time passed. Lado went to school and again returned. As soon as he arrived home, he went to Loro and asked
the necessary questions. He was told that the girl was good, polite and not hot tempered. She was now under
examination and she was managing very well. Nevertheless, they told him that they had some trouble; some boys
from Bilinyang came to the village and their choice was Napuru. Somehow it had complicated issues for them but
they remained hopeful.
That night the Nyori group visited Napuru. They were known by the family and they expected to be welcomed
nicely. Contrary to their expectations, however the girls allowed them to wait for more than ten minutes. Then
they gave them an old mat to sit on.
The boys were angry and became rude. Loro called Kako and in a ruthless tone asked her to explain this silly
behavior.
“Do you think that we are pregnant women waiting to deliver within five to ten minutes? Why do you give us
an old mat? Keep it for those who will be in labor soon. We are not expectant women, neither are we bleeding!”
“Mad!” Kako was angry too. “Be angry and if your anger can carry you far, go beyond the Bilinyang hills, if
not to the Nile.” She wanted to annoy Loro further.
“Don’t talk, shut up, we are not dogs. Go and call Napuru. We don’t want you. Get away you wet blanket, you
fool!”
When Napuru came, the boys were merciless. One of them roared at her.
“Tell us Napuru, have you ever heard of a child who after having been delivered with a lot of labor decided to
return to the mother’s womb!” he taunted. “I tell you nobody can go back. Such a baby would face the hatred of
the people who had been overjoyed at his or her birth.” Napuru was determined.
“Who is trying to go back?”
“Shut up and tell us why you gave us an old mat. You mean you still maintain that Bilinyang issue?”
“Yes. I told you to send for my waist beads from Lado at school. I want to give them to the Bilinyang fellow.”
The girl coughed and Lado took offense at this move. He was about to leave but his friend Loro was a stern
fellow who could not be swayed or put off easily.
“You are really young. Either you want to cause a war here, like the recent one with the cattle raiders that
depopulated the land, or you meant to challenge us to action. Wait till you taste our spears. Then you can decide if
we are not the masters of war. Who has big spears, we or the Bilinyang fellows?”
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The quarrel almost ended up in an exchange of blows between Napuru’s kin and the Nyori group. Never the
less, the boys left telling the girl that she had put a rope around her neck and that by it she would hang.
The following day, Napuru went to Kako and they laughed about the events of that night. At midday when the
cows came home from grazing, the girls separated. Each went to make porridge for her brother. Two boys came to
Kako from the Nyori clan. They claimed that they had returned the beads. Kako was excited beyond words. Then
the boys kept her busy sending her out to bring waragi.\fn{A spirituous drink distilled from dates, dura, or cassava, clear, like
gin, and up to 100% proof.}
Napuru was too tired of waiting and left for the river. She asked her mother to let Kako know that she had gone
ahead, as she was tired of waiting.
“I will tell her, but in case she does not come, don’t wait for dusk. These days the river is full of crocodiles.”
Half a mile from her home the Nyori boys were watching the path, unseen. Some skirted around the path
leading to her maternal uncle’s house to prevent her from escaping through that way.
A soft whistle alerting the youths was heard. A man was returning from the river; the boys saw him but did not
stir. Napuru passed two boys. She was singing one of those songs—Lado’s song about her beauty. Two women
returning from the river met her and they urged her to go fast. As they went further a second whistle sounded. The
girl had passed two boys; the two ahead of her appeared and one said:
“May we escort you Napuru?”
“Give way! I am not your baby.” She became suspicious. Men from Ngonga never came to take their baths in
this area. She was appalled by their sudden appearance. The boys went ahead of her.
“What is your problem young woman? Don’t you know that the Bilinyang fellows have set their lions everywhere in our forest to make you say yes to them? They have realized that we cannot let our beautiful girls go and
carry pots to Juba instead of living in the luxury of our village.” This annoyed her, for the topic was being brought
close to her heart.
“I am in a hurry, let me go. Let go of my hand. I have walked this way alone since I was five, and have never
been escorted. Where are the lions?”
Another woman of her clan was returning from the Nile. The boys saluted her.
“Mother-in-law, good day.”
“Good day my sons. It’s late, let the girl hurry.”
“Yes mother, we are going to the river, our goats have gone astray. Have you seen any that way?”
“No, really. But go and check.” The woman was suspicious. As soon as she disappeared more boys arrived. A
whistle told them that there was need for quick action.
“Put your calabash down!” a boy ordered. “Are you not tired of carrying water to your father’s house? Give
your younger sister a chance. Come try it at our end.”
As soon as he started pulling her everything became clear as day to Napuru. No sooner had she started screaming than the boys who were in hiding appeared. Her cry was their final signal. They soon rushed at her, lifted her
off her feet and made for Ngonga through the forest. The girl was like a grasshopper struggling to fly while its
wings were plucked off by a cruel little boy.
People returning from the fields saw the calabash. They heard the pleading cries of the girl. They turned a deaf
ear. Later two women who heard the girl crying out took the calabash with them. At the entrance to Jube’s home
they called to Napuru’s mother and said,
“This looks like one of your calabashes, are we right? Are we right?”
Napuru’s mother, a woman who had given birth to thirteen children, ten of whom God took, had lost hope in
life. Napuru was puru pudii ti bolot: “the dusty husk of the dura,” something useless that even death may reject.
Death had rejected her. Now her heart jumped into her mouth on seeing the calabash.
“What? The lions took her or the crocodiles at the river. Ah! It had come again.”
“Please!” The two women were serious; they did not want to be accused of the bearing bad news.
“Accept your calabash. The child is alive, we are from the river. Napuru did not reach the river. No lion has
had her. But if you blame us for bringing your beautiful calabash home, then you can forgive us.”
*
The two women left. The mother understood the fate of her daughter. She had been carried off by the Nyori
boys to Ngonga area. She finished cooking quickly and took her pipe, filled it with tobacco, and sat down near the
door to smoke.
Her heart was heavy. Her best helper was gone. She had mixed feelings. She thanked God that her daughter
had married near home. She would be near her in times of crises. She had attended the weddings of other people’s
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daughters, year in and year out. She had been allotted her role of mother-in-law. Here a goat, there a sheep, or some amount of money.
Now people could go to her daughter’s marriage. She hoped to God that she had not resisted too much because
the boys were likely to beat her unconscious or molest her badly. However, when her husband came, she
pretended ignorance.
Napuru was carried to the house of the chiefs brother, some hundred yards from the chiefs compound. There
she was locked in a room alone. She wept her heart out. Her body was bruised. Her ankles and both kneecaps had
been injured during her sexual invasion. She had screamed and fought like a lioness defending her cubs.
Once a man was on top of the woman she had to resign herself to his will. Otherwise it would be viewed as
wizardous, or she would be accused of any ill luck that befell the man. There was silence for some time. The clan
was silent but hopeful.
Suddenly the boys jumped up and down. The elderly ladies in the chiefs compound started making noises of
approval. The neighboring clan knew from this that the newly-brought girl had just lost her virginity. Nobody
minded her tears. The bruises she got were nobody’s concern. She was not the first to get them.
*
Two weeks later, the people of Napuru arrived. The women came ahead of the men. They behaved rudely but
eventually settled down.
Soon after the men arrived. The man responsible for the marriage was Jube’s half brother, Gore Lojere. The
men sat on stools and chairs and the women sat close by on mats. Many bottles of waragi and two tins of
merisa\fn{Beer.}were consumed. The bride price negotiations began to be clinched when people were a bit tipsy.
Gore Lojere had his Y-shaped speaker’s stick. He got up, went to the middle of the group, and silenced the
people. He greeted the men and the women in turns. Each time they roared back:
“Madang ta lunsak!”
“Anabut!”
“Madang ta wate!”
“Anabut!”
“Men and women of the Nyori clan, you probably do not know who we are. We are fools and all of us are
women. Why do I say so? Listen.” Everybody was listening but he wanted to be sure.
“I will tell you some reasons why I said so. When you want to knock somebody on the head, you find us.
Above all when you want to hit people’s heads together, you get the Dung.
“When you are satisfied and look for ground to shit on, you find us. Tomorrow when you learn to murder, why,
you will consult the Dung. You see?”
He coughed vigorously and stopped pacing up and down. He clung to the Y-shaped stick. It was the symbol of
authority and it was in his hands. His cough improved a little and then he moved close to his seat.
“Before I sit down, may I tell you that no marriage is possible between Lado and Napuru. Not until you return
to us our aunt, the grandmother of the Chiefs father. Have you ever heard of health and prosperity or blessing
poured on marriage between funding folk? My brothers, you laugh; laugh at us. But pay the cow you owe our
grandfather for his sister, then we shall negotiate the bride price of the new issue. This is the mission of my legs. I
greet you!”
He sat down.
The men of the chief’s house expected this. The cow was soon brought and was accepted after a lot of persuasion. After this, the young brother of Jube, also named Lado, got up. He was a clod-hopper and held the Y-shaped
stick in one place in the center. His words were few but serious. Finally he demanded a cow for the oath which
their grandfather had taken that no more marriages should occur between Dung and Nyori. The Nyori clan had the
cow already. They knew of this.
Another man from the Dung got up and took the Y-shaped stick from Lado:
“Is there a man here, whose mother has not been insulted by his father? Is there anyone here among you who
did not register his name for defaming his mother-in-law’s name? Men and women of Ngonga, you probably are
not new to what I am saying.. If the girl will be big-headed, careless, lazy, troublesome, greedy, evil-hearted, and
if she turns out to be a thief, what men will not say,
“‘To hell with you. You are a copy of you mother!’
“If the girl’s mother had died young she died due to a long tongue like her daughter’s. If the girl’s mother was
divorced the man will say,
“‘Your father was right to divorce your mother. You too ought to go.’
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“Every bad thing in a man’s life, even when he is caught in the middle of the night at the graveside of a man
whose death pleased him, he will blame on his wife. The child in our eyes is the image of the mother. Do you
know that some are false mirrors of the mother? But we men insult the women! And if the child does or does not
protect the image of the mother, what is our view of her, what is the feeling of the mother even if she lies in the
grave? This, my brother is the mission of my legs.”
He was promised a cow to appease the anger of the mother-in-law so that, instead of getting angry when
insulted, she would bless the house of their son. She would be more likely to say,
“Peace attend your house. May your kids be many more and may they find women and men to insult you in
your turn. You will feel how it is to be abused by an in-law.”
Many charges followed till the bride price totaled thirty-five cows and forty-eight goats. Finally the father of
Napuru got up. He took the Y-shaped stick and went to the middle of the circle. For almost five minutes he stood
wordless, then cleared his throat.
“Men of Nyori,” his word came one by one, “you need no telling that I was born sisterless. When I married the
mother of Napuru I had to struggle alone. My father gave me one bull only. He died before I had any grown-up
daughter. Jube, my father’s bull was very handsome. He would visit my father in his house. He would move when
my father sang his name. Ah, brothers, need I say it that I want this bull paid to my father even though he lies in
the grave? His spirit will be there. This point, my brother is the mission of my legs.” He stood for a few minutes,
walked to his seat, and before sitting down, said,
“I greet you.”
Nobody stirred. They had not expected such a demand and hence stood against it. The brother of Jube Lojere
was heated. He asked his people to leave the chiefs compound at once.
“These people see you as hens clucking. They are only good at tiling our kin to demoralize through frequent
beating. Nobody is more dehumanizing than them. Now we are asking for our rights but they do not look at us as
men. They look at us as women who go around fussing everywhere. They will learn when it is too late what it is
like to play upon an old grave!”
*
The group got up and left. The women were very aggressive. The men were mute. God was on their side. Was
it not their daughter? Could they not have over fifty cows if they had decided to give her to a man in Mundari area
as they did with some of their daughters?
In the shining moonlight the mother of Lado lo Modi led the women of Nyori clan to stop the group from
going away. They danced pleading on the path in front of the angry in-law.
Give us your hearing
Sons and daughters of women.
Obey us women now.
For a woman alone knows
The taste and pain of childbirth
Numb the feeling, numb the pain.
Abide! Abide! we plead.

The group let out some derogatory words, but obeyed as usual. They returned and the final decision was
reached. The bull was accepted, totaling thirty-five cows and one bull.
The rest of the night the two groups sang and danced. The two barrels of mensa and the seven tins of waragi
got finished. In the morning a bull was slaughtered for the Dung. In the evening, they left.
*
Napuru’s mother and her co-wife remained behind. They spent the night there and early in the morning before
sunrise the mother of Lado lo Modi, Napuru’s mother in-law, and one of her co-wives woke them from sleep.
The four women stood in front of the house facing Lado lo Modi and Napuru. The couple was to receive a
blessing. Very cold water was poured onto the new calabash brought by Napuru’s mother. The two mothers of the
couple each washed her hands clean and washed their breasts in the calabash. They in turn touched the erect
breasts of Napuru.
The two co-wives took the water and each in turn poured it on to the feet of the couple. Then each in turn said:
“This blessed water has been used to wash the breasts which suckled you. May you too wash yours Napuru to
suckle your baby!” Then they took oil and smeared it on Napuru’s breasts saying:
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“May our oil be used to name your baby. If he be a boy, our Loro; if she be a girl, our Keji.” They took the
remaining oil and each facing one of the four opposite directions of the compound said:
“For you who envy this house, may our water be poured on your grave. May our oil burn you to charcoal.”
Finally the mother of Loro then took a bigger calabash with some porridge in it. She thrice took a sip, each
time spitting it out. Then she gave it to Napuru. By so doing she had devolved her rights to the new wife.
“May peace attend you in this house. Should you come with an evil heart, may my oil burn you! To this house
you have come forever and God shall bless you!”
*
That evening the two in-laws left. A boy went with them taking a big goat for the blessings received. Then
most of the cows arrived, totaling twenty in all; the bull Jube was dominant among them. It was agreed that
nobody ever paid bride price in a single day.
It was good to be indebted because that created continuous respect. The village agreed that the girl had married
well. The people ate well but the chief was stingy where the cows were concerned. He should have paid generously, being a rich man. Some were serious. They said:
“That one will never have a baby. The parents took so much!” Others said,
“She may be very prolific like her mother, she will soon have her first baby.” They said so in good faith.
*
In the hearts of others was great fear as they saw Napuru being escorted back home nine months later, pregnant
and about to deliver her first baby.
“God is good. Napuru has come home to deliver.”
“Yes, she has been escorted well, a lot of waragi was brought,” answered her father’s sister. “She is like her
mother. When she was brought, it took her a month and she got her first baby. But she buries them very fast. Yes,
one child after another: it is belittling my brother. Who can believe that this girl will not follow her way?”
“Who knows?” they would say and were afraid
106.127 1. Achol And Her Wild Mother 2. Atong And Her ion-Husband: Two Folktales\fn{told by Nyankoc Deng
(c.1951- )} Upper Nile State, South Sudan (F) 3½
Achol, Lanchichor\fn{The-blind-beast.} and Adhalchingeeny\fn{The-exceedingly-brave-one.} were living with their
mother. Their mother would go to fetch firewood. She gathered many pieces of wood and then put her hands
behind her back and said,
“O dear, who will help me lift this heavy load?” A lion came passing by and said,
“If I help you lift the load, what will you give me?”
“I will give you one hand,” she said.
She gave him a hand; he helped her lift the load and she went home. Her daughter, Achol, said,
“Mother, why is your hand like that?”
“My daughter, it is nothing,” she answered.
Then she left again to fetch firewood. She gathered many pieces of wood and then put her hand behind her
back and said,
“O dear, who will now help me lift this heavy load?” The lion came and said,
“If I help you lift the load, what will you give me?”
“I will give you my other hand!”
And she gave him the other hand. He lifted the load onto her head and she went home without a hand. Her
daughter saw her and said,
“Mother, what has happened to your hands? You should not go to fetch firewood again! You must stop!”
But she insisted that there was nothing wrong and went to fetch firewood. Again she collected many pieces of
firewood, put her arms behind her back and said,
“Who will now help me lift this heavy load?” Again the lion came and said,
“If I help you lift the load, what will you give me?” She said,
“I will give you one foot!”
She gave him her foot; he helped her, and she went home. Her daughter said,
“Mother, this time, I insist that you do not go for the firewood! Why is all this happening? Why are your hands
and your foot like this?”
“My daughter, it is nothing to worry about,” she said. “It is my nature.”
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She went back to the forest another time and collected many pieces of firewood. Then she put her arms behind
her back and said,
“Who will now help me lift this load?” The lion came and said,
“What will you now give me?” She said,
“I will give you my other foot!”
So she gave him the other foot; he helped her, and she went home. This time she became wild and turned into a
lioness. She would not eat cooked meat; she would only have raw meat.
*
Achol’s brothers went to the cattle-camp with their mother’s relatives. So only Achol remained at home with
her mother. When her mother turned wild, she went into the forest, leaving Achol alone. She would only return for
a short time in the evening to look for food. Achol would prepare something for her and put it on the platform in
the courtyard. Her mother would come at night and sing in a dialogue with Achol.
“Achol, Achol, where is your father?”
“My father is still in the cattle-camp!”
“And where is Lanchichor?”
“Lanchichor is still in the cattle-camp!”
“And where is Adhalchingeeny?”
“Adhalchingeeny is still in the cattle-camp!”
“And where is the food?”
“Mother, scrape the insides of our ancient gourds.”
She would eat and leave. The following night, she would return and sing. Achol would reply; her mother
would eat and return to the forest. This went on for a long time.
*
Meanwhile, Lanchichor came from the cattle-camp to visit his mother and sister. When he arrived home, he
found his mother absent. He also found a large pot over the cooking fire. He wondered about these things and
asked Achol,
“Where is Mother gone, and why are you cooking in such a big pot?” She replied,
“I am cooking in this big pot because our mother has turned wild and is in the forest, but she comes at night for
food.”
“Take that pot off the fire,” he said.
“I cannot,” she replied. “I must cook for her.”
He let her. She cooked and put the food on the platform before they went to bed. Their mother came at night
and sang. Achol replied as usual. Her mother ate and left. Achol’s brother got very frightened. He emptied his
bowels and left the next morning.
When he was asked in the cattle-camp about the people at home, he was too embarrassed to tell the truth; so he
said they were well.
Then Achol’s father decided to come home to visit his wife and his daughter. He found the big pot on the fire
and his wife away. When he asked Achol, she explained everything to him. He also told her to take the pot off the
fire, but she would not. She put the food on the platform, and they went to bed. Achol’s father told her to let him
take care of the situation. Achol agreed. Her mother came and sang as usual. Achol replied. Then her mother ate.
But her father was so frightened that he returned to the camp.
Then came Adhalchingeeny and brought with him a very strong rope. He came and found Achol cooking with
the large pot, and when Achol explained to him their mother’s condition, he told her to take the pot off the fire,
but she would not give in. He let her proceed with her usual plan. He placed the rope near the food in a way that
would trap his mother when she took the food. He tied the other end to his foot.
Their mother came and sang as usual. Achol replied. As their mother went towards the food, Adhalchingeeny
pulled the rope, gagged her and tied her to a pole. He then went and beat her with part of the heavy rope. He beat
her and beat her and beat her. Then he gave her a piece of raw meat, and when she ate it, he beat her again. He
beat her and beat her and beat her. Then he gave her two pieces of meat, one raw and one roasted. She refused the
raw one and took the roasted one, saying,
“My son, I have now become human, so please stop beating me.”
They then reunited and lived happily.
*
Atong was very beautiful.Many men came and offered to marry her, but she refused. She said,
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“I will only marry a man with a bottom lined with a string of shells.” Her relatives left her free to choose her
man.
A lion called Juach came and offered to marry her. Atong made her usual demand. Juach went and lined his
bottom with a string of shells, then returned to ask her again. She agreed to marry him. So he paid a hundred
horned cows. Then she was given to him. He took her to the lion world.
Atong had eight brothers. She also had seven sisters, she being the eighth. All together, they were sixteen. Four
of her brothers advised her not to marry Juach because he was a lion. But she insisted, saying,
“I want him.” Her brothers finally gave in.
The lion took such care of her that she became very fat. She was not even allowed to work. When her husband
saw that she was fat enough, he invited other lions to a working feast\fn{ “Among the Dinka any person may ask his
neighbors, friends, or age-mates to come to a feast of meat, beer, and food to help work his field.” } in his fields. Not all of those
who came intended to work. Many came only for the feast. The crippled, the blind, the deaf and the dumb all
came. The crippled were carried. The blind were led. The deaf followed, not knowing where they were going.
They all gathered and some worked in the field.
For the first time, Atong was asked to work in order to feed the guests. She pounded the grain and sieved the
flour. As she worked, lizards spoke in the hut.
“O, what a tragedy; the woman is preparing flour to be cooked with her own flesh!” Atong did not know where
the voice came from.
“Who are you?” she asked. “And what are you talking about? If you are a spirit, then please let me know!” The
voice came again, saying,
“Go on, do your work!”
When she resumed her work, the voice spoke again. Atong begged the voice to let her know what was happening. The lizard then said,
“It is to eat you that this feast is being held. That big pot outside is to be used for cooking your flesh!”
“What shall I do?” asked Atong. “The way out of this village goes through the field where they are working; I
cannot escape.”
“Stiffen one of your legs,” said the lizard, “and close one eye. Also, make one arm look crippled and wear
short shirts.”
“Very well,’ Atong said.
She did as she was told. Then she left, passing near the people working in the field. Some lions saw her and
said,
“Oh, who is that woman? Her face resembles our dear Atong.” Atong heard them and replied in a song:
Is your Atong this crippled?
Is your Atong one-eyed?

Then they said, “Woman, go away. Our Atong is not deformed like you!”
She went on her way until she disappeared. As soon as she passed the fields she began to run towards her
home.
When it was time for her to be killed, her husband, Juach, went to the door of the hut in which she had been
working and said,
“Atong, come out.” The lizard spoke for her—to occupy Juach and give Atong time to escape:
“Wait a little, I am still sifting the flour!”
“Very well,” said Atong’s husband and went away.
Then he asked her again to come out. Once more the lizard answered for her, saying,
“Wait a little, I am dusting the flour off my body.”
He went away and returned, asking her to come out. The lizard again spoke:
“Wait a little, I am getting dressed.” Again Juach went away and returned. When he spoke, the lizard said,
“Here I am in the cattle-byre.”
“Well,” Juach said, “come out!” Eventually the lizard became tired and said,
“Why are you bothering me? It is I, the lizard, speaking. Atong has long gone. If you are after me, then come
and take me. Here I am.”
So people ran after Atong. The crippled crawled. The blind knocked their heads on the trees. The deaf ran, not
knowing why the others were running. Juach sang as he ran:
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Atong, Atong, wait for me.
You are a girl married with my bull,
My bull Minyiel of spreading horns.
My bull has gone to your home;
Bring him first, bring him first.

Atong replied:
Did you marry me to be a stranger?
Son of my mother,
Was I to be a stranger?
The decorated gourd of my mother has remained in your home,
Bring it first, bring it first.

They exchanged their songs as they ran until they reached Atong’s home. Atong fell unconscious in the compound, while Juach fell unconscious outside the compound.
When the people saw them, they poured cold water on Atong and poured urine on Juach. The two regained
their breath. A dog and a ram were slaughtered. The dog meat was served to Juach, and the ram meat was served
to Atong. But a piece of dog meat was placed on Atong’s plate. When they ate, Juach said,
“Atong, why does your meat smell so nice?” Atong responded, saying,
“It is the same meat. Taste mine!” And she gave him the pieces of dog meat on her plate.
They spent many days in Atong’s home. Then Juach said,
“We must leave.”
Atong’s family provided her with food and gifts. Then she and Juach left. Four of her brothers said,
“She will be eaten on the way. We had better follow them.” But the other four said,
“It was her own choice which took her to him. We were against her marrying him. Let her now face the danger
by herself.”
Eventually these brothers were persuaded by the other four, and they followed. Four walked, unnoticed, on
either side of the lion and their sister. They all walked for some time. Then the lion said,
“Atong, is there nothing for me to eat?”
Atong gave him a gourd full of peanuts. He threw it down and picked up the peanuts. Then they went on. After
a while, the lion again said,
“Atong, is there nothing for me to eat?”
She gave him akop,\fn{“A special food prepared by breaking a paste of whole grain into tiny balls which are then fried. It can be
eaten with milk, meat, fish, ground sesame, or any one of many other foodstuffs. The Dinka, the Ruweng, the Ngok, and sections of the
Twic are renowned for it; it is also popular among the Shilluk, who call it mongakelo.”} and he ate it. Then he asked again,

“Is there nothing for me to eat?”
She gave him a gourd full of sesame seeds. He threw it down and picked up the seeds. Again,
“Is there nothing more for me to eat?”
In this way, he finished everything. Even the container of grain, he devoured. Nothing was left. But he asked
for more,
“Is there really nothing left for me to eat?”
“All I have left is my pair of leather skirts,” said Atong.
“Why don’t you give me your hind leather skirt?”
Atong gave it to him. A short while later, he said,
“Would you give me your front leather skirt?”
She gave it to him. Then they continued. Again he asked,
“Is there nothing left for me to eat?”
“No,” said Atong, “absolutely nothing.” Then he said,
“Well, then I must go to the top of that tree to look for fruits. You just wait for me under the tree.”
He went up, and Atong waited below. He wanted to jump on her neck. As he leaped from the tree, her brothers
threw their spears at him, hitting and killing him. To make sure he would not come back to life, they burned him
to ashes.
They took their sister home. There they killed her and buried her.
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213.46 Excerpts from They Poured Fire On Us From The Sky: The True Story Of Three Lost Boys From
Sudan\fn{by Alephonsion Deng (c.1982- )} Juol Village, North Bahr al Ghazal State, South Sudan (M) 31
I was fast: that was my gift. If I did something bad, I would run. If something bad happened to me, I would run
too. The night all the turmoil broke out, I ran, like my mother had told me.\fn{ The text of this particular book is written
by three people, narrating events which happened to them when they were still young boys. Of the 47 parts into which it is divided,
Alephonsion Deng is credited with 15 of them, and it is these, listed below as a series of separate incidents, which form the body of this
entry. Some of the larger segments are themselves sub-divided by the book’s editor, and I have preserved these divisions as well: (H) }

When I was young and still in the village, I fought and did foolish things that people didn’t like. If a person
came to our house I’d say,
“What do you want in our house? You come to steal some goats or something?” When people were eating, I’d
hold sand in my hand and pretend-sneeze, “Achoo,” and blow sand over everybody’s food. Then I’d say,
“You stopped eating. Why you stopped eating?”
My mother despaired of me. Benson, my full brother and the third son, is two years older than me. He was
quiet, always the good boy. He didn’t do silly things. Sometimes I’d pinch him and run, but he’d just shrug and
forget it.
Benson never complained. When mother gave us food I’d say,
“Benson already ate.”
Benson would be quiet but Mother knew that Benson hadn’t eaten and she would give him milk or something.
Once my sister gave Benson his meal, but she forgot to give him his soup. He didn’t want to eat the grains plain
like that, but he didn’t say, “Where is my soup?” and just sat there for hours not eating. I told him,
“You are dumb. I would never do that.” Sometimes even if I’d eaten my soup, I’d complain,
“Where is my soup? You didn’t give me my soup.” I’d drink my milk and complain to our mother,
“Where is my milk? My sister took my milk.” My sister would say,
“I gave him his milk.”
“No you didn’t,” I’d say. I tried to prove everybody wrong.
Benson liked to stay home and help our mother or go to our sister’s house. I never wanted to work. I didn’t
know how to cook and I learned to persuade people to cook for me by saying,
“I like your cooking.”
My mother told me I was lazy. I’d work for a little while and then complain,
“I’m so tired. I need food, I need milk, I need water.”
I complained a lot. My mother always asked,
“If I was not here, who you going to be complaining to?” I’d say,
“Well I’m going to be complaining to the air you know.”
My big half brother, Yier, second son of the first wife, was much older than me and he wasn’t lazy. He was at
the University in Wau, a five-day walk from Juol, our village. Yier wanted to be a lawyer but didn’t qualify—
because when the trouble started and the government starting killing all the smart students he had to flee, so he
joined the freedom fighters. I hardly remember Yier except wearing the clothes of a soldier.
My full brother, Allok, the third son, had a disease and my father had to take care of him. That disease would
catch him and he’d suddenly fall to the ground and retch and cry and spit saliva. But when he was well, he was
the fastest runner and could catch rabbits, squirrels and even young digdigs.\fn{Small, lean-looking, Mongoose-like
animals found in the African deserts}
Benson’s and my mother was the third wife. Each wife had her own family area and the houses were built
apart from each other with crops inbetween. Deng, my father, was a hardworking man. He ploughed many
hectares of land, growing fruit, vegetables, and grains and, with my elder brothers, looked after our cows. My
father, in the Dinka tradition, counted his wealth through cattle. Because he had almost a hundred cows he was
quite rich. We had a lovely family despite the fact that he was famous and had to travel a lot.
Our Dinkaland had vast green grasses with trees dotted everywhere. Villages were hidden in the dense forests
so that you could not recognize that anyone was there unless you heard the moo of a cow or saw the small paths.
Since before our elders’ time, each year when the waters of the Nile went back, and the mud became dry cracked
pieces of earth, the Murahiliin came from the north on their swift Arab horses to steal our cattle. When a trail of
dust rose in the sky, our young men went with their spears to defend our cows. But the Murahiliin’s horses were
very fast and quickly surrounded the entire area and in a few minutes were gone with some cows making that trail
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of dust again. When I was small, I didn’t worry too much about those Murahiliin because they only wanted the
cows, not women, girls or little boys, and our young men could still protect the village with their spears.
*
In the mornings I was always awake first and my mother opened the barricaded door for me because I made so
much noise inside. A huge group of ostriches came early every day to eat the tendril plants that climb the trees and
make beautiful flowers. The ostriches loved those leaves and stayed until nearly noon. I liked to go out and watch
them.
The female ostrich was very smart. She laid some eggs, hid them with sand, then laid another stack and
another stack. If you find the first one on top, there are more underground. I’d sit and wait for one to lay her eggs
then I’d chase her away with a stone. But I had to watch out. Mothers with chicks were very dangerous. They’d
open their wings and chase me.
When I did get an egg it was so heavy, I almost couldn’t carry it home. My mother cooked it. It tasted so good
and fed all the kids.
All sorts of animals came by our village in the wet season when holes were full of water. Antelope, giraffe,
gazelle, digdig. Hunting was a huge sport. All the young men with their spears went out with their African hunting
dogs in a big group. I loved to follow the hunters but they would send me home, telling me not to follow them.
They knew after walking one hour I’d be tired and cry and want to return. If they killed enough, they’d bring it
home and everyone shared the food. If they didn’t, they’d say, “Well, we were not lucky today,” but we knew it
had probably been only a small digdig or gazelle and they’d roasted the meat and eaten it right there.
The hunters usually didn’t kill the big animals, but once they killed an elephant that was causing trouble and
the meat was brought to our house and cooked. Everybody sat looking at the food. Nobody wanted to be first to
take a bite because it’s a Dinka tradition that when you eat the meat of the elephant, everyone must put that first
piece in their mouth together at once. People believed that if you started eating without the others when you got
married your kids would have the split lip like the mouth of the elephant. My father lifted his bite first and
everyone followed, putting it in their mouth at exactly the same time.
In summer, when the water holes dried up, the animals moved on to the River Nile and we survived on milk
and the grain my mother kept stored in buried baskets.
My father often traveled, but when he was home, no matter which wife he was with, I stayed at that house too.
He was funny and people hired him as the best talker to tell the judge things like,
“He was promised eighty cows for his daughter, but he has only received fifty from the husband.”
The people paid my father to explain things like that on their behalf and he’d earn a cow for being the mediator
between the plaintiff and defendant. He was half bald, muscular and athletic, not skinny like me.
Kids got malaria a lot and sometimes meningitis or other diseases. Once I was sick because I ran in the sun too
much and got malaria. My father ground plants and soaked them in water. He poured the water into a gourd.
“Now drink this.” I drank and threw up, it was so bitter.
“Okay now, there you go,” he said. Two hours later I felt good.
Achol was my favorite friend because we had the best time together and we didn’t fight. Most mornings I ran
to her house and I’d wait for her if she wasn’t yet awake. There was no school for us to go to in Juol, so we played
under the palm tree in the courtyard collecting big snail shells, the size of coconuts, some pointy, some round. We
built temporary structures to protect ourselves from the sun and play house in.
“I am the husband and you are the wife. I tend the cows and you cook the food.”
She pretended to cook food from sand and we acted as if we were eating at a table. Although I liked to tease
other kids, Achol felt safe around me because I protected her. She was an angel.
Every day I went to where the cows were because I liked to touch them. One spring a puppy of a feral dog
came to stay with the cows. At first it was small but it got bigger and would jump and push me down and bite me.
My father didn’t know why I was coughing every day and I couldn’t sleep. I told him the dog was biting me.
He took me to a witch doctor because the dog’s poison had traveled into my veins. The witch doctor did
witchcraft things by putting his mouth on my stomach and pulling out the hair of the dog. After some time, the
coughing stopped.
When I was five, a man in our village brought home a small black monkey that had lost its mother. That baby
monkey cried a lot; I think he missed his mom. The man gave milk to the little monkey but his cow was not
producing enough for both of them. Late each afternoon the monkey would sit outside the man’s house and cry,
disturbing everybody.
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“Come, come,” I called to the monkey one day. I lifted my cup of milk to show him. He looked at me and I
saw his eyes move to my cup.
“Come.” He moved a little bit toward me and then jumped around like monkeys do. I held the cup out low and
tipped it so he could see the milk.
“Come, little monkey. Aren’t you hungry?”
He looked all around, like he was going to get in trouble or something, and then put his fists on the ground and
took a few hop steps closer.
“Don’t be afraid.”
I set the cup on the ground and moved away. He did his funny hand-foot hop walk over, grabbed up the cup
and drank the milk just like a person.
The next day he took the cup from my hand and every day after that I shared my milk with him. He started
liking me, like I was his mother, and became my monkey. Even though he grew long baboon teeth he knew
people, so he didn’t bite. At first he was small enough to sit on my shoulder and separate my hair, picking some
stuff out of there and putting it in his mouth. People thought he was picking out lice. Even when my father hadn’t
cut my hair with a razor and it was long, he’d check my hair like that and pick something out. Sometimes he
jumped to Achol’s shoulder and tried to pick her hair. She liked my monkey, but she giggled when he did that and
wouldn’t hold still. He was a great monkey and I was so proud of him.
That spring, when my monkey was still small, baby goats kept disappearing. People thought a giant African
eagle was taking them. We were playing under a tree one day and I sensed something moving and looked up. A
huge snake had wrapped its body around the tree and the head was sticking out like it was a branch.
“Snake!” I screamed and we all scattered back.
“It’s a python,” the other kids said. I didn’t know what a python was and went home and told my mother. She
said,
“No, I don’t believe there is a python; let’s go see where is it.”
It was gone when we got there and my mother ripped a branch from the tree.
“You are a liar!” she said swatting my backside. “Mothers don’t like kids to lie.”
The next day behind our hut she saw that python eating a baby goat. She took her hoe and hit the back of the
python. She saved the goat because the python has no teeth just very slippery saliva.
“I saw that python,” I told her. “What did you hit me for?”
She apologized for beating me and I cried to make her feel worse. She rubbed my back and talked and laughed.
I remember how she comforted me and can still feel her words now.
By the end of the summer my monkey had grown big and strong. One day we were under a tamarind tree and
he jumped up and wanted to play and wrestle. He knocked me down. I got up and shoved him away as hard as I
could. He fell against the tree, hit his head, collapsed, and lay still. I don’t know why I did that, pushed him so
hard. I felt so sorry. One moment we were playing, the next he was lying on the ground. I missed that monkey for
a long time and learned that life can end in a careless moment.
*
One day in summer it rained heavily when no rain was expected. Deng, my cousin, who had left our village
before I was born, returned that wet day with a young woman. Years earlier, during one of the attacks by the
Murahiliin, people were killed and cattle stolen; Deng was taken away. Our people didn’t know if he was alive or
dead. When he came back to the village, old men and old women turned out to shower him with blessings.
Everybody began crying and their mouths were full of laughter. Some were so excited they even forgot to say
hello to his wife.
It is traditional in my culture for parents and elders to tell stories around the evening fire. Even though I have
spent more than a decade without hearing these stories, I shall never forget the story Deng told the night he
returned.
The Murahiliin had thrown him on the back of a horse and took him to a faraway place where he was sold as a
slave. His new master made Deng herd his cattle and do his housework with a stern warning:
“Any person caught escaping is killed in the presence of all eyes as an example.”
Deng grew weak and thin, and his dark, smooth skin became pale pink and cracked like sun-baked clay. But
Deng was a lighthearted person and persevered even under that harsh treatment.
In time his master bought other slaves, and Deng was sold to a man named Mohammed Zubber, who was
harsher still. Every slave who came into Zubber’s hands endured hardship. Deng was made to bathe everybody in
the family, wash their clothes, cook their meals, and clean their house as well as herd cattle. There was enough to
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eat for the family of Zubber, but there wasn’t any food for Deng or time to eat it. The slightest mistake provoked a
severe whipping.
But Zubber’s daughter, Asunta, talked to Deng as he worked, and they grew close. The master’s daughter saw
that Deng was a strong, hardworking man. Her family knew nothing of this. Everyone else hated Deng. One
skinny sister of Asunta’s despised Deng like poison. When Asunta called Deng by his name, her sister interrupted,
asking,
“Why do you call him by his name? He is kadam asuwat, ‘black slave.’”
One day Deng escaped. But he was betrayed, tracked down and dragged back behind a horse, bruised and cut.
The whole family, except Asunta, whipped him brutally, to the point of death. Asunta’s eyes welled up with tears
as she saw the man she had come to love being beaten to death. She couldn’t help because her assistance would
have revealed their relationship, which was forbidden according to Muslim law. At the end of the beating, lubber
lifted Deng’s head and looked into his eyes.
“Will you ever escape again?” Deng was too weak to answer.
“I will finish you tomorrow if you are still alive,” Zubber said and left Deng outside half dead lying in a pool
of blood.
Asunta, although she had heard her father's evil words, slipped out of the house that night. She cleaned Deng’s
wounds and served him a cup of hot tea. He sipped slowly with relief. He opened his eyes a little and asked,
“Who is this?”
“I’m Asunta.”
“Why are you doing this for me? You’re a Muslim girl. I’m a slave.”
“First, because I love you,” she replied, her eyes downcast to the floor. “Second, because Allah said, Challa
ikun neep mabath, ‘love one another.’”
The following morning Mohammed Zubber woke up with the intention of killing Deng and was surprised to
see his daughter nursing him.
“Asunta,” he yelled. “What are you doing?” He thundered with anger like a regiment of drummers.
“Da, cool down! Da, do not you know he’s also God’s creature? He shouldn’t be treated harshly like this.
Otherwise Allah will punish us.” Zubber slapped his daughter.
“Stupid child! What do know you about this black man?” He angrily grabbed his sword and brandished it in
the air like branch in a storm.
“Dad, if you do this,” she said as tears rolled down her smooth cheeks, “I will run away and never be your
daughter.”
Zubber’s mouth fell open in astonishment and he dropped the sword as if her words had stung him. He was
quiet for a moment, glancing at the floor, before he mumbled,
“Daughter, I changed my mind. I won’t kill him, but he has to go a couple of days without food for his
punishment.”
Asunta ran to her father's arms and hugged him, tears of gratitude rolling down her smooth cheeks. Deng had
to resume his usual hard work, thoughts of escape mingling with fear, panic, and longing inside him until, one
bright day, Asunta asked him,
“Do you love me?” He answered,
“Yes!” But there was a faint stammer in his voice.
She jumped to her feet and paused to examine the uncertain expression on his face. Deng sighed deeply and
collected his courage. He had made a decision but fear kept him from expressing it.
Asunta had an understanding of people, but doubts crowded her mind. She wondered whether this black man
really loved her.
“Deng, if you love me, then I have decided to escape, abandoning my parents and my entire family.” Tears
welled up in her sparkling eyes.
“Why should you leave your family?” he asked.
“Because I love you, I don’t want to be apart from you.”
And so Asunta chose Deng to marry her, even though her father wanted her to marry a rich Muslim man. Deng
promised to be her fiancée until death parted them. To seal their promise, he cut his skin and they licked blood as
a sign that only in death would they break the relationship.
Soon the idea of escape filled their minds. They tiptoed out arm in arm to brave the wolf whistles and jeers of
Sudan’s dangerous roads. After a long and wearying trip, they arrived home safely in Deng’s village to open arms
and tears of joy.
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Although I was too young to understand all of it, this much of their story still sticks in the back of my mind. I
remember the big celebration. Old men who knew the background of our tradition talked and shouted at the top of
their voices. I guess they were calling God, thanking him with strong words. Everyone welcome Deng and Asunta
into the village. A fat bull was slaughtered and we celebrated until the rains came again.
*
I was sleeping sweet when my mother woke us abruptly.
“Wake up! Wake up!” There was terror in her voice.
“Ma, what is wrong?”
“Shhh, don’t talk. Please do me a favor. Go with your big brother and don’t ask questions.”
She got Akoon and me up in silence as my father stood by the door. Benson was away at Angong’s house.
Outside she instructed us,
“I want you to walk into the bush with Nieu-nieu.” She pulled us close and hugged us.
“If something ever happens to your dad or me, please don’t cry.”
We shuffled into the long African elephant grass without asking questions. Nieu-nieu led us so slowly and
cautiously that I knew in my heart something was very wrong. I wiped tears from my eyes and glanced back. My
parents stood in front of our house looking at us as we walked away. I decided to not look back again. We walked
far in the dark but no snake or nocturnal creeping creature bit us. When our fear had nearly settled, we saw a
bright light from a village not far north of ours.
“The houses are on fire,” Nieu-nieu whispered.
We knelt in the grass. Akoon’s and Nieu-nieu’s eyes were big and round and watching like owls. There came a
loud popping sound, like corn on the fire.
“Gunshots,” said Nieu-nieu.
I’d never seen or heard a gun before. Cries, a child for her mother and father, and then a mother and father
crying for their child, echoed out of the darkness. Suddenly a loud explosion sounded to the south. Juol was on
fire. Grass roofs lit up like a cluster of torches. Guns started popping again. Cries. More explosions. The popping
louder and faster. I couldn’t stop worrying about my mother and father. I sobbed as we spent most of the night
watching the explosions, until the cries and the fires died away.
“We must sleep here in the bushes,” Nieu-nieu told us.
I couldn’t sleep. The fear grew inside me. I wanted for dawn to break so that I could run back to our house and
see my mother and father and infant brother.
Just before first light we started to walk back, one after the other. Our house was still standing, and my
sadness, fear and worries were reduced when I saw my father and mother were alive. But they were sad, sitting
apart from each other and muttering dolefully.
“I want to go see my friends,” I said.
“Don’t go,” Mother said quietly. “They are not there.”
“Where did they go? Why would Achol leave without saying good-bye to me? I am her best friend.”
My mother reached for me but she had my brother at her breast. I ran down the path through the sorghum.
When I reached the clearing, I gazed in shock at the roofless mud walls. What happened to Achol’s house? I went
closer, hoping Achol would come out to greet me like she did every morning.
But when I looked through the doorway I saw the worst thing I had ever seen. Bodies lay on the floor,
shrouded in ashes. Burned alive in their house. These were my lovely friends. Achol was my best friend ever. I
loved her so much. My eyes were fixed on the sight of death in front of me. I smelled it, tasted it and felt it. I hurt
so much I could not live with it.
I couldn’t understand why people were killing us. Did Achol deserve to die? What wrong had we done to these
people? Oh,Ma, why the killing?
*
The next day my mother was still mumbling her woeful song when Angong rushed into our courtyard.
“Ma! Da!”
We ran out and Angong fell to her knees under the palm tree, exhausted from running two hours with her
newborn baby in her arms. My mother took her baby and my father helped her to her feet.
“There was noise and smoke.” We could barely hear Angong’s weak voice.
“We thought it was a wildfire. Then there was shooting by guns and explosions.” She began sobbing.
“We didn’t know what to do. The explosions shook the house. It was dark. We all scattered into the bush. It
went on for hours.” She fell against my father.
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“Oh, Da! We can’t find Benson.”
*
When Benson disappeared during the attack on my sister’s village, everyone went looking for him. My older
brothers, my mother, and my father all searched the area. They were away for days. But they found nothing.
Nobody had seen Benson.
A year later, in our village, people had begun to put their lives back together again, rebuilding their houses and
planting crops. But the fighting was not far away. When Toch, an area three days walk away, was destroyed by
new attacks, people from there moved to our village.
During the year the village was getting back in shape, my father never stopped looking for Benson. If he
visited nearby villages, I went with him. He asked everyone he saw if they’d seen his son.
Now that I had grown a little bit and was six years old, my mother sent me to Angong’s house to take care of
her goats.
Angong’s little boy was still an infant and she was being driven crazy by all the goats because Benson was the
only person who had been helping her. It was there, a year after Benson disappeared, at Angong’s house, that I
found out Benjamin was missing as well. His parents had no clue where he might be or if he was even alive.
Because he was so young, they had little hope.
I didn’t do so well at Angong’s. When I took the goats out, I’d sit down and play and then the goats would
disappear. I was scared to go after them because of the lions.
Angong had one or two hundred goats and sometimes I came home at the end of the day with just three. The
rest had scattered and were eating other people’s crops and people didn’t like that. Everyday there were reports
coming to my sister’s house.
“Your goats ate my sesame.”
“Your goats ate my sorghum!” She’d say,
“I’m so sorry. My younger brother, he’s new to the place and he tries so hard.”
She was very understanding and she didn’t get mad at me. I was so embarrassed to come home with my bare
hands.
“I’m not able to take care of the goats,” I told her. She said,
“Just walk with them. If you see a lion just try to scare it.”
But I knew there was no way a lion would be afraid of me. I told Angong that I really wanted to go back home
to my mother’s house.
*
One day we were at the well. Angong was drawing water and pouring it into a small hand-carved boat until it
was full. Then I would lead ten goats to drink. She would fill again and we alternated like that until all the goats
had enough to drink. A little girl hobbled up to us like a weak and wounded gazelle.
“How old are you?” she asked.
“Six and a half years.”
“I’m five and a half years.”
“I am older than you,” I told her.
I started playing with her and I forgot that I was helping my sister. The little girl’s mother came to the well.
“Don’t hurt my daughter,” she said. I didn’t understand what she meant by that.
“Don’t insult her or make her upset,” said Angong. “Don’t ask her any questions.”
Later we took a bath together. I didn’t know what had happened to the little girl; I thought she was born with a
deformity. Perhaps where the legs joined the hipbones was crooked and gave her the limp. I was curious to ask
her about that but I remembered my sister’s warning so I kept quiet about that and complimented her about how
beautiful she was and that when we grew up we could get married. I was joking to make her feel good. Later in
the evening, when the little girl and her mother left, I asked Angong,
“What happened to her? Why were you warning me not to say anything bad?” Tears came to Angong’s eyes.
“I’ve never witnessed more inhuman activity in my life. When the village was attacked, that little girl was
raped by a grown man.”
I still didn’t understand how it made her like that.
“You are nearly a man, and this is a time of war, you should understand these things that happen.” The tears
stopped flowing from Angong’s eyes and she looked angry.
“The men had guns. One of them wanted to take the little girl with him but she clung to a small bush
screaming in terror so it was difficult for him to remove her hands.
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“‘You a little stupid girl,’ the man shouted. ‘I will give you the medicine you will never forget.’
“He stooped over her and pulled out his penis. We screamed but there was nothing her mother or I could do.
They had us tied lying on our stomachs and held us back with guns. The man tried to dig his penis into the girl,
but he couldn’t get it in while he was holding her down too. He got up and tied her hands to that small bush. He
pushed it in and pushed and pushed on her with his full weight. At first she struggled and screamed, but a few
minutes later the loud cries stopped. The little girl had passed out.
“I couldn’t look at this act one more minute. To my disgrace, all I did was lie on my belly and cry.
“The man raised his gun to shoot the girl in her head, but another man argued with him. I couldn’t understand
everything they said; my Arabic is not that good, but it sounded like the other man was upset about his inhuman
act. They didn’t shoot her and left.”
Angong didn’t say anymore about that again. I didn’t understand all of the things about rape or what she said
about it being a time of war, but I never forgot that little girl and what I’d seen it had done to the bones inside her.
*
Weeks went by at Angong’s. Every day I had more problems with all those goats. I told Angong,
“If you don’t take me home, I’m going by myself.”
I don’t think she believed me. It was only a two-hour walk, but even if it had taken two days, if I said I was
going to do that, I would do it. I didn’t like anyone telling me what I couldn’t do.
When she still didn’t take me, one morning, without telling her, I started walking. The path had high African
trees over it and bush taller than a grown man. No-one could see me moving down the trail. I’d heard stories that
people disappeared on that path, eaten by cannibals or something, but I got so tired I forgot about it and sat down
to play. When I got hungry I climbed into a tree called cum (shoom) and picked some fruits like grapes. As I
continued wandering down the path, I nearly ran into a mother warthog with her babies. We surprised each other.
She snarled. I was so scared that even though there were no branches until way above my head, I climbed a tree.
Went straight up like a monkey. The warthog wasn’t scared. She and her babies didn’t run; they just stayed under
that tree eating and talking warthog.
I moved through the tree branches, wanting to climb down and be on my way, but the mother warthog did not
move. I was stuck. Warthogs can cut you badly: they can kill a grown man with those teeth.
After a while, when I looked below the tree again, I couldn’t see them. I went down quickly and jumped from
the lowest branch, which was high above the ground. I landed noisily in the bushes. The warthog was still below
with her babies but I scared the hell out them this time and we both ran.
I got back to Juol just before dark. My mother was very surprised to see me. She hugged me but then looked at
me with a questioning face.
“Does Angong know you came home?”
I think Angong got very worried because the next day she walked the two hours from her village to ours to
make sure I was there.
*
Around that time my father began trying to get people to build a school in our village for the kids so that they
could learn about the world. I thought my village was the world, but my father told me,
“There is another world.” One day he pointed to an airplane going across the sky.
“See that sky boat. A girl is flying it.” I wanted to go and fly that airplane.
“Those are white people going to America,” he said.
About a year after Benson disappeared, my father said he wanted to go to Toch to find out if Benson had fled
there. My mother told him she wanted to go with him once she finished mending the roof to the big cattle house.
But my father didn’t wait and went alone.
A few days later a man came to our house and talked to my mother. She started crying. A week later they told
us my father had died. I still don’t know why he died. Maybe he was killed.
After I heard the news I got sick. Terribly sick. Vomiting and fever. So hot. Things came in my head like
people flying and talking to me. My poor mother. She’d lost Benson, lost my father, and now I was dying, until
my brother, Nieu-nieu, brought home a small tree whose leaves looked like a tamarind and produced a really
bitter tea, more bitter than chloroquine. He ground the leaves and roots and soaked them and sieved the water. He
held my mouth and poured in this medicine. I threw up green and yellowish stuff.
My body was better after that but my heart still ached for my father and my brother, Benson. So I stayed in the
village and watched our own cows and goats with my brothers. My mother didn’t send me back to Angong’s
again.
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*
The month before the attack when Benson disappeared and Achol was killed, the wella wella wella of
helicopter propellers brought us of out of our houses. It had slowed down overhead, as though getting tired, and
black smoke trailed against the sky behind it.
One year later, it happened again. This time the helicopter was smaller and very close overhead. The people
inside were looking out of it. I didn’t know what they were looking for.
Soon after the helicopter, raiders came to our village. There was no warning. Sometimes the elders heard that
the northerners were coming and we would leave the village and take our cows to another place. But this attack
came suddenly and horribly. Explosions, horses and camels chasing people, shooting, screaming, crying: it was
like the end of the world.
I deserted my goats and ran into the bush to hide with other people. Smoke billowed out from our village and
hung over it like a cloud. The roofs of the huts shot up in flames like torches. People scattered to escape the
bullets. I watched as the invaders tied the arms and legs of their captives and put long ropes around their necks.
They led them from the village on a line blindfolded so they didn’t know the place they were going.
“Drowning them in the river,” a person cried. “They don’t want to waste bullets.”
That night, I saw my lovely village, Juol, full of palms and coconut trees, fade in a way I couldn’t understand.
The survivors told us not to go back to Juol because there was nobody alive except the enemy. We moved in the
darkness, skirting the long grass and not minding the snakes. The fear inside us was acute. All I could think of was
my family. I wanted to go home, but the adults wouldn’t let the children return.
“It’s not safe,” they said. “You’ll be captured.”
With no food and little water, we trekked a hundred miles, staying away from Toch, where the Sudanese
government had its army. After four days walking we reached Tonj County. People were gathering there because it
was under rebel protection. The adults were instructing us kids, “Move on, move on, move on,” through the street,
when I recognized my half brother Peter sitting on the road crying. Peter’s mother was my father’s fourth wife
and they lived with his grandmother in another village. I knew his village had probably been attacked too.
Peter cried even more when I went to him. He was only five and had no clothes or blanket; he had nothing. At
least I had a raggedy shawl tied across one shoulder that I could use as a blanket to sleep. I was lucky. Peter
stayed close with me after that and we shared my blanket. We were escorted by the adults from town to town.
They said to each other,
“These boys have no parents. They belong to Sudan and we can’t let them die from hunger.” But many of us
did die, from disease, thirst and starvation, especially the little boys like Peter who cried all the time.
After walking several days we got lucky at a town called Thiet and found an older cousin, Joseph. I cried and
begged him,
“We have to go back. Take us back home.”
“I don’t even know the way home,” he said. “We might get lost or get eaten by a wild animal or run into those
wolves. Let’s just go together with this group of boys. Maybe we’ll find a safer place.”
Joseph was nine, two years older than me. He lived in a village near Juol but I rarely saw him because he was
always watching the cows. He had two friends, Santino Akuetoch and Diing Ngor, with him. We came together as
a group of five. Joseph was the oldest and the tallest.
In the town of Thiet, the adults divided us into groups of two or three hundred boys. We had to sleep outside.
Joseph found a mosquito net in a garbage pile. It was worn out, and dirty and full of holes. He pulled a thorn from
an acacia tree, peeled it and made a hole at the dull end. Using thread from a white sock we found, he sealed all
the holes in the net. We picked up some clothes from the garbage and washed them.
While in Thiet, we ran into my older brother, Yier. Joseph was the one who recognized him. I’d only seen him
a few brief times in the village because he’d been away at the university in Wau until the government killed all the
students. Now he was with the rebels and Joseph saw him in a crowd of soldiers coming into town. Yier told us
that he’d heard there were boys gathering and he’d come to Thiet looking for us. Peter, Joseph and I were thankful
to see someone else from our family, especially someone older who could look after us and give us advice. My
heart longed for my parents there to love, protect and advise me. I missed my father every day. When Yier was
suddenly called away to the north to fight with the other soldiers, my chest went hollow. Family had become so
precious to me. Without it I was like a tree alone in a desert.
*
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We headed south again with another group of soldiers. Every time we came to a new place or met with new
people I looked out for anyone else in my family, especially Benson. I’d found Peter, Joseph and even Yier. So,
even though Benson had been gone for two years now, why should I not find him too?
All the walking made many wounds on my feet. I wasn’t the only one with that problem. We couldn’t travel
during the day because it wasn’t safe. We walked barefoot at night, but in the dark I couldn’t see what I was
stepping on. The snakes came out to eat at night, and that was when most people were bitten. I got a swollen leg
but I didn’t know what had happened to me. It was difficult to walk. To keep up, I had to limp along. I was
determined to survive and help our family survive. A week later an adult said,
“See this tiny hole and that oozing liquid like water. You were bitten by a snake. You’re lucky that it was a
nonpoisonous snake.”
Joseph was our protector and he liked to keep us around him all the time. When it came to a dangerous
situation, like when a hyena jumped up and everybody scattered, he knew what to do. He carried a piece of wood
as a club. He couldn’t protect everybody but guarded quite a few of us that he knew.
Sometimes though we found ourselves so desperate, not even Joseph could help. We wept; even Joseph cried.
Just walking for weeks was terrible. Kids were dying from snakebites and starvation. Some of the boys were so
depressed they didn’t stop crying. Some didn’t eat. Many times Peter wouldn’t eat even if we had food. I’d find
little things but he wouldn’t eat them.
When Peter cried he made me and the other boys cry too. Usually I was the one who went in and tried to break
that up. We didn’t want that. We saw that the kids who were crying and not eating were dying.
The first time things seemed all right was when we reached a town where people still had cattle. They gave us
five bulls, but we were so many we each had only a very small piece. When they brought the milk, only the
smallest boys received half a glass. There wasn’t enough for boys like me. That night, as we slept outside near a
river, a hyena attacked a boy and took off part of his face. I saw it that morning, the cheek open into the mouth,
and I was so scared that the next night I didn’t sleep at all.
For a month after we left Juol, we’d slept outside and had almost no food. It was only when we reached the
town of Yirol that we were given another mosquito net to share and two hundred of us boys were led to the
cement floor of a long building.
The next morning, explosions woke us from our sleep. Our bodies trembled at the sound but then it was gone.
We went down to the river. Many mango trees that had been in the area the day before had all disappeared. The
soldiers said Antonovs threw bombs at the white birds resting along the riverbanks because they thought the birds
were people washing their laundry.
We’d heard adults speak of these Antonovs.
“What is Antonov?” we asked.
“They are the planes that the government buys from Russia. They drop bombs from so high we cannot see
them. Only hear them.”
What is Russia? I wondered. A captain sat us down and talked to us in Arabic, which was translated to Dinka
by a few Nuer boys who were there.
“You guys are the tomorrow,” he said. “The future of Sudan. We’re going to find you a safe place, find you a
school, and put you under rebel protection. We know you are kids and you are helpless and we want to help. We
don’t want any of you to die.”
The soldiers taught us about bombs.
“Don’t run,” they said. “Just lie down. The little planes go very, very fast and when you hear them they’ve
already gone by and dropped the bombs. The big ones are the Antonov. You can hear a very big roar but the
bombs are already falling by then. You cannot outrun them.”
Every night we swept the floor with palm leaves to keep it clean and every morning the Antonov bombed. It
didn’t miss a single day. We woke up before the sun each day and went to the trenches to protect ourselves. When
the UN plane that brought medicine came, someone would shout, “Antonov, Antonov,” and we’d run to the
trenches. The Antonovs flew so high we never saw them but they saw us. They found the direction the wind was
blowing and dropped sixteen or twenty bombs. You’d see the explosion rise up after each one. They bombed Yirol
every day so metal fragments were all around. Some people ran and metal cut off their arms and their legs. Even
their heads. They ran anyway because they were scared. Lying down, I learned, was how you survived the
Antonov bombs.
Occasionally, when people were unlucky, a bomb would land in a trench and no one would survive. Everyone
would die, cut down by a bomb full of metal.
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One night I heard a deep vibration from very high up. I opened my eyes a little and saw that all the other
people were sleeping, so I thought I had been dreaming and shut my eyes. I was in a deep sleep when the building
shook like an earthquake that didn’t stop. There were explosions outside. It was still dark but I could hear crying
and shouting everywhere. Boys ran out coughing from the dust. I got up and ran out too.
Later, when the sun came up, we saw that a bomb had gone through our roof and landed between our building
and the next one without exploding. It was big, the size of a fat man. The up end had a propeller and the other end
was stuck tip down in the ground. That would have been the end of us if it had exploded.
The rebel soldiers in Yirol were often sent north to fight. The person in charge said,
“We have three or four hundred boys here and they are being killed by Antonovs. This place is not safe for
them. We must move on.”
South of Yirol we passed through a place where people believed there were cannibals. Boys disappeared,
especially little ones. Maybe wild animals devoured them. There was a type of small lion in that area called
nyanjuan that I had never seen in my village back home. If you were big, over ten years, this lion could only gash
your eyes, but if you were five or seven, it would take you and eat you. That small lion ate many of us boys.
One night that lion, nyanjuan, came while we were sleeping. It picked up a boy sleeping near me.
“Help, help!” I cried.
All I saw was a blur of his body and heard his last cry echoing as he disappeared into darkness. In the morning
we found the blood and some remnants, his hand, legs, and head. His eyes had been gashed all out. When the
nyanjuan eats you, it gashes out the eyes, eats the guts and stomach, and only leaves legs and hands so that you
cannot be recognized. When you don’t have eyes, it is terrible. I think God protected me or I would have been
eaten by that nyanjuan.
*
In some of the villages we went through, people who had lost children would see a cute little kid and wanted
him for themselves. In one village I met a lady with some nuts. I wanted those nuts so badly that I asked her for
some. She said,
“You are so cute, boy. My baby just died. You look just like my boy. When I saw you I thought you were him.
Where are your parents?” I said,
“I don’t know.”
“Where are you going?”
“I don’t know.” I was giving her all the answers but she wasn’t offering me the nuts.
“Just stay with me,” she said. “You’re going to be happy.”
“Give me some nuts,” I demanded. When she gave me the nuts, I ate them. She asked,
“Are you going to stay with me?” I said,
“No. I must be with my family.”
She looked sad. I walked away.
*
Walking was hard for little boys like Peter. He stuck to me because he was my half brother. We walked offroad for three days with no food, only water, and were very hungry when we reached a small town. But the
villagers wouldn’t spare us some food. I had never begged in my life, but I wanted something so badly that I
begged for peanuts from a woman. She refused and said,
“If you keep asking insistently I will beat you!”
I kept quiet and walked away. We found a few grains on the ground and some of us boys started picking them
from the sand. When I raised my head, I saw that Peter was just sitting.
“Peter,” I said. “Come and pick some grains.”
“I am not a hen,” he replied. “I can’t pick from the ground.”
When we finished, I had a little pile in my palm. It was worth a lot to me. We combined our grains, fetched
some twigs, made a fire and cooked them in a tin. Each person got a mouthful. Peter got his share too. That one
bit of cooked grain let us talk cheerfully for a while. When we were done, I went to where Peter was sitting.
“You are not in your mama’s house anymore,” I told him. “You have to think about what brought you here.
You can’t complain about being a hen; you have to do everything to stay alive. You’ve already seen that boys like
you are dying. They always cry and they’re always depressed. I’m not saying I’m a grown adult, but this is the
situation. To live, this is just my thought. Whatever you think is up to you. If you want to die, just go ahead and
die. I don’t care. We will all die. No problem.”
I did care. I didn’t want Peter to die. He was the only brother I could be sure was still alive.
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Peter went quiet. He was so homesick. But he listened to me like an elder. He knew if it wasn’t for me and
Joseph he wouldn’t be alive.
We moved on again and came to the Upper Nile, where a ship would take us across to the Equatorial region. I
wondered if Benson traveled this way. I was told many boys had been through this region before and traveled
eastward toward Ethiopia. We spent two days there entirely without food and I became so miserable and hungry I
couldn’t talk. I shut down like a car without gas.
We crossed the Nile on a big motor ship. It was a sad crossing. I could only think of my family, my village, and
the Dinka land I was leaving behind. The adults said we had to find a safe place and wait for the war to end. But
all I wanted to do was go back home.
On the east side of the Nile, the Aliab Dinka offered cows to us. The commander assigned ten boys to each
soldier. When they killed a cow, the soldier went to get the meat and cooked it for us. It was our first good meal in
weeks. But that night, we were discovered by the mosquitoes, which swarmed so thick they sounded like many
cows crying. None of us could sleep. Ten of us shared the mosquito net and one pulled one way and another
pulled the other way. All you could do was let the mosquitoes eat and when you wiped your hand on your body it
would be bloodied. We wondered how people lived there.
In the morning we were so weary, so sick for home, so miserable, we cried. The adults told us to be quiet.
“We want to go home.”
“You can’t go home. There is nothing there but the war.”
“Where are we going?”
“We are taking you to a place where all the boys are gathering.”
“Are we going to Ethiopia?”
“No, we’re going south. To a place called Palataka.”
“Palataka? What is this place Palataka?”
“There is a missionary school. You will be safe.” Palataka sounded like a good place for us.
“How far is that?” we asked.
“Not far now. Only a few days beyond Torit. We’ll be in Torit in a couple of weeks.”
They told us we’d already traveled four hundred miles. Torit was only two hundred more and Palataka just a
two day walk, less than a hundred miles beyond there. When we heard how far we’d come we were encouraged
and we wiped the tears from our eyes and decided to be strong.
But we weren’t strong. Some of the boys went crazy. They did things a normal person cannot do, crazy things.
One boy urinated and sprayed the rest of us with urine and said,
“It’s raining.”
Some boys wouldn’t talk. They couldn’t. They just looked at you.
I found myself also not talking sometimes. I did silly things: got angry over nothing, fought. It was my way of
dealing with our situation. Then I began to understand that if we were strong enough to fight each other, why not
fight the people who separated us from our parents? I told the others,
“We also have to fight for anything that comes our way. As a group, ten boys are equiva lent to one adult.
Because each one of us has a brain we can come up with a better idea to defeat anything.” That was another way
of surviving, making ourselves strong as a group.
Some boys were selfish. When they found food, they’d eat it themselves and they wouldn’t share. I learned a
lot from sharing. If I found a small thing and I looked at another boy, I felt so bad to not split or give him a little.
I’d break it up; give him a piece and eat a piece. When I needed it, somebody gave me a piece.
We followed the Nile south to Gemmeize, where we stopped to rest for the night. The setting sun was leaving
behind rays that were red like poking embers. I looked up at the clear blue sky and called to the other boys,
“Guys, why is it so clear up in the sky today?”
“Maybe it’s going to rain,” Diing said. Diing had the same prophecy as me. The other boys gave mocking
laughs. One boy said,
“Do you think you are prophets?”
They broke into another long laugh until their eyes were wet with tears. Diing and I withdrew and kept our
mouths shut. As night fell we broke into groups and went under the mosquito net cuddling ourselves together like
puppies to their mother. Most of the boys fell fast asleep. I was gazing at the starry sky and thinking back to my
mother and my home where I used to sleep softly like a little baby, with warm blankets and peaceful coverings to
keep my body from cold. One boy started snoring like a frog in the rainy season. Someone broke into a chuckle,
breaking my train of thought. I raised my head above the long line of boys.
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“Who is that?”
“Me, Santino.”
We had a little conversation, then he slept too.
As soon as I fell asleep, a gusting wind woke me abruptly. I jumped up like a small child who steps on a hot
coal. Soon a heavy wind bent the trees, a gale, creaking and breaking the dried twigs, moving dead leaves and old
stained tins. With cloudy eyes I stumbled into the darkness with the other boys. I’d taken a few strides when rain
began to fall. It hardened into dark particles, turning to heartbreaking rains, beating the sun-baked, cracked
ground thoroughly, sealing up cracks with big pools of water. The boys broke into shrill cries, sounding like
sweet-voiced musicians. The rain beat down more heavily, like the adougo drum.
I’d never seen such rain before. I waded through the dark, wet earth, my feet making a sholob, sholob sound.
Santino called out,
“Wow!”
“Nhiallic,” God, I mumbled. My chin trembled and my teeth chattered. A tongue of fire flashed as lightning
struck. Every boy ran in a different direction. I headed for some thatched houses roofed with yellow elephant
grass. I poked my head in to save myself from the freezing cold. It was already crowded. An older boy placed his
heavy hand on my head and pushed me back. Everybody roared,
“The fire is small.”
I stood motionless in front of the door, then I tried another hut. My shivering body felt on the point of death.
Was this to be the end of my life?
No! I was determined. I threw myself inside, sprawled on top of them.
At least the rain reduced the mosquitoes the next morning.
*
That day, long trucks began arriving in Gemmeize. They had three trailers as big as houses with sheets for
roofs and were empty after returning from delivering food to Bor. The drivers parked their trucks and started
cooking. The soldiers went over and talked to them.
“Look at these young boys walking. We soldiers can walk, we are grown, but these kids, they have suffered
badly. We need your help to take them to Torit.”
One of the drivers shouted something back in another language and jumped in his truck. As he started the
engine and began to drive away, the soldiers shot all his tires flat. The driver jumped out and yelled at them. The
soldiers grabbed the drivers, beat them up, and forced them back into their trucks. Now the drivers looked scared.
The soldiers yelled to us,
“Jump on the trucks!”
The engines started up. I tried to climb up, but the tires were taller than me. Then a guy came along and helped
us all up until the first one was filled and they started filling the next one.
Thirty of us sat on the floor of the trailer. I was excited. It was my first time in a vehicle. The truck began
moving and I looked out through the canvas sheeting. Except for the one with its tires shot out, all of the trucks
were following. When the trees began running backward very fast, I got scared and sat down. It grew dark and we
were bouncing everywhere. Other boys grabbed and held on to me. We were shaking and swirling side to side. All
we could smell was the smoke of the truck. I was fine, but many of the boys got sick. A lot started throwing up.
Puking everywhere. It was so dark, no light and aaahh it smelled so bad.
*
During the rainy season it is very hard for vehicles to move in southern Sudan. Our driver saw that the road
was covered with dirty water and other trucks and cars were stuck there. He tried to make a detour around the
trapped vehicles until we got stuck too. All the soldiers jumped out. I was curious and put my head outside the
vehicle to see what they would do. Destroyed vehicles were everywhere and all around them were human bones.
The skulls seemed to be smiling up at me. The soldiers pushed for an hour before we got the truck out of that
mud.
Government troops still held the town directly on the other side of the Nile. When we stopped and the soldiers
got out of the trucks and made fires, they told us to be quiet. We were so hungry. The soldiers were taking care of
themselves but nobody looked out for us.
“Boys,” they said, “you’re not in your mama’s house no more!”
Joseph had brought some grain. We got out to make a fire but a few minutes later the soldiers announced we
were going. We traveled all that night through a beautiful green area with hills and trees. We came to a village that
the Antonov had bombed a week before. The homes, hospital, and schools were destroyed. Many people had been
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killed or were badly wounded, with no help. We rested there but the soldiers told us not to walk out of the town
because there were land mines. Joseph started to a cook. A few minutes later the soldiers announced,
“Okay boys, we’re going.” Once more, we didn’t eat.
We passed more towns. All ruined. Wrecked buildings. Wrecked cars. They looked like battlefields and
smelled of human blood.
Seeing destroyed towns changed our mood. They didn’t even look like villages anymore. I thought I
understood why the Murahaliin attacked our village. They wanted our cattle, our things and our kids. But I didn’t
understand this complicated war, how it mortally devoured the land and left it so full of skeletons.
The adults talked of the war all the time. They discussed slavery, apartheid, racism, segregation and tribalism.
They called it a religious war. A jihad. I heard all the words but I didn’t understand them. I think kids feel
differently about things than adults do. From what I could see, men or women, children or adults, young or aged,
rich or poor, war was making everyone equal.
Through all of this, Joseph was serious and caring and worried and he always looked after us. Peter was
always miserable. He didn’t eat and cried over little things. If anyone took a little thing from him, he would just
break into tears. He’d say,
“If my mother was here, I wouldn’t be like this.” We’d say,
“Shut up boy, you’re not in your mama’s house no more.”
We said that a lot. As children, seven or eight years old, we knew nothing about the world, just that we were
not in our mama’s house no more.
*
It was night when our line of trucks entered Torit. We were the first group of small boys to arrive there. The
rebels had just captured Torit back again from the government, after months of fighting. The whole city stank.
We awoke the next morning to destroyed buildings, bullets, shells, and bones and skulls lying everywhere. The
city had modern buildings and even some paved streets. I could tell it had been a nice place before the battle.
There was a mission station with high buildings and a very tall Catholic church. The area was a little hilly and
green with mangos, guavas and lemons. Many cars and vehicles were still there, but all destroyed and smeared
with blood and smelly with bones. It looked like there had been fighting for years, not just three or four months.
We were taken to a deserted school facility that was partially bombed. The water system had been destroyed.
They had flush toilets, the first ones I’d seen, but they didn’t flush. The soldiers had been using them anyway; all
of the bathrooms in town were filled with shit, some of the houses too. The place smelled terrible. The city was
big and we couldn’t go far because it was ringed with land mines, so we couldn’t get outside to relieve ourselves.
We slept outside under blankets. My blanket was the strongest, the most beautiful and the best thing I had ever
owned. It had yellow, blue, red and gray stripes alternating all over. When I washed it, I had to sit all day and
watch while it hung from a tree to dry so that no one stole it. I loved that blanket. It stayed thick and strong and
when it was wet, it smelled so good it almost felt like I was back home in our village with the sheep.
We wandered around as much as we could. Inside the city we could see a marketplace with food, but there
were bombs and mines and they wouldn’t allow anyone inside until it was cleared. The soldiers were always
telling us,
“This space is cleared of mines. Don’t walk far from here. Don’t ever go there.” They showed us the distance
we could go.
“There are a lot of mines out there and people are getting blown up everyday. They must go out there to do
things, but you don’t. For your safety, don’t go out there.”
We didn’t listen. Even though there were mines we had to go out and get food and firewood, which was very
dangerous. One boy brought back a bomb and laid it down. Blamhh! It blew up just like that.
“Don’t do that! Don’t do that!” we told him. “That can kill people.”
“It was fun,” he said. He did it again and was blown up. He almost killed other boys.
For fun, we’d play with the bullet shells we found lying around. Each of us took a few and lined them up.
“Okay, we are Arabs and you are rebels. Bam! I knocked your shell down with my shell, I’ve killed your
soldier.” In the mornings we watched the soldiers shoot the real guns.
An open-air market grew up where people traded money, food and little things. Joseph and I started a business
too. When the river in Torit overflows, no one likes to go out and pick mangos because the fire ants are very bad.
Once you go up a mango tree they crawl on you really very fast and their bites hurt so badly that many people fall
from the trees that way.
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But I loved to climb and Joseph loved to climb too. I don’t know how he did it, but Joseph figured out that if
you smear your urine on your legs and your hands and climb the mango tree, ants will run away from you. That
way, I’d climb the mango tree and eat my fill then take mangos to the market and use the money to buy cooked
food. It tasted so good.
That first month in Torit, the Antonovs bombed the market twice, killing more boys. The second month a lot of
boys came all the way down from the Nuba mountains. They were starving. So thin. So sick. They hadn’t
showered for months and smelled awful. They had so many lice that if you sat next to them, armies of lice moved
toward you.
The Nuba boys killed lizards and roasted them. That smelled terrible but those Nuba boys didn’t care. They
just wanted something to eat. The body is like an engine. When the engine is shut down, there is no way you can
even think of taking care of yourself. When you have food, the mind can take care of all those things.
Joseph protected us in Torit. When older kids, ten or eleven years old, beat us up, Joseph defended us. Once he
confronted three bullies who liked to bully every boy. They attacked Joseph and beat him up. I felt so bad that I
beat up one of the bullies. The bully shouted at me,
“I’ll kill you, boy.”
An adult came with a stripped stick and beat that boy. He had a gun and he said,
“You guys just came from a lot of killing; I don’t want to see you fighting each other. You should start liking
each other. You have so many things to deal with now. You’re fighting hunger, you’re fighting people that want
your life—the people you escaped from to hide your life. And now you’re starting to fight each other. You try to
bully or fight another boy and I’m going to shoot your head off.”
We’d never handled guns so when we saw a person handle it and it went bang, we knew that thing killed. We
called it the harmful stick. We learned quickly that if somebody points the stick at you, you die.
Some of the boys, like ten-year-olds, didn’t listen. They’d seen a lot of killing and they also wanted to kill.
They wanted to be warriors. They didn’t want to have mercy. I think it is because they were worn out by so much
killing.
*
After two months, the adults announced that we were leaving for Palataka and that we would stay there until
the war was over. It was in the southernmost part of Sudan, away from the areas where the government troops
were attacking.
We had no choice. We couldn’t go back home. We followed, hoping Palataka would be good.
It was still the rainy season when the soldiers escorted us across the bridge over the bursting river at Torit.
Under cloudy skies we headed south toward the hills through grass over my head. Everything was taller than me
then. With the boys from Nuba mountains, there seemed to be over a thousand of us, maybe two thousand,
escorted by just five soldiers.
The second day we reached a small town called Khartoum—same name as the capital of Sudan in the north—a
where they gave us beans. We hadn’t eaten since we left. We cut the top off of a gas can and cooked the beans.
Even though they smelled like gas we pushed and shoved and dug our fingers in. The Nuba mountain boys thrust
their fingers in there and picked up those hot beans. I’d taken only two pinches before my fingers were burned
and the beans were gone. I was so upset and angry I fought with those Nuba.
That night many boys claimed the adults were lying.
“We heard Palataka is a deserted place filled with chiggers. Most of the boys went to Panyido. Panyido is
better.” They slipped out and headed toward Ethiopia.
Even though we thought there might be a chance that was where Benson and our other cousins Benjamin,
Emmanuel and Lino might have gone, Joseph, Peter and I stayed. What did those boys know? Rumors were
always flying. The adults said we were going to a safe place. A missionary school. A place where we could live
until the war was over. We were tired of walking. We were tired of being scared every night when we slept and
tired of wondering if we would live another day without food and water.
We first saw the red brick buildings of Palataka from a distant hill. Looking down on our destination, I felt
strangely good. The closest thing I’d seen to a home in many months was only a few more steps away. I hadn’t
been bitten by a poisonous snake, eaten by a cannibal, sickened, starved or died. I had endured the terrible trek.
Anything that came my way now I felt I could survive.
We were not the first to arrive in Palataka. A smaller group of boys was already there. They were dirty and
thin. Really thin. Most walked around on their heels and sat and picked at their infected feet. Chiggers!
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The first week they separated us into different buildings by age. I was with Peter but Joseph was moved away.
The first day Joseph was gone I fought fifteen times with boys from other regions like Bor and Nuba. Many other
boys were getting into fights too. When I kept fighting the adults said, “You need discipline,” and put me with the
older boys to do what they did—cut wood, clean, build the commander’s house.
I stopped fighting. I was happy that I was with Joseph. I got discipline.
Ever since I’d left home, until I arrived in Palataka, I’d been sad or angry. I’d just been staying alive. But once
I was with a group of boys, many of them, in a settled place, I saw a change in myself. I tried to fit in. We would
go out and play soccer in a group, shouting,
“We are the best team! We are the strongest team!”
But Peter wouldn’t do that. He would cry and sit by himself. He still didn’t want to eat and he wouldn’t play
with any other boys. He didn’t change. He was set apart from us, in the group for the little boys, but I would see
him like that and it made me feel very bad for him.
At night I slept on the floor on a sack. My feet were still cracked and cut from the long walk and the place was
so dirty I soon had chiggers too. Chiggers are very small, dark red things that enter the cracks in your skin at night
when you’re sleeping. They suck your blood and become fat, round and white. They itch. If you scratch at them,
they urinate. If you got one, another went in beside that wound the next night. If you tried to remove them the
wound expanded until the whole foot was infected.
Some of the boys got them on their penises and their behinds. I couldn’t even look at them. The doctors had to
take the chiggers out and their penises swelled so huge. The next day another chigger would enter inside the soft
wound.
I learned to go to a small stream and leave my feet in the water. Because I had no shoes my feet were all
cracked and the chiggers liked all those cracked areas and dead parts of the skin. If I kept my feet smooth and soft
they couldn’t find those cracks. So every morning I went to the stream. The water was cold, but I had to keep
myself clean. Soon the chiggers were gone from my feet.
Each week a little grain was distributed. We pounded it and cooked it and ate it only every two days so that we
didn’t starve to death. The day we didn’t eat there was nothing to keep the time moving.
More starving boys came down from the Nuba mountains. Food became so scarce, we’d eat almost anything.
As I watched boys eat stuff they’d never eaten before, get sick and die, I only ate what I was sure wouldn’t kill
me.
There was another large tree called kunyuk with a dark fruit. If we ate it we got full, but it didn’t nourish us.
Sometimes it gave us constipation and many boys who climbed those trees to get it, broke legs, necks and arms.
Other times we’d be so delighted to find a beehive that we didn’t even care about being stung when we went after
the honey.
The Nuba boys introduced us to a root called ajaamer. It looked like a pineapple but smaller, with juicy stuff
inside. It tasted like sour milk and it wasn’t poisonous. We trapped a small animal, a cane rat called parboos that
was the size of a squirrel, and roasted our catch. Sometimes if no food came and I’d caught a parboos, the older
boys would take it from me by force if Joseph wasn’t around. We heard stories about Ethiopia that made us so sad
we were in Palataka. They said that the UN had discovered all the boys in Ethiopia and was giving them food and
clothes and that everybody was fat and enjoying it.
But the UN didn’t come to Palataka. We had no clothes, just rags. Everything about Palataka was like a
survival contest. Some boys got so desperate they just sat around in the dirt and wouldn’t do anything unless they
were forced. They hadn’t washed for so long that a committee of grown boys was formed to make sure all the
boys took a bath in the river. The worst ones had to be forced into the river. The water was really cold and the
boys would tease each other because some were circumcised and others weren’t. Nuba and Bor boys weren’t
circumcised. We made jokes about each other.
The elders said that if you want to live, the best way is to work. So we worked hard. We dug open holes and
built latrines with boards and put ashes on top because the flies breed a lot. We were sent to chop trees and two
boys carried the heavy poles back for miles. We built a house for Kuol Manyang, the commander. They were
teaching us how to work when we grew up.
At night we were tired, but we couldn’t sleep because of the bedbugs. Every morning we’d get up and have
bumps all over and smeared blood from scratching ourselves. Those bedbugs were small and dark, like the small
tick, not like the big tick, the one the size of your big toe. Some were red and all had six legs. We couldn’t kill
them because if you did it could fill the whole building with its bad smell. Worse than a skunk. If someone
squashed one, the boys would come in,
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“Oh my God, you killed a bedbug.”
*
The second year they opened a school and two white ladies came and brought supplies. We cut the pencils and
books in two so we’d have enough to share. We began learning ABCs, but there were only six teachers for a
thousand boys.
Learning another language was really difficult. They’d say words but if we didn’t know them the next day
they’d hit our hands with rulers. I had sore swollen fingers the whole time. From the moment they hit me I didn’t
learn anything from their teaching. I didn’t want that beating. I was so dumb in school. If this was school, I was
going to hate it.
The teachers said we needed discipline. They would tell us to go out, even when it was raining hard. They
called it gymbast and we ran and marched. Our clothes were wet, we were wet and it was so cold. They had these
boys they called churta who liked to beat people up if they stopped running. It didn’t seem like discipline, more
like punishment or revenge. The adults told us,
“We have been fighting for too long. We are old people. You are the boys and we want you to be educated and
be the boys of the future. You will take over and be the leaders of this country. Don’t hate us because we beat you
or force you to do something. We do that for your own future, not for us. We don’t have a future anymore.”
After two years in Palataka, by the time I was nine and Joseph eleven, Joseph whispered to me one night,
“We have to escape.”
Those words sent my heart racing. I’d seen too many boys beaten for running away.
“They’re taking the older boys to a camp called Gromlee and training them as soldiers.”
I didn’t say anything. Some boys wanted to have guns, but that scared me. I didn’t know if it was true, but
we’d heard they always sent the boys to the front lines.
“We’ll go to Torit. Yier is a soldier; the post office can tell us where to find him. Yier knows what to do.”
Yier! We hadn’t seen him in two years, since that day in Thiet. Still, my heart soared at the possibility of seeing
my oldest brother, of being with an elder from my own family, someone who cared about us and would know
what to do.
“Will Yier take us home?”
“I don’t know.”
“What about Peter?”
“He’s only six, he can’t go.”
“I can’t leave without Peter.”
“He will be fine. He’s too little to be trained as a soldier. They’ll keep him here in school. He can’t make it
with us.” It still didn't feel right to leave Peter behind.
“When will we go?”
“Don’t talk to anyone.”
I knew better than to do that. Sometimes if five boys were seen sitting together and talking they'd think they
were making a plan to escape and those boys were punished.
“But when?”
“I will let you know.”
*
Joseph’s voice woke me.
“We’re leaving. Going back to Torit.”
“We can’t do that in the middle of the night. I haven’t told Peter.”
It was difficult getting to the other groups. I hadn’t yet been able to see him.
“We have to get out of here tonight.”
We packed our few things quietly in the dark. I felt terrible leaving without letting Peter know. He was always
alone and so weak and thin. Joseph was right that he could never make the walk back to Torit. He wouldn’t
survive. Still, I was deserting my brother and I hadn’t even told him.
We snuck out of the building one by one, past the guards who tried to make sure the boys didn’t run away.
Anyone caught by the guards would be beaten as an example to the other boys. Ten of us met outside the camp. I
was the youngest. We traveled north in the direction of Torit, and came to the deep valley where the path split.
Even though I had been in Palataka for a year, I still recalled that area. Back then I’d put in my mind that if I
escaped someday I would have to make sure I knew the right way.
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“I remember these trees,” I told them. “This is the way we came in. This is where the paths met. Then we went
to Palataka.” Six of the boys said,
“No. This other path goes to Torit.” We argued.
“Shut up,” they told me. “You’re just a boy. What do you know about the path?”
I did remember. I remembered the trees. But we took the other way and walked from midnight until dawn.
“What the hell!” they shouted when we found ourselves going back to Palataka.
“That’s what I told you.” They began to panic that we were going to get caught and beaten.
“Now,” I said, “if I say something, will you listen to me?” They got angry and said I didn’t know anything;
they had only wanted a shortcut.
“I don’t know any shortcut!” I yelled. “I don’t even know this place, but I’m going to walk back into Palataka
and tell them that nine boys just escaped.” They grabbed me.
“If you say anything we’ll kill you right now.”
“Go ahead and kill me if that will make you happy. But I have been in Torit before.” Joseph pushed them away.
“Forget it,” he said. “We’ll find a way.”
We ran into a person from the Acholi tribe and he gave us directions. But Joseph realized this person wasn’t
directing us well. Joseph said,
“Follow me.” Two boys went one way and eight of us followed Joseph through long grass with sharp stalks.
We had no shoes on and our feet were bleeding. Joseph showed me how to slide my feet as we walked, keeping
them on top of the grass. By ten in the morning we reached a little stream between two hills. The water was clean
and clear. I drank a lot, but I had no jerry can to carry more. Two of the other boys had jerry cans and I borrowed
one saying I’d carry the heavy water. An hour later the boy said,
“Give me back my jerry can.”
“I have water in it,” I said. “I will carry it for both of us and we can share the water.”
“No, that is bullshit. I want my jerry can and I don’t want your water in there.” So I drank and drank until my
stomach was full and poured the rest on my head.
It was summer and here in the far south the sun got extremely hot. As we traveled we started getting very
thirsty. When we passed papaya, banana and guava trees, the others picked fruit and ate it. I didn’t eat any because
once before I’d almost died from eating sweets and then walking with no water. I’d kept that in mind: If you don’t
expect to get water, don’t eat.
I watched the others having fun eating those fruits but by early afternoon all of them began to get dizzy.
“How come this place is so dark?” they asked. “I can’t see anything.”
We were in trouble now. Our thirst grew. The boy who had demanded his empty jerry can back from me wasn’t
saying anything anymore; he just looked sorry. Soon no one was talking. Thirst made me numb and my eyes
began to see darkness too. If there was a piece of wood or rock, I would stumble on it.
We rested in the shade of a tree. When our vision cleared a bit, we saw a city on a mountain.
“Oh, we’ve missed it,” someone said. “Torit is left behind.”
“I don’t think it’s left behind,” Joseph said. “I think it’s still ahead. We must cut through that plain.”
“I’d rather die walking than cut through there,” one boy said and he went his own way. We never saw him
again.
We were all so confused. Then I sensed something familiar.
“I smell water!”
The other boys listened to me this time and followed my direction. Everybody was too tired, thirsty and hungry
to argue. Thirst makes you lazy. We knew that if we sat down to sleep we might not get up again.
Along the path, trees seemed to be moving and dancing and laughing. I was drawn to their shadow and rested a
few minutes. My mind imagined different things. People came to me but I wasn’t sure if they were real.
“Let’s go,” they said. “Why are you lying on the ground? Come with us. You have almost reached the water. If
you remain here, you will remain here forever.”
I closed my eyes a while longer. Then I told myself I must get up to survive. When I was on my feet, I found
nobody, just their footprints. Down the road I found the others resting too, and we moved on together. After
another hour of struggling, we reached the river I’d smelled earlier.
I left my blanket on the sand and threw myself into the water, relaxing for a while to cool my body before
drinking. The current flowed across my skin, tickling me like a gentle breeze. I made my mouth like a cow and let
the water go in across my tongue and down my throat, not minding the dirt. They say you can go without food for
seven days, but when it is hot you can die of thirst in only one. At that moment I knew I’d never been closer to
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dying than I was under that tree. My body almost had not risen again; my mind barely knew I was there. Even
though I knew with certainty Peter could not have survived this, it didn’t take away the heavy pain I felt for
leaving him behind.
After we drank our fill from the river, oh, hunger overtook us then, but it was almost dark and there was
nothing to eat. Only the chance that we might be eaten. Everywhere in the sand, footprints of hyenas and lions
reminded us of who came to the riverbank to drink. We walked a little bit farther and found a safer place to sleep.
The next day we walked until late afternoon. To avoid a roadblock outside of Torit town, we left the main road
and crossed a little bridge that led into an open air marketplace under tall African mango trees. Joseph, his cousin
Santino and I were so hungry we tried to sell our only possessions, two bowls we’d brought from Palataka, for ten
pounds. We walked around for a while, nearly faint with hunger, but no one bought them. So we cut the price
back to seven pounds. They were pretty good aluminum bowls. A boy came by, wanting to buy them. He stared at
us and said,
“Oh my God, how did you make it here?”
His name was Anyar and he had escaped Palataka earlier. We couldn’t even smile at him. When you are hungry
you can barely think.
He bought us food. The three of us ate. It helped, although it also increased the hunger for me. Anyar told us he
lived in a place called Kilieu, a small town, an outpost one hour’s walk from Torit. There he’d started a smallscale business for himself.
After Anyar helped us sell the largest bowl for fifteen pounds and the small one for seven, we bought some
beans. Santino and I collected firewood. It wasn’t easy. The land mines were still out there from 1989. Even
though they were rusty from rain, if you stepped on one it could still blow. Sometimes they exploded from wild
animals.
We were eager to get to the post office to look for Yier. He was a grown man and a soldier. He was my brother.
He’d know how to get Peter from Palataka and he’d help us get back home. We found the post office but they had
no information on Yier. They told Joseph,
“Keep checking back. Many people are looking for lost family members.”
Anyar took us to meet his Uncle Madieu, who lived in Torit town at his first wife’s house. Madieu was in the
rebel army and had lost his left hand in combat. We brought our firewood and his first wife helped us cook the
beans. They were such hard, tiny beans it took four hours to get them tender. She also cooked kesra, a paper-thin
African bread. That was the best meal we’d had in a long time and afterward we were shouting and smiling.
Three days later, the beans were gone. We couldn’t just stay in her home eating from the small amount her
husband brought home, but we didn’t have any way of earning money or finding food. Madieu had two wives and
the second wife had a newborn baby. Madieu asked if I would watch the baby at his other house for food and a
place to stay.
“What about Joseph and Santino?” I asked.
“They can stay here.”
Madieu seemed like a good guy so I agreed to do that and he took me to Hambia, a town beside a military
base. There I met a friend of Madieu’s named Dhieu, and he became my friend too. He talked to me and told me
many stories about what he’d encountered in the war and how many people he had killed. He was very proud
saying such things. One day I told him,
“When I grow up, I want to be like you.”
“Like me?” He smiled. “Nobody knows when this war is going to end so from this moment on when I call you
son, you will accept it.” I was surprised.
“No,” I said, “I’m not your son. You can’t call me son.” Dhieu got a serious expression.
“Something came to me when I was sleeping, more real than a dream or a nightmare. My final day on this
earth was shown to me by a person who came from nowhere and was just standing there. The person said,
“‘You have killed many people in the combat and it is not your fault that you made that mistake. But the
sooner you can get a wife so that you can leave a son, the better you will survive.’” Dhieu shook his head.
“It isn’t easy to get a wife in combat. There are no steady wives when the whole nation is messed up with war.
A man who protects his wife, when he goes to fight, leaves her alone desperate. She goes to the next man and the
next man. That is war.”
I felt sad for Dhieu, but I wouldn’t agree to be his son. Madieu was not around most of the time and every day
the wife went out and left the baby with me. She said she was going to make business. The baby had nothing to
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drink and cried all day. I was hungry too. I had a place to sleep, but no food. Sometimes she came back with men
and slept with them in the house. One evening she called me into the house and undressed in front of me.
“Touch me here,” she said. I was scared.
“Come on.”
“No! I can’t do that.” I cried and tried to move away.
“Come here. If you don’t do it I’m going to beat you.” That made me angry.
“Okay, beat me. If you try to tell me again, I’m going to tell your husband.” She became scared.
“Please don’t tell my husband. He’ll beat me up. He’s not a good guy.”
“I don’t want to hear that,” I told her. “It’s not my business. I know what you’re doing is not good to me. To
me, you look like a mother. There’s no way I can touch you. I don’t understand.”
She stopped bothering me. When Madieu came back, she was terrified that I would tell, but I kept quiet.
Then Madieu was ordered far away, and Joseph, Santino and I moved back again to Torit. Joseph devoted
himself to finding food for us younger ones.
*
A few weeks later we returned to the post office and found out that Yier was in Kidepo, a town fifty miles
south of Torit toward the Kenyan border. We worked hard to save money for food and a car ride, eager to get to
Kidepo before he left. Joseph would go out early every morning to pick mangoes for us to sell in town.
Then suddenly Joseph disappeared. First we searched everywhere in Torit. Then we went outside town and to
the mango trees. Joseph was nowhere. We thought he’d left us. Maybe to find Yier. Santino and I kept searching
and picking mangoes, but we were lost without Joseph.
I found Joseph eventually in the hospital. I had to go there because my eyes were bad again, infected and
swollen so that I could hardly see. Joseph was so thin he couldn’t even talk. He’d fallen from a mango tree and
had almost died. Someone had taken him to the hospital. I felt so bad when he told me what had happened. I
received medicine to put in my eyes. The next day they were feeling better but were as red as fire.
We went back to picking and selling the mangos as soon as we could, and when we had enough money we
rushed to the roadblock around Torit. Any car or person going in or out was checked. Many people—women,
children and men—had been waiting there for days. The soldiers asked Joseph,
“How old are you?”
“Eleven,” he said.
“You’re a kid. We can’t give you a written document to travel to any other place.”
We had to wait a whole week more. The money we set aside to buy food was nearly gone. Joseph was thin but
very tall for his age. He decided to go back to Torit and say he was eighteen and ask for a traveling document. He
wasn’t sure it would help us get through, but it would get him to Kidepo safely and keep him from being taken
into the rebel army on the way. We all hoped that he could find Yier. Yier would know what to do.
Right after Joseph left, a truck driver offered to take Santino and me through the roadblock and on to Kidepo.
We didn’t want to leave Joseph, but the people there said they would tell him when he got back and he could
come later. We gave the driver the rest of our money and climbed onto the back of that flatbed truck. We were
going to Kidepo! It was less than a hundred miles away. We were finally going to find Yier!
*
Santino and I arrived in Kidepo around noon. There were so many huts we didn’t know which one belonged to
Yier. We asked people if they knew Yier Deng. A lady told us to go to where they fix old cars.
“You’ll find him there.” We wandered around and asked another guy,
“Do you know where Yier Deng is?”
A man in uniform pants, boots and a plain shirt was standing by the side of the road. The guy said,
“That’s him.”
We didn't know whether to believe it. The man he pointed to might have just been a soldier who would give us
trouble. I’d only seen Yier once in the village when I was very young and briefly two years ago in Thiet. Santino
had never seen him at all. We walked slowly toward him and I greeted him:
“Hello, hello.”
He didn’t know who we were and started to walk away. We followed him. He stopped and talked to a guard in
Arabic. Did my brother speak Arabic? Then he took off again but we followed. When he came to a gate, he
stopped.
“Why are you following me? Are you boys hungry?”
“You are Yier?”
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“Yes.”
“I am your brother.”
I kept quiet looking at him. He called into the house.
“Hey, boys, come outside.”
Many boys came out of the house. Yier asked them,
“Do you recognize these little boys?”
I saw Emmanuel because his lip was a little red. Some of the others didn’t look familiar, but one boy came
forward who was a little taller than me and I felt that magnetic thing that only true relatives have, but I was afraid
to believe it could be true.
*
That Benson was alive after five years was like a miracle. But our happiness was short-lived. Only a few days
later three soldiers came home with Yier. He went into his hut, came out carrying his blanket, said good-bye to his
wife and left with the soldiers. She didn’t know where they’d taken him and became so worried she grew sick.
For three months we did the best we could in Kidepo—at least we were with each other. Then one day, we
heard heavy bombing coming from the north. It lasted three days non-stop. The government was attacking
Kapoeta, fifty miles away. On the fourth day the survivors of the Kapoeta attack arrived hungry, thirsty and weak.
There were so many. They came with broken legs, arms and even dead children on the backs of the women. It was
unimaginable. I almost choked.
When we asked the survivors what happened, they couldn’t even talk. They didn’t want to stop in Kidepo,
saying it wasn’t safe, and headed to Torit because the SPLA controlled the town. We all asked the chief what we
should do. He made a short speech and said everybody in Kidepo had to evacuate right away. One group decided
to go directly north toward Torit. The rest, about twenty thousand of us, thought that it was too dangerous to
follow the main road and decided to take a path over the mountains to reach Torit. A few rebel soldiers would
walk with us, but it was too huge a group for them to protect.
They had just begun distributing three cups of maize and two cups of beans for each person to eat on the way,
and we were preparing to leave when a bomb fell nearby. I couldn’t see anything. Everywhere was cloudy with
dust. A man shouted,
“Lie down. That is how to survive.” I threw myself down, afraid that I would be killed.
When the cloud of dust cleared, dead people lay everywhere. People started to run in panic, not knowing
where to go. We ran up into the Lotuko hills and into the arms of hell. Shooting started in front of us while bombs
exploded behind us. We were in an ambush.
I was helplessly confused. I stood motionless and couldn’t remember a single prayer to save my life. I felt cold
and began to shake. Everyone around me was lying down. There were so many that died. Everyone scattered into
the grass as more bombs fell and explosions thundered. Those who had received their ration threw it all away and
ran barehanded, carrying nothing, fleeing for their lives.
With shooting from every side, I chose to crouch in the grass with the women. Once the shooting stopped
soldiers came toward us, checking, searching, looking for the living. There were so many people who had been
killed, I made myself like a dead person, so they couldn’t recognize me. One of the soldiers pushed me with his
boot, turning me over. I didn’t breathe. He would have killed me.
Once the soldiers left, I got up and ran. I ran, I ran, I ran. I didn’t know where Benson or the others had gone. A
few hours earlier we had all been together and now we were separated again. I didn’t even know if they were
alive. Shaking and trembling, I reached some survivors huddling in a circle. Fear and panic had built inside me
like a small earthquake. The survivors counted themselves: there were so few of us left. Everywhere women were
crying, children were crying, everyone crying, crying. In the midst of all that, a blinded child stumbled on a mine.
People died like that. Blown to pieces. The elder advised us that we were going to move on.
“There will be no talking, no noise whatever. Do not shout, do not cry, do not to say, ‘I’m hungry, I’m thirsty.’”
We settled our fear and tried to become like bulls mowing the grass. I was lucky; God had saved me. The
people who had been killed were not soldiers but desperate women, good children, young boys like us. I saw all
of that as a ten-year-old boy. When I left that place I was like a sleepwalker. Really, really confused. It was a
desperate, unforgettable day.
*
I hadn’t eaten in three days and had become separated from my friends one by one on the walk. When we
stopped to sleep, I went into the bushes to look for food. I saw a couple of mangoes up in a tree but I was too
weak to try to climb up to them. My arms wouldn’t pull my body up; my legs barely let me stand.
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I went back to the group and lay down. There was no way I could get food. My mind could not think of
anything except that I was going to die this time.
A man nearby with long legs and dark boots looked at me. He had an honest face and his look told me that he
realized I must be starving. His wife was cooking a small amount of grain. When his wife brought the food to
him, there was only one spoon. He said,
“Bring another spoon.”
“This is too small,” his wife said. “There is no way you can share it with that boy.”
My mind was not working well while they were arguing. Their angry words seemed like a dream. I was
unconscious until I heard the man say,
“If that kid dies, you will be responsible because it won’t change my life to share this little thing.”
I opened my eyes. The wife threw her things down and walked away. The man said,
“Share this with me.” After only a few bites, I felt good. I just looked at him. What could I say? I couldn’t even
say thank-you. I was alive again. He’d saved my life.
Hunger makes you different. It changes you. Like the cow that sees grain on the ground and walks in without
being invited and eats it. It makes you like an animal.
War had ruined a lot of things. I had become convinced that people were not good; people were bad.
Sometimes I try to remember the man who shared his small meal. That incident made me think differently about
people.
*
Benson and Emmanuel would gather us together and read from the books because they had been to school in
Panyido. I didn’t understand the English but they would translate it into Dinka and that made the book interesting
to me. It wasn’t easy, but I would put my hand under my chin and listen to them. I wanted to learn the language.
Reading made us feel good. As we learned a few things, we saw that in order to understand the world, we
needed to be educated. We needed to know about the world around us. I still didn’t know how to write my name
or read it aloud if it was written on paper. When I was back in Juol and Yier was at the university in Wau, he came
home once on holiday. He wrote the names of all the children in the village, maybe a hundred, on a piece of paper.
Then he called all the names.
I couldn’t believe it. I thought he’d learned to be a wizard. I wanted to learn to do that too.
So they started schools under the trees. The teacher had only one book for the class, a primary two book with
the alphabet and pictures. I always remembered the letters Y and Z the best. Y had a picture of a sailboat and the
word “yacht” below. Z had a zebra. I learned to read those few words and showed off to the other boys.
“You’re a zebra. You’re a yacht.”
We’d laugh and joke like that. We had to have humor. It is human nature. No matter how bad the situation is, if
you can’t find any humor then life is not worth it.
I hadn’t learned anything in Palataka when the teachers hit our fingers, but now I liked school. The teacher had
another book called Hello Children that had big pictures and big writing. It started out
“Tom and Mary are going to school.”
I can see every page of that book in my memory.
From the library, I brought out a hundred books. One of them was Hello Children. I kept that one.
*
After they pulled Benjamin from under the pile of passengers and we climbed back up into the truck, a man
was sitting on my bag. I told him,
“You are sitting on my bag, sir, can I have my bag?” He ignored me.
“Please,” I said. “I have some books in there. May I have my bag?”
“Shut up,” he said.
There was nothing I could do. He was a grown man. A little while later some of the passengers were
complaining about a bad smell. The man had shit on my bag. The whole truck smelled so bad. Tears flowed out of
my eyes. I didn’t know why he did that to me. Maybe because I didn’t have adult family, because I was just a kid.
A few minutes later the Nissan hit a big ditch and threw two men off the truck. One of them was the man who had
shit on my bag. Everybody began banging on the door, “Hey, men have fallen off,” but the Nissan didn’t stop for
half a mile.
When the men caught up, I saw that the man who had sat on my bag had broken his front tooth in the fall. I
covered my bag with a plastic sheet but I was still crying, thinking of my beautiful blanket, my books and how
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people didn’t care about anyone else. It didn’t matter if you were a child or an adult. Nobody cared. That’s what
war was doing to people. They only cared for themselves.
Sometimes when adults saw that we had a little thing, they’d rob us boys of what we had.
“I’m fighting for this country,” they’d say. “You’re not fighting for anything. Give me the blanket. If you don’t
give it to me, I’m going to take it by force.”
“Why should I give it to you? What about me?”
“I don’t care. I’m the one fighting. You’re not fighting.” Many people were out of their minds from the war.
When the man got back up on the truck, he was so angry he started kicking me for no reason. A soldier became
upset about that and wanted to fight the man with the broken tooth right then and there. Everyone stopped them,
saying,
“Don’t fight; you’ll kill yourself with the truck running.”
“That guy is stupid,” the soldier said. “He shit on the kid’s bag and now he wants to beat him. What’s the
reason? Shame on you. I’m glad you broke your tooth. God doesn’t like you to do stuff like that. If you try to hurt
him more, then you are going to kill yourself: you are not going to kill this kid.”
*
Benson stood on the road looking very worried and then he disappeared into the dust as the lorry rumbled
away.
Adults and children were crowded all around me. The adults mostly stood and the children sat on their bags
and blankets. When the truck hit a ditch and bumped us all into the air, they sometimes landed on me. My legs
were so thin, like dry twigs, I feared they would be broken before we reached our destination. I hugged my knees
up to my body but soon grew tired doing this and just took my chances with the falling people. The first hours
were the most dangerous. Mountain gangs of Dinka and Taposa had mobilized in the hills and lived by robbing
people.
Once we were free of the gangs and dropped down from the hills into the desert, red dust swirled up from the
rear tires and covered our skin. With no shade, the sun heated the back of the truck like a stone oven. I became
very thirsty. I looked outside at the desert ahead of us. It seemed to stretch on forever. Looking out made me
worry more about Benson if he tried to escape on foot. Gangs, desert, soldiers and wild animals would confront
him. But what choice did he have? When the local Taposa people came into Natinga to sell the soldiers some wild
animals they had killed, they warned us that the government army was close by, just thirty miles to the north in
Kapoeta.
“Madakuri lac lac,” they said, meaning the government army is huge.
“If the government finds out about this place,” they said, “they will come here. Where you boys going to go?”
We heard that the boys who escaped Natinga and weren’t caught by the soldiers or the local people then risked
their lives to cross this desert to Lokichokio. We didn’t know if it was true, but the soldiers told us many had
perished along the way. I was riding in the back of a lorry and even so the heat and thirst of this desert were nearly
intolerable. I hadn’t seen anyone walking. I was suffering in a truck. How could anyone cross on foot?
After a full day’s drive, the sun nearly down, the lorry arrived in Lokichokio, just across the Sudan border in
Kenya. As it rolled to a stop, the guys said,
“This vehicle is going on to the SPLA station.”
I knew I didn’t want to go there, so I climbed out and one of the guys threw my bag to me. As the truck took
off again, I stood in the middle of the gravel road wondering what to do.
“That’s the immigration center,” a man said. “That’s where you need to go.”
I walked toward a nearby building. My legs wouldn’t have taken me any farther. From an outside faucet I
washed the red dust off my hands and face, satisfied my thirst, and headed to the immigration center where every
refugee who comes from Sudan, Congo, Eritrea or Ethiopia must go and register. I hadn’t eaten all day. But I was
so weak and tired and overcome by sickness that I couldn’t feel the hunger. I took my colorful blanket from my
bag, spread it on the floor with all of the other waiting people, and lay down to sleep for the night.
In the morning, I went outside to the shelter and waited. Without food I was growing weaker. If I didn’t get
food or treatment soon, I feared I wouldn’t have the strength to get up again. It was easy for all the people rushing
around for their own survival to ignore a boy who appeared to be sleeping in the corner.
In the afternoon, they announced the start of the registration. I stood in line. The sun was really hot. I waited a
half hour and then came to a man who spoke Kswahili and English. A man translated and I was registered. They
gave me six pieces of biscuit.
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I returned to the shelter to eat. Many kids were playing and they called to me to join in. I just looked at them. I
couldn’t move, I couldn’t even call back; I didn’t have enough energy.
“Stonehead!” they yelled. “Stonehead! Stonehead! Stonehead!”
I couldn’t see myself, but I’d seen enough other emaciated boys to know my head looked like a big stone on
my little body. Even my knees, feet and elbows looked huge on my twig-thin limbs.
That evening, when I took out my beautiful blanket to sleep, a Kenyan man tried to take it from me.
“No!” I yelled and held onto it with all my strength. It was the only thing I owned besides the shorts I was
wearing that Benson had given me. But the man kept pulling on it. When I began to cry, he gave up and walked
away.
The next day, enough refugees to fill a couple of vehicles had accumulated and they loaded all of us onto
trucks. So I began the last leg of a journey to Kakuma refugee camp that we’d begun so long ago. This had been
our shared dream, but Benson, Benjamin, Lino, Joseph and Emmanuel were not here to experience it with me.
It was night when we arrived. The whole area was clouded by dust and the lights of the camp glowed through
like a kerosene lamp. The vehicle stopped. The other people on the truck didn’t speak my language. When we
unloaded, they went off quickly into different directions as though they knew the place. I was by myself and
confused. A man came up to me.
“What group are you in?” I didn’t know what a group was.
“I am coming to the camp.”
“This isn’t the camp. This is the UNHCR compound. Where are you from?”
“Bahr al Ghazal in southern Sudan.”
“This is the way the groups work. There are six groups from Bahr al Ghazal. You can pick one. Fifteen, thirtyseven—”
“Thirty-seven,” I interrupted.
I don’t know why I chose it; it just came to my head. After a ten minute ride down a dirt road, the car dropped
me in Group 37. There were no lights but the moon was full. Lots of people were talking.
“Are you a new arrival?” they asked.
“Yes.” They asked me my name and about my family.
“Oh, your Uncle Ajak is here,” they said.
I knew his name. He was part of our clan but I had never met him before. They took me to where he lived.
There were three houses, but two of them were burned. No one was there. I could barely stand any longer. I went
in, found no one, spread my blanket and went to sleep.
In the morning, when I sat up, the room seemed to move around me. I was too weak to stand. When a boy
came into the room I squinted and tried to focus on his face. Could it be my little brother? He was so tall. The boy
was looking at me too.
“Peter?” I said.
He looked unsure as to why I was calling him by name. Then he jumped forward and grabbed me.
“Oh my God, what happened to you?”
He shook me by the shoulders. I was happy, but I said weakly,
“I don’t feel that good, don’t shake me like that.” He didn't hear me.
“My God, is that you?” He grabbed my shoulders tighter. “That’s not you.” He let go and walked away. Then
he came back.
“It doesn’t look like you. What happened?”
I should have been the one surprised. I was sure he’d not survived that chigger-filled camp at Palataka two
years earlier. Except for one eye that looked milky and didn’t follow the other one, he looked good. He was now
taller and much stronger than me. I wanted to leap up and hug him but I could barely even sit up.
“Sit down,” I said. “Let me explain.”
“I still don’t believe it. That’s not you. I was not bigger than you.”
“I’m sick, like you were sick.”
There was so much I wanted to tell him and so much I wanted to know from him, but it took too much effort to
speak. Peter must have recognized that.
“I’ve got fifteen shillings,” he said. “I’ll get you some food.”
He returned from the store a while later with small cartons of milk. I couldn’t swallow it; it tasted horrible to
me. I had not eaten any meat or milk since I left Juol and my parents over three years before. Peter cooked yellow
corn, which is supposed to be good for a weak person, but I couldn’t eat that either. I wanted to ask him how he
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escaped Palataka and where he had been all this time, but I could do nothing, not even listen. My energy was
gone. I slept the rest of that day. The next morning Uncle Ajak said,
“We’re going to the clinic.”
With Peter and Uncle Ajak’s help, I walked out of the hut. The wind was blowing.
“It blows every hour of the day,” Uncle Ajak said.
Red dust filled the air, covering the buildings and scattered acacia trees. Kenya did not look like southern
Sudan. Sudan was covered in green grasses; it was never dusty like this. The wind and dust were uncomfortable
but at least I knew I was safe.
We made it to Kakuma Clinic 2. I explained to the doctor where my body hurt. He examined me and looked in
my eyes. I don’t know what he saw. I hadn’t looked in a mirror since Torit, more than a year earlier.
“Your eyes are nearly green,” the doctor said.
He gave me a medicine called Septrin and three sets of pills. I went home and stayed in the hut. Sometime
soon afterward, I saw Emmanuel and Lino. They came and went but I wasn’t sure if I was dreaming or if they
were really there. Once I started eating some food, I realized they were real. We’d not heard word from Lino since
Benson had seen him on the riverbank in Pochala living with the soldiers. Knowing that Emmanuel had
successfully escaped Natinga and crossed that desert reduced my fears for Benson a little.
“He’s sitting up,” Peter called to Uncle Ajak after a full week of all of them coaxing me to eat and making
certain I took the medicine. Peter stared as though he was seeing me for the first time.
“Look at you. You’re like a little baby. What happened to you?”
I closed my eyes. How could I explain the crazy months since Joseph and I left him in Palataka? Now that my
mind was a little clearer, that same sickening ache I’d felt leaving Peter in Palataka swept through my body and I
thought of Joseph, Benson and Benjamin still stuck in Natinga. Joseph had saved my life so many times. Now
here I was in a safe place, too weak to walk, when he might be on the front lines already. And Benjamin, his leg so
bad in that dirty jail. To Benson, I owed my life. He could have escaped with the others but stayed behind to nurse
me and now he was stuck.
“I was sick,” was all I could tell him. “What happened to you? How did you get here?”
Peter told me his story. He had become very sick in Palataka and was sent to the main hospital in Torit. It took
some months for him to recover enough to join with many of the boys who had fled from Ethiopia, who had to
flee again from a huge group of government soldiers. Peter and thousands of other boys waited in a camp before
they made the difficult crossing to Lokichokio in Kenya. From there, thanks to the UN, they had all been settled at
Kakuma. I asked about his eye, but he just said,
“A guy beat me up for no reason. I can’t see out of it.”
His story sounded simple put this way. But I knew it had been a terrible time for all of those boys fleeing the
battles with no food or water, a nearly impossible situation when thousands are together. Peter smiled at me.
“Stand up,” he said.
I struggled to my feet with him pulling me up most of the way. I knew why he wanted me to stand. He was two
years younger than me and the last time we’d seen each other he was still a tiny boy when I had already begun
growing. I stretched to my fullest height, shaking like a newborn giraffe. He was taller than me. And bigger
everywhere. It made him feel proud. After years of fearing we’d left him for dead back in Palataka, I was happy
that he looked so well.
*
Kakuma camp was created in 1992, when all the Sudanese boys were driven out of Ethiopia. By the time I
arrived a year later, they said there were nearly twelve thousand boys. We were divided into four zones; each zone
had five groups with four to five hundred boys in each group. The rest of the camp, many tens of thousands, were
families or just women and children, mostly Sudanese but also Ethiopians and Eritreans.
It was the driest place I’d ever been. When the wind blew, which seemed like all the time, very fine dust was
lifted from the dry riverbed and landed in our cooking pots. Half of what we ate was sand. Red dust sat on the
Makuti roofs of the houses and when the wind direction changed, it went through the palm fronds into the houses
and covered our beds with dust.
A month after my arrival, when I was strong enough to walk around, Uncle Ajak took me to the school. People
were learning under trees. The teachers were black Sudanese, southerners like us. Everybody wanted to go to
school and learn English. The headmaster accepted me and I was registered in the classes. There were seven
subjects: English, mathematics, Kswahili, science, art and crafts, geography and Christian religion.
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I entered at the end of the term, so it was only one month until finals. For the first week I had no books and the
kids in level one said,
“You’re going to be the last in the exam. We’re going forward to level two and you’re going to be left here in
level one. Why don’t you just wait for the next year so you can start at the beginning of level one?”
I didn’t say anything. They began making fun of me, calling me “big head” because I was the skinniest in the
class.
“Woooo woooo!” they shouted together. “Big head will be the last person in the class!”
When I received my books, I went home and started reading. The exam was less than a month away. I didn’t
do anything except study. I was always reading, practicing spelling, asking everyone to read to me and explain the
word meanings to me.
On exam day the teacher passed out a piece of paper and half a pencil to each of us.
“Put your name in the upper right corner,” he instructed us. “I’ll write the questions and multiple choice
answers on the board. You write the number of the question and the letter of the correct answer beside it.” He
pointed his ruler at the class.
“Work alone. If I see you showing something to someone else, even giving a pencil, I’ll put a mark on your
paper and take some points away from the total of your exam.”
Some of the kids finished in fifteen minutes, as soon as the teacher finished writing. I kept going over it the
entire hour and didn’t give my paper to the teacher until he asked for it. When the results came back, I got a 98
percent on the English, 100 percent on the math, 90 percent on Kswahili and 90 percent on the science.
At that time, I didn’t know how to draw. But when I had left Natinga, Benson put a picture he’d drawn of a car
in my bag. I remembered that and ran home the day of the art exam and brought it back with my name on it. The
teacher gave me a 99.5 percent. I got 85 percent in geography and Christian religion even though I knew nothing
about religion at that time. Overall I ranked second out of 150 students.
I never stopped thinking of Benson, Benjamin and Joseph. They posted a list of new arrivals and I checked it
all the time. Every time a truck came, I waited to find out who was on it. I hoped to see someone from Natinga
who could give me news. Sometimes I went to the compound looking for information, but it was an hour’s walk
and I didn’t learn anything more. Now that I was well and could think clearly, they were on my mind every
minute. But I couldn’t imagine how Benjamin, even if he could escape that awful jail, could make the trip across
the desert between here and Natinga with his bad leg. I could only hope they wouldn’t send him to fight. I worried
that Joseph might have been taken with the older boys to fight. Benson was clever and smart and strong. I knew
he could escape and make it here. I had to believe that; thinking of anything else was unbearable. As I awaited the
arrival of each truck, the thing I feared most was meeting someone from Natinga who would tell me my friends
had disappeared long ago.
*
Until the famine in 1996, life in Kakuma was fairly good compared to what we’d been through before. There
was enough food and water to survive and our education was organized. When the UN had seen that we were
interested in learning, they came up with the idea of building schools in the camp. One by one we built them, until
after a few years we’d completed nineteen. Each one was named for a town in southern Sudan and had eight
levels of education. I went to Juba primary school.
Those first years, I thought Kakuma was going to be the nicest place I’d been since leaving home. But the
famine changed that. The camp officials told us the UN had said there was not enough money to feed us for years.
They reduced everything, school facilities, food, medical care, shelter, all those human needs. Food, water,
supplies for the clinic, everything required waiting in line for hours. Grown men would cut in front of lines. The
refugees began to fight each other. The war had given everybody so much anger inside that if one person got hurt
in a fight, then friends or family joined in and the fighting spread, even over small things. I fought many times at
the faucet trying to get water.
This made me think that perhaps there was no safe place in this world and there would always be fighting.
Everybody was depressed and angry. Sometimes captains or lieutenants of the SPLA who were tired of fighting
came to Kakuma camp to rest. They came with news of Sudan and news of the war. But all that time there was
never any news of my family. I didn’t know what had happened to Joseph and I could only hope that Yier was still
alive even though as a soldier in the rebels, I knew it might not be so. It had been nearly ten years since I left my
home and I didn’t know anything about my mother, brothers or sisters. The soldiers who came to camp always
said,
“You know, I think there will be peace.”
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But although people always hoped and prayed for peace, peace never came and we lost hope.
There was no future to a life in the camp. We were going to school, learning English, science, mathematics,
history and home science. We learned about ovens that cooked food without fire, water taps inside the home and
spatulas. They taught us how to clean a house: daily cleaning, weekly cleaning, the process of cleaning a toilet.
I’d never seen a toilet or flushed one. The teacher said,
“Draw these in your exercise book.”
We drew forks, knives and pans. We learned everything reading a book and looking at the pictures. We bought
seeds and used our spare water to grow okra and sell it. When we’d saved five shillings, we’d go to the Somali
area and watch movies on a TV with Arnold Schwarzenegger and Richard Norton.\fn{ 1950- , Australian martial arts
expert and actor}
We saw another world. We were getting our education in Kakuma, but what was the point of it? There were no
jobs in the camp. We couldn’t go back to Sudan. The Kenyans didn’t want us in their country and wouldn’t allow
a Sudanese to work. There was no place in the world for us. We lost hope in the future.
*
In late 1996 I saw Joseph, just standing there. I couldn’t believe it: he appeared in Kakuma in the middle of the
day. He didn’t have anything, just his bare hands. He came and lived with us. It took a while for him to get a
ration card, so we shared what food we had. I only had one bedsheet I’d bought with 180 shillings, a lot of money
that had taken a long time to save. When he arrived with nothing, I gave him the bedsheet. He wasn’t well. From
Natinga he’d been taken into the army and fought for four years. He’d seen so many deaths in that war. You can
tell if a person has come from the war: they are haunted from all the killing they have seen.
It was nearly a year before Joseph’s mind freed a little bit and he talked about what he had been through. I
liked to sit and listen to him. I’d ask him how he had survived all of those things. It was terribly difficult for him
to explain it, to be able to put it in words.
But Joseph was amazing. Just like he’d saved Peter and me as little boys on the walk and in Palataka, he’d
saved himself in the war. He saw that many times it was the younger boys who all died in the battles. When he
was ordered to go fight, sometimes something appeared to him and warned him that if he went with that group, he
was going to die. He’d say to his commander,
“No, I’m not going this time.” The lieutenant would say,
“This is an order, you must go.” He'd say,
“No. If you want to shoot me, okay, shoot me, but I’m not going.”
They’d punish him with knee jumps, staying in dirty water, making him roll until he was exhausted and then
beat him up. He went to fight many times, but he said that those times when he refused to go, all of the boys died.
After Joseph arrived things got harder and harder in Kakuma. Lack of fuel was one of the major problems
people faced and we risked our lives getting it outside the camp or went hungry.
*
One Saturday in 1997 I went into the Turkanas’ forest to collect some firewood because there wasn’t any fuel
to cook my grain. I knew that sometimes women who went into the forest were attacked by the local people.
Some were even shot and killed. I usually bought charcoal from the locals who came into the camp. But that week
I had no money to buy fuel and I had gone two days without eating. I had no choice.
Since we often walked together, my two friends, Deng and Bul, accompanied me. We went farther from the
camp than usual and collected a bunch of sticks. We tied the sticks firmly together and headed toward home. We
went a few steps and met a gunman. He ordered us to lie down on our bellies. The most terrifying thing was that
his hand was on the trigger. He moved around us, watching us sternly with deep red eyes.
“You guys are victimizing our trees,” he said. We watched those fearsome eyes.
“I won’t waste time talking with you. Money and clothes are all I want.”
We kept quiet for a moment. Then I collected my courage and said softly,
“Sir, we don’t have those.”
“You don’t have those.” He chuckled. “You are telling me creative stories.” Like an angry lion, he grabbed
each of us and the air was filled with the sound of heavy slapping.
“You guys, all I need is money.” We said in unison,
“No money, sir.”
He tortured us as his heart desired. After a long beating, he’d finally realized we were as poor as church mice,
spit at us as outcasts and left. Without wasting a fraction of a second, we fled as fast as our bare feet could carry
us.
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Being a refugee is something that many people cannot understand. Refugee life was like being devoured by
wild animals. We lived five of us in one house. The little ration we received we collected together and cooked as a
meal once a day. Though we had an appetite there wasn’t enough to eat as young growing boys with tender bones
and body. Nutritional diseases were rampant in the camp. Children died from marasmas, kwashiorkor, anemia and
beriberi. Rickets was the worst with the young boys; almost every boy was bow-legged. It was hard for boys to go
to school with empty stomachs. An empty stomach cannot carry a healthy mind.
Black days came every two weeks. We could not stretch out our ration for sixteen days and when there was
nothing left to eat in the three days before receiving rations again we went hungry. Worst of all, on ration day
when we were so weak from lack of food, the line formed at dawn. We stood all day and the police beat people to
make them remain in the sun. All we could do was read to keep busy or gather together and tell stories to forget
the hunger.
*
All those years we were in the camp, we knew the best thing you could do for your life was to finish high
school. If you graduated, the UN paid 3,500 shillings (about $50) to teach in the camp. It wasn’t bad pay, but you
had to give up the ration card and live only on your salary.
After the process to go to America began, many boys quit school. They said,
“Why do you want to go to school? You can go to America.” They tried to make business to earn money in
order to chitchat with the girls. The girls in the community said,
“I’ve come to the camp safely and I don’t ever want to be in Sudan again. I want a guy who will graduate from
high school or have a business and can provide me with some money. If you don’t have any money, forget about
talking to me. That’s the bottom line.”
Some of the guys who had girlfriends told them they would never see them again, since they were going to
America, but they would remain in their heart. The girls said,
“Oh, America! That’s the best place to be. Go there and get money and send me the form to get me out of here.
We can forget about the dust in this camp and live happily in America.”
They lived only in imaginary worlds and didn’t know that when the guy was in America, he could only send
for his parents, children or wife.
Some of the older Lost Boys had already left the boys’ groups to go to the community and get married. Anyone
who was married when the Lost Boys process started in 1998 was not eligible. Once the process started and the
boys gathered together, they stopped discussing the past like they used to. No more:
“Oh, I have seen a lot of tragedy. I have seen a person who got shot in the head. I was there and I had to play
dead.” Now it was all about America. The boys in high school discussed economy and politics.
When I first heard about the possibility of going to America, I was very excited. I said,
“Forget what happened in Sudan. America is the best place and I’m going to be there the rest of my life.” I also
told myself,
“Okay, everybody speaks English in America. If I go there and I don’t know English, then that will be really
embarrassing. I need to learn so that I can communicate with everybody.”
Many days in Kakuma camp I hadn’t been able to study because when I was hungry I couldn’t think and if I
couldn’t think I couldn’t read or do anything else. But the process of going to America gave me a new dedication
that motivated me to study even when I was hungry.
The missionaries had opened a new library in the camp. I went there every day and read. I had a dictionary
with quite a few words in it and I would look up all the words I didn’t know. I studied American cities and states,
their economies and what they provided and looked through all the pictures. There was a magazine called
Downtown that came from Nairobi. It had many things about America: American gadgets, American TV shows,
and beautiful girls. Sometimes I spent all day there in the library. I wasn’t a happy person in the camp, but this
made me feel happy. I forgot about the hunger and became successful in school. I was at the top of the class.
Girls knew me because of that. That didn’t make me less shy with them. I talked to them like friends; about
school or life in general, but if they discussed something like a relationship, I said something like,
“Ah, well, I think today I have to go to the library or I have to go to the church or get water or play soccer or
read and study.”
The one thing I didn’t like to do was stand up and speak to a large number of people. I would get so nervous
and sweaty that I couldn’t say anything. When I became the monitor in the class as a reward for being number one
and spoke a few times, I could see the surprise in everyone’s eyes.
*
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Two years slipped by until the next interview came up. The INS interviewers seemed to know right away if
you told the truth. If refugees didn’t want to talk about what they’d seen or experienced or they tried to invent it,
the interviewers would say,
“Okay, you’re lying. You don’t pass.” And the next thing you’d get was a letter that said “negative.”
I kept working hard and mostly I pretended there was no process for America. This process had seemed to
come out of nowhere. How long was it going to take to process so many thousands of boys? I knew they couldn’t
do it all at once. And once they did, how were they going to take so many people out of the camp? So many things
could go wrong that the process might disappear just as quickly as it arrived. Also, if I didn’t pass all of my
interviews, all hope would be gone.
Inside my heart and mind I kept the hope alive. I felt that my life would be transformed, and the best way I
could prepare for it was to get ready to communicate with the people in America. After I did the best I could and
passed my interviews, I had to wait for my name to appear on the board.
*
In 2000 our orientation began. The teachers were Africans who went to America and carne back so that we
could learn about America from an African perspective. They said that living expenses were highest in California.
That didn’t discourage me. I wanted to go there because that was where all of the movies were made—I didn’t
believe all those things in the movies could be real and I wanted to find out for myself. I’d only seen a few movies
—videos—and they left me curious and confused. In the Terminator, was all of that real? John Travolta was killed
at the end of Broken Arrow. Was he really dead? I wanted to find out about that.
The teachers explained how the agency assigned to us would help us to resettle for the first few months.
They’d show us how to apply for a job—how to describe ourselves so that we would be hired. They told us we
must be very friendly in America, more than people were in the camp, because Americans were used to being
friendly. Some people never smiled at all in the camp. If you smiled at them, they looked back at you like they
were angry. But they weren’t angry at you, they were angry at themselves for some reason. I was one of those
people who never smiled. So I knew that when I got to America, even if I had not been a happy person in Africa, I
had to try to be a happy person there.
Some Americans heard that a large number of boys who had been fleeing for years from the war in southern
Sudan were now going to America. Those Americans were excited and said, “Oh, I want to go see those boys,”
and they came to the camp with video cameras. When they wanted to take my picture, I said,
“No, no, don’t.”
I didn’t say that with my mouth, but the expression on my face said no. I didn’t want anybody to touch me or
take my picture. The other boys said,
“If you don’t want your picture taken, why are you going to America? That’s where the cameras come from.”
It was stupid of me.
After orientation we waited months again. Every day people left from our group and more than ever we
wondered if we would ever leave. We were all so nervous. Benjamin’s process was a mess and he hadn’t had
cultural orientation yet, but even so it looked like it would work out and he would leave after us. Emmanuel and
Peter’s files were both missing, along with more than a thousand others. The officials said they were working on
that. It was known that the Lost Boys were a priority, so we had a little hope for them because of that. But
Emmanuel and Peter were still worried. Peter needed treatment for his one good eye; it was often infected. His
brothers and cousins were leaving. My heart ached for him and I told him every day,
“Don’t worry, when we get there and get settled, we will send for you.”
But I didn’t know if that was possible. I just knew that if we stayed in the camp with him, none of us could
help anyone, not even ourselves.
I kept studying and took my final exam, the KNCE, Kenyan National Certificate of Education, which I passed
in January 2001.
So I only had to wait for notice of the flight. I went to the library and read more about America because
cultural orientation had ended two months earlier. It was easy to forget, and the day they had showed everyone
how to use the flush toilet, I hadn’t been there so I had to read about that in a book.
Finally our names came up saying that in seven days we would be going to America. One more week. I was
still nervous that something could go wrong. My friends said,
“When you get to America remember me. They say there are so many beautiful girls in America. You’re gonna
be rich. Go find a beautiful girl; don’t forget that. There’s a beautiful girl with a lot of money looking for a
handsome guy like you.” I asked,
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“How would I do that? I’m a little shy about girls over here, I can’t go do that there.” They said,
“It’s so easy. All you do is just smile to the girl and say ‘I like you and I want to be your friend.’”
I didn’t think it would be so straightforward. It wasn’t even that simple in the camp. I visited friends in the
other groups, announcing to everyone,
“I am going to America!”
A lot of people didn’t even know I was in the process. The third day I went to the community group where they
held a huge meeting for the boys who were leaving.
“We’ve never acted like your elders,” they said, “but at this meeting we’re going to be like your elders. We
stayed away from you because we knew that you had been through a lot of things and we didn’t want to come in
and tell you what to do in the camp when you had survived so much already. Now that you are going on another
journey to a new world there are a few important things we’re going to tell you. While we don’t know much about
America, we know certain things are always available in the world.
“Don’t do drugs, don’t drink, and don’t flirt with ladies too much. You can get lost in the drinking and you can
get lost flirting with girls. All of you are young men, so we are not saying don’t have a relationship. Have a
relationship in a good, appropriate way. The most important thing is that you keep up your goals in school. We
won’t give you any more advice. We are so happy and thankful that the American government has come to take
you out. Some of you will come back and try to help us out here in this desperate situation. You’ll shape our lives
in the future. We are too old and we will stay and do our best with the babies and kids. You, the young men, have
the chance to go to such a place as America.”
I wasn’t listening to everything they were saying. I didn’t always take advice from elders. I heard what they
had to say and made my own decision to do what I thought best. Some adults didn’t like me for that. They said
that I was a disobedient boy. I knew what they were saying now was right, but I was too excited and nervous to
concentrate. I was thinking more about America and what it looked like. I’d never been on a plane. What would
that be like?
In the last two days before departure, with the little money I saved, I went to the Ethiopian shops in the camp
and bought a bag to carry my things—toothpaste, soap and one nice shirt and pants. I divided my old clothes
among my close friends. People came and talked for hours and hours, even people I didn’t know I had done
something good for at one time. That day I realized when people live together sometimes you don’t know what
kind of person they think you are until you go away. All my friends said the same thing.
“We know that you don’t talk to girls a lot, but as you grow up, there will be chances that you will have a lot of
problems with girls and not in a bad way, but in a good way. And you, my friend, don’t get lost in the middle of
those beautiful American girls with the long hair tails.”
The last day I got up and took a shower. For five years I had not showered with the soap that had the perfume
smell. I only showered with the normal soap that they made in the camp for refugees to wash their clothes. That
soap didn’t smell good and it left my skin all white. When I came out after my shower, everybody said,
“You smell like America already.” I replied by speaking in my nose like white people do.
“Yes, I am already an American.”
Twenty people came with me to the compound. At the gate, I told them,
“Thank you for accompanying me, I feel like a really great, like an important person. I will miss you guys. I
might see you in the future or I might never see you. I’m not going to promise you anything about America.
Whatever the misconceptions are that I’ve heard, I will experience them for myself. If it is like people say and the
machines do all the work and people stuff money in mattresses and just sit and eat all day, I will give you that
feedback. But if I go and I am quiet, you will know that life is the same the world over. Don’t blame me for that.”
Joseph’s flight was the first one in the morning. Benson, Lino and I waited in the compound all day. It was
good I had recently studied the use of the toilet because I needed to use it and was able to do it myself. Other boys
needed to use it also, but they had forgotten how. They came running out with the water all over the floor.
“Oh shit! The thing is broken!”
“You just broke it, man,” I said.
“Shut up. I didn’t do it. That’s a crazy machine.”
“You’ll get more crazy machines in America.”
At 12:30 we went in buses to Kakuma town airport and watched the plane land in a big cloud of dust. Just as
we’d done for lunch, we walked toward the plane in a line. They told us that for the whole journey to the US we
would travel in a queue.
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When I had been waiting in the compound, I was excited. As I climbed the ladder into the back of the plane,
chose to sit where I wanted and fastened my seat belt, I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. People were on board with
a video camera, doing interviews, and filming some of the other boys. Lino sat behind me, and Benson was
nearby. I took a little bag out of the pocket in the seat in front of me and looked at it.
“What is this for?”
“For when you get nauseated,” Lino said, “and puke on the plane.”
As the plane took off down the dirt strip, I was numb. I watched Kakuma camp vanish and thought about the
friends I was going to miss. I thought of all the activities we’d done in the camp: eating together, making jokes,
playing ludo or soccer, taking a walk to the riverbed when the sun was down and it wasn’t hot anymore, watching
other kids there playing, sitting, talking about different subjects, discussing things we’d learned in school.
Kenya slid by below. I looked north, toward Sudan. Twelve years since I’d had any news of my family or
village, yet I sensed that my mother was still alive. I could feel her. Would peace ever come to my Dinkaland?
Would I return and find my village still there with our houses around that tall, tall palm tree and my mother
outside making a basket or preparing the next meal?
I wondered what America would be like. As a kid I’d heard stories that made me wonder if I could ever return
to Africa. Some said the reason people don’t come back from America is that those girls who fly the planes have
never seen a black man before and they cut off their legs so that they can’t escape. At the time I heard that, I
didn’t know slavery existed. Once I read books in the camp about the slave trade, I knew that those old stories
weren’t true.
The plane’s propellers droned like a hive. When the plane pulled downward, I felt something pushing in my
stomach. When it fell quickly, I grabbed the armrest. I think that’s what made Lino vomit. I heard him behind me
and turned around, I didn’t know he’d been puking all along.. I laughed at him. The little food he’d had in the
compound was gone now.
From Nairobi International Airport, buses took us to a place called Goal Accommodation, where we waited for
three days. On August 8, 2001, we boarded a flight to Brussels. This was a much larger plane than the one from
Kakuma. There was a little television in the seat in front of me and I asked a white guy sitting next to me several
times if he would show me how to operate it, but he didn’t seem to understand or just didn’t want to help. He
looked tired.
When I went to the bathroom, I made sure the door locked behind me, but then it wouldn’t open when I was
ready to leave. I worked on the handle, turning it every which way. Voices began giving me instructions from the
outside and I was sure the whole plane was aware of my predicament. By the time I was able to turn the handle to
the right position and open the door, I was covered in sweat. As I walked back down the aisle to my seat, all the
white people were just sitting there like they hadn’t even noticed my desperate situation.
Dinner came after a few hours and I mostly ate the rice. After dinner I was just beginning to relax when the
stewardess came down the aisle calling,
“Dessert, dessert.”
I jumped to my feet. Was something wrong with the plane? We’d had instructions on how to put the air bag on
our face and breathe, but I couldn’t find mine. She was still calling, “Dessert, dessert,” but no one was jumping
up. Maybe they didn’t understand English. I grabbed my backpack. Now the white guy talked to me.
“What are you doing?”
Ignoring him, I headed for the exit in the back, wondering where I was going to go from this plane. I remained
there, awaiting the next instruction. After a while, people nearby asked,
“Are you lost?” As the stewardess came closer, still repeating “Dessert? Dessert?” she added, “ice cream.”
I went back to my seat. There were going to be a lot of new things for me to learn, including ice cream. I’d
never had that before.
*
On the plane from Brussels to New York I awoke dripping in sweat like I’d been playing soccer. I’d dozed off
and dreamed I was back in the truck going to Torit. That had been the first time that I’d ever been in a vehicle and
now, even awake in the plane, I could still smell the smoke that had made some of the boys vomit. In my dream,
after the truck passed Torit and got stuck in the mud, all of the soldiers jumped out just like they had in real life.
I’d been curious and stuck my head out and seen many damaged trucks and human bones lying all around. But in
my dream, when I looked out, all of those skulls smiled to me and said,
“Son, you will fight this war. We all paid for it. Everybody will pay for it. To pay for it you must start the
process.”
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“The process,” I said to the skulls. “What is the process?” They said all together,
“The process is to find peace in your heart.”
“How can I do that? I already don’t have peace in my heart.”
“That’s the question you need to ask yourself,” the skulls replied. “How can you find peace yourself? If you
answer that question, everybody will answer that question.”
That question lingered in my mind as the plane’s engines roared into reverse. I was in the middle section and
could only catch a glance out the window of the tall New York buildings.
Find peace in my heart.
That wasn’t something I’d been searching for. Revenge had been there so long. It would have to move aside
first and I wasn’t willing to let go so easily or quickly.
In the huge New York international airport, Benson, Lino and I, and two other boys, Bol and Nhial, who were
on the same flight to San Diego, found our gate and sat down. My eyes popped from one area of the terminal to
another looking at people. They seemed very white. I held up my arm and looked at my color and said, “Oh man,”
wondering for a moment if whatever made them white was going to make me white too.
“They eat a different kind of food,” said Bol. “That’s how they get white. See the sodas. Red, yellow, brown.”
I didn’t believe that. I moved my chair over separately from the others, closer to the soda machine, to watch
the people.
“You’re going to get lost,” Benson warned. “Don’t go anywhere.”
A short white man with a mass of hair and a backpack walked by pulling another bag on wheels. He looked
very intelligent to me. I thought he was a businessman or something. He pulled up a chair and sat down near me.
After a bit he asked,
“Do you speak English?”
“Yes.”
“Where are you going?”
“San Diego.”
“I’m going there too. My name is Payson.”
“I’m Alepho.”
“Where are you coming from?”
“Africa.” He nodded.
“Where in Africa?”
“Sudan.”
“I had a friend a long time ago from Sudan. He was a good guy. How is the situation there?”
This was my first conversation in America speaking real English and I had just met this man, my first
American; I didn’t want to tell him how horrible it was in Sudan.
“It’s fine,” I said.
“Would you and your friends like a drink?”
“A drink?”
“A soda. Would you like a soda?”
The other four guys said that they would. Payson handed me a five-dollar bill and I went to the food counter
and ordered and paid. The man gave me empty cups.
“I want soda,” I said.
“You get it yourself.”
Payson showed me how to first put the ice in the cup, then the soda, the top and a straw. I gave each of the
guys their drinks. I’d had only a couple of colas before in the camp, but they had been warm in the bottle. These
were very cold.
Nhial took a sip, made a face, and set it down. That made me angry. He should have said he didn’t want the
soda. I had just met this American man and we had already wasted his money and offended him.
“I’m sorry,” I said to Payson. He laughed.
“It seems like an appropriate response to soda for the first time.”
I was still angry and embarrassed, but Payson didn’t seem upset. I drank all of mine very slowly. When they
called our flight, Payson handed me a piece of paper with his name and phone number.
“Give me a collect call.”
I didn’t know how to use a phone or what a collect call was. I entered the plane first and as he passed by my
set, he waved.
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“See you there!”

The Church of St. Stylianos, Juba, Central Equatoria State, South Sudan

The Cathedral of St. Joseph, Juba, Central Equatoria State, South Sudan
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The Church of the Samaritan’s Purse, Kajo Keji, Central Equatoria State, South Sudan: two views
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The Cathedral of All Saints, Juba, Central Equatoria State, South Sudan

The Cathedral of Michael and All Angels, Yambio, Western Equatoria State, South Sudan
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The caption to this photograph reads: “A colonial-era church in Rimenze [Western Equatoria State, South
Sudan] where many sought refuge after a rampage by government soldiers.”

The Church of St. Theresa, Isohe, Eastern Equatoria State, South Sudan
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The Church of the Holy Cross, Yirol, Lakes State, South Sudan

The Samaritan’s Purse Episcopal Church, Aweil, Northern Bahr el Ghazal State, Sudan
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The Cathedral of St. Mary, Wau, Western Bahr el Ghazal State, Sudan: two views
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The (old) Anglican Church of St. Andrew (built between 1906 and 1939) demolished by troops from what is
now the Republic of Sudan in 1965), Malek, Upper Nile State, South Sudan

The (new) Anglican Church of St. Andrew (in 2013), Malek, Upper Nile State, South Sudan
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The caption to this photograph reads: “South Sudanese take refuge in the Malakal Catholic Church, as
they flee fighting between rebels.” Before the state reorganization of 2015, Malakal was in Upper Nile State.

The Don Bosco Mission Church (built in the 1950s), Tonji, Warrap State, South Sudan
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The caption to this photograph reads: “Southern Sudanese are seen walking past a makeshift church in the
town of Turalei in Sudan's Warrap State, 80 miles south of the flashpoint disputed region of Abyei on the
north-south border of the country.”

The caption to this photograph reads: “Building a church at Bor”, Jonglei State, South Sudan
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The caption to this photograph reads: “Men sing outside the Presbyterian Church in Pibor [Jongeli State,
South Sudan] before a church service.”

The church in Leer Town, Leer County, Unity State, Sudan
▲
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