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Girls were building houses in the river. And when they had built the houses, the kraals were removed to new
pastures. As they were on the way, the children said,
“He who has a burden, let him give it to his mother! He who has a burden, let him give it to his mother!” And
they spoke to their mothers:
“Take the burdens; our hearts are attached to the houses.”
And when they had returned to the forsaken kraal, they assembled in a house in the river.
Bergdamara, in the night, fell upon the door of the house, and they entered. The favorite one, the oldest girl,
was hidden away by the other children. Her name was Onihova. Now, the Bergdamara wanted to have all the
children for wives, saying,
“This one is mine!”
“This one is mine!”
When they had finished, there remained a very old Bergdamara, and it happened that he saw this child who had
been hidden away, the favorite one. He said,
“This one is mine!” The Bergdamara chief said,
“She is mine! I am the chief, the owner of the way. How could she marry you, who are old?” And they slept.
On the following day, they went hunting. That old Bergdamara was left behind. He said,
“I lay myself cross-wise before the door. I’ll take care of you.” And he said to the children,
“When I am not yet asleep, I say, Graa! Graa! And when I am asleep, I say, Fuu! Fuu!”
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Now the children listened, to hear whether he was truly asleep. He said, “Graa! Graa!” They did not go out of
the house. But when he said, “Fuu! Fuu!” all the children who were wearing metal ornaments fastened them so
that they did not make a noise. Then they stepped over the old man and went outside. They took ashes and painted
one another on their foreheads. Then they lifted up a large stone, the seat of the chief, and threw it on the head of
the old Bergdamara. The brain came out. Then they arose and departed.
They followed the track of those who were trekking. As they were going along, they came to a large flat rock,
which was like a large house. There, the girl, the favorite, stood still, and said,
“Mbemburukire yena urumbu! Mbemburukire yena urumbu!”\fn{A note here says that this is a magic sentence which
cannot be translated; “perhaps it is very old Otyihereró.” }
The rock opened. Then the child, the favorite girl, entered first with her younger sister. Then all entered.
Among them was one little, poor girl, whose name was Okahavandye.
When all were inside, the rock closed upon them. In the interior of the rock, Onihova, the favorite girl, said to
the others,
“When the rock pinches, do not call names!” The others consented, “Yes.” But one of them, Kahavandye, said
to the others, “He is bad, yes, bad! bad! if he pinches people! Why, then, are we told not to call him names?” They
were silent.
The Bergdamara, in the meantime, were in the field, hunting, and they killed game. The Bergdamara chief sent
meat to the children, thinking that they were hungry. And the Bergdamara who were sent with the meat for the
children found that the children had run away and that they had killed the old man. He went back to tell this to his
master. The Bergdamara left the meat, stood up, and followed the track of the children. And they followed the
children until they reached the rock. At the rock, the track was lost, so they remained there, asking themselves,
“Where has the track gone?” Then it happened that the bell of the favorite child gave a sound in the interior of
the rock.The Bergdamara said,
“Ah! What was that? A little bird? An iron wire?” They all asked themselves what it was, and some said, “It
was a little bird!” and others said, “It was an iron wire.” Then they took their assegais,\fn{Short, thrusting-spears.}
bows, and quivers, and laid these on top of the rock, and those who asserted that it was the sound of iron said,
“You’re lying!”
“Well, then, let us go back, let us leave our things here, then see whether we find them when we return or
whether the children have taken them with them.”
So the Bergdamara went back. Then the favorite girl, Onihova, arose, and said,
“Mbemburukire yena urumbu!”
And the rock opened. Onihova came out with her younger sister, and then all the rest of the girls came out.
Okahavandye was on the point of coming out among them all. The others said,
“Okahavandye, wait, that we may go out first. You go out after us.”
Now the others went out, and the rock closed. And Okahavandye was left in the rock. The other children
picked up the assegais, bows, and quivers of the Bergdamara and proceeded on their way. They implored the
rock,
“Mbemburukire yena urumbu! Have mercy! The child has spoken in the language of the youngest.”\fn{ I.e., here
speech carries no weight.}
But the rock did not open.
Now the children continued to follow the track of the trekking parties until they reached their kraals. Then all
the people cried over their favorite child, Onihova, who had nearly perished. And her father arranged a large
festivity for her, and the children henceforth remained in their kraals.
In the meantime, Okahavandye remained behind, in the rock. She implored the rock,
“Mbemburukire yena urumbu! I have spoken in my folly.” But the rock did not listen to that.
Then it happened that a lion had been walking about, and it came to the rock. The lion said to the rock,
:Mbemburukire yena urumbu!”
And the rock opened. The child, Okahavandye, came out, and the lion chased the child who was following the
tracks of the others. While the child was being pursued by the lion, she said,
“I go to die at the side of my mother’s house!” And when the child was on the point of entering her mother’s
house, the lion took hold of her and killed her.
Now the Bergdamara had come back to the rock. When they saw that the children had taken their things with
them, they followed the track for a little distance and then returned to the rock. They fought each other now,
striking one another, and then they went home.
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It was an early Sunday morning in April 1976, my heart was heavy, but in my head I could hear sounds of
early morning birds wishing me a safe journey. I was determined to leave Namibia. I silently slipped out of the
homestead, walked across the military camp to the pastor’s homestead, where my friend lived. We quickly joined
the others in the nearby forest at Eenhana, where we were briefed by two unknown men about how to get to the
heavily guarded and fenced border between Namibia and Angola. They told us where we would spend the night,
get food and what to tell those who might ask where we were heading.
It took us a whole day and a half to get to a South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) transit homestead near the Angolan border where we spent a week. Here we were joined by other people. My friend, Maria,
and I were the youngest in the group. One evening, our host told us that it would be better for us to go back home.
He said we were too young to face the journey especially as there was war in Angola. He also told us if we were
to go on that when we would get there we would have no role to play except to act as wives to the soldiers in the
bush. This prospect so terrified us that we even considered taking his advice. I was twelve years old.
Our lives in the village had been turned upside down since the arrival of the South African Defence Force
(SADF) military camp at the village at the end of 1975. Many young people had fled the country in order to
organize themselves for the liberation struggle. Even though it was not publicly discussed, it was known that these
young people would one day come back to liberate the country. It was believed that those who left the country
would eventually come back. But no-one was certain about this.
I did not discuss my plans to go into exile with my parents or any of my relatives. I kept my plans a tight secret
between me and Maria, who informed me about her brothers’ plans to leave the country and asked whether I was
interested to join them. I had always wanted to escape from the repression, so I thought this was my opportunity
to do so.
The reasons for keeping these plans away from my family were several. I was very young, and I doubted
whether my family would have allowed me to leave. This journey was a risk to the whole family. Families of
those who went into exile were always targeted for arrest and interrogation whenever the SADF fancied they were
getting threats from the local people. For example, tate Haimbala ya Shixungileni was arrested on several
occasions and forced to reveal information on the whereabouts of his brother Kambo ka Shixungileni who went
into exile in the 1960s. By leaving the country I knew I might be leaving trouble for my family. But, as will be
told later, I had been shot at, had seen my teachers being violated, and had witnessed my uncle being beaten half
to death and many other atrocities committed against people who had done nothing wrong. The memory of
violence committed against innocent people at my village was still so fresh in my mind that I decided anything,
marriage to soldiers included, was better than what we might go through if we returned to Eenhana. We were
worried that the information about our escape had already leaked out of the village to the SADF base. And what
they might do to us, knowing that we were escaping from their repressive system, and the example they might
make of us so terrified us that we decided to continue our journey into the unknown.
We were woken at three o’clock the next morning and led by five huge men to the Angolan border. We walked
and walked through the Angolan villages and forests for three days and when we got really tired, the soldiers
asked us to rest. For part of this journey I was carried on the shoulders of the soldiers and older men from our
group. In some areas it was possible to walk only during the evening and early mornings.
We were advised to always walk two metres apart following in the footsteps of the person in front. This we
were told was important for two reasons: if the enemy troops were following us, they would have a hard time
estimating how many people we were if we all walked in single file. Secondly, there were lots of unexploded antipersonnel land mines planted by National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNIT A) and the SADF
before they left Angola in 1975. By walking in single file we were minimizing the risk of detonating the land
mines, we were told. We were also told to speak softly and never to raise our voices when we were laughing.
I noticed that in most of the Angolan villages we walked through, the homesteads were burned down and what
remained were ashes and charred poles. The danger was obvious. In some areas the soldiers told us to strictly
follow their orders, which were: to keep two metres’ distance, and keep silent; while in some areas where the
enemy’s activities were unlikely they just kept quiet.
During the journey, we survived on drinking water from the soldiers which they carried in small green bags
around the waist. The soldiers advised us not to drink from any open water or at least to first make sure that there
were living insects inside the water before drinking it or washing ourselves with it. Among the open water we
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came across there was a dam which had thousands of dead insects washed ashore. The soldiers told us that this
dam had been poisoned by the enemy and any humans who drank its water would die just like the insects.
As soon as we arrived at a resting place, we all dropped to the ground and rested. While we were resting, three
of the soldiers would disappear and after a while return with food and water. Sometimes they would ask some of
us to assist in carrying the food from the Angolan homes to the bush. These meals mainly consisted of oshifima, a
thick porridge made of millet flour, which was served with evanda (dried spinach). In some places we were
served oshikundu (a drink made from millet). This food must have been collected from several homesteads and
brought to us in the bush because it was too much for one household to prepare at short notice. The two soldiers
who remained with us did not rest but walked up and down in a circle around us. They did not talk much to each
other either and when they did, they kind of whispered.
When night fell, the soldiers took us to a homestead where we spent the night. They advised us to avoid
making unnecessary noise or being seen outside the homestead. This, they said, was important for our own
security. Then they disappeared.
In homesteads where we arrived during the day, the Angolans obliterated the traces of our footsteps by herding
the cattle or goats over them or by sweeping the way we had come with sticks.
We walked for three days through Angola before we reached a place where we spent our first three months. It
was a SWAPO military camp, from which People’s Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN) fighters were given
missions into Namibia. This was the first time we saw our soldiers, black soldiers with guns and in military
uniforms. As darkness approached I wondered where we would spend the night. The man who spoke to us on
arrival told us that we had committed ourselves to a very difficult struggle, that of liberating Namibia. Some of
the difficulties he mentioned were hunger, thirst, and sacrifice and dedicating of our lives to the bitter but just
struggle which would cost lives. This struggle needed unity and comradeship, as a slogan said:
SWAPO
Will Win
NAMIBIA
Will Be Free
Everything for the Struggle
All for Victory

Slogans like this were not just slogans; they were a meaningful social and political force that mobilized the
people and their dedication to the struggle. As soon as the commander uttered the last word of Everything for the
Struggle, every soldier responded vigorously, “All for Victory!”—giving a power salute and breaking into a
revolutionary song. The atmosphere at the parade got electrified. I was inspired by their style of singing and acting like free and liberated minds. At that point, I carefully watched the soldiers, thinking this was probably the
time for them to disappear or magically turn into objects, as I had heard in stories told back home. But to my
disappointment the parade ended and no-one turned into an object.
Later on, some combatants spoke to us briefly but they did not shoot at us or beat us up like the South West
Africa Territory Force (SWATF) did to people in villages back home. The combatants were busy all day long and
we only met them sometimes during meals. Maria and I were afraid to enter into any discussions with them
because we had been warned that our role as girls would only be to act as wives to them. Time went on and none
of the soldiers spoke to us about marriage, so the fear of becoming a wife to someone began to fade away from
my head. The atmosphere was also very reassuring.
I noticed that all the soldiers wore broad belts, and wondered why. I concluded that they were probably meant
to reduce their stomachs so that they could stay for long periods without food or drink. I was surprised that the
camp gave us three square meals a day and yet I never saw where the food was prepared. There were no pots and
no kitchen, but there was always something to eat. When we left the camp we still did not know where the
soldiers got their food from. Later on I found out that food was [carried] in by the Angolan civilians. There was a
point where the soldiers fetched it and brought it to us.
One morning we were told to pack up and get ready to leave for another camp far away from the Angolan
border. In this camp we found girls among the male soldiers who were also dressed in military uniform and
carrying guns. They made a very big impression on me. I thought it was fascinating and I wished I could be one of
them. They looked so brave, beautiful and healthy. They spoke different languages.
I had until then not been aware that there were other language groups in Namibia besides Oshiwambo to which
I belonged. This was the first time that I had left Ovambo. I was born and raised in Ovambo where everyone
spoke Oshiwambo and I never had the opportunity to live with non-Oshiwambo speakers.
This is how my nineteen years in exile started.
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The Cathedral Church of Christ, Windhoek, Khomas Region, Namibia: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Mary, Windhoek, Khomas Region, Namibia: two views
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A church at Outapi, Omusati Region, Namibia

An Evangelical Lutheran church at Okahao, Omusati Region, Namibia
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The Church of Otjiwarongo, Otjozondjupa Region, Namibia

The Church of Keetmanshoop, ||Karas Region, Namibia: two views
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Below: the Church of the Immaculate Conception in Keetmanshoop, ||Karas Region, Namibia
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The Church of St. Conrad, Gobabis, Omaheke Region, Namibia: two views
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The German Evangelical Lutheran Church, Swakopmund, Erango Region, Namibia: two views
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The Anglican Church of St. Boniface, Swakopmund, Erango Region, Namibia

The Lutheran Mission Church, Warmbad, ||Karas Region, Namibia: two views
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The Lutheran Church at Berseba (1857), ||Karas Region, Namibia
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The Lutheran Church at Luderitz, ||Karas Region, Namibia

The Lutheran Church, Bethanie, Hardap Region, Namibia
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The Lutheran Church (1857), Hoachanas, Hardap Region, Namibia

The Lutheran Church (1863), Gibeon, Hardap Region, Namibia: two views
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Lutheran Church in Maltahohe, Hardap Region, Namibia
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The Church of the Holy Family, Rundu, Kavanago East Region, Namibia

The Catholic Church of Ncancana, nr. Rundu, Kavango East Region, Namibia
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A church in Tsumeb, Oshikoto Region, Namibia

The 136 year old church at Olukonda, Oshikoto Region, Namibia
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A church in Opuwo, Kunene Region, Namibia

An Evangelical Lutheran Church, Ohangwena Region, Namibia
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The New Apostolic Church, Katima Mulilo, Zambezi Region, Namibia

The Finnish Mission Station, Mpungu, Kavango West Region, Namibia

The Evangelical Lutheran Church at Ongwediva, Oshana Region, Namibia
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