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My name is Kitino Jacob. I was born in Gulu, a city of 110,000 
people in the north of Uganda. I am from the Acholi tribe.
 Where I live, far from the capital city of Kampala, Kony 
Joseph leads the Lord’s Resistance Army (or the LRA). My 
country knows this man simply as Kony, the leader of an army 
of abducted children. He and his LRA gang of rebels steal boys 
and girls from rural farms, villages, schools, and buses. They 
say that only they know the true Christian way, that their army 
of Christian soldiers will fight the government of Uganda and 
create a country of Christians called “Acholiland.” But Kony 
and his Lord’s Resistance Army are cruel beyond measure. They 
are not Christians. They do not care for or protect children. 
I know this to be true because I was one of those abducted 
children. I became a child soldier in Kony’s army.
 My story is not an easy one to tell, and it is not an easy one 
to read. The life of a child soldier is full of unthinkable violence 
and brutal death. But this is also a story of hope, courage, 
friendship, and family. We Ugandans believe that family is most 
important.
 I thought you should be prepared for both the bad and 
the good. There is no shame in closing this book now.
                                                                         Jacob

Gulu, Uganda, 2009

Dear Reader,
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1
JACOB

Gulu, 2002

Jacob dodged; he weaved, he pulled back a bare foot and followed 
through. The football bounced off the side wall of his house. He 
leapt up to the applause of thousands while catching the ball on the 
rebound. With the skill of a top player from Manchester United—
the roughest, the toughest, the best team in the world—he tossed the 
ball behind him, then chased it. Arms tucked close and legs spinning 
as fast as a sewing machine, he was Cristiano Ronaldo coming up the 
middle. Flying. SCORE! Yes, yes. He waved to the cheering crowd.
 “Jacob!” A voice yelled from the drive. Jacob spun around and 
waved to Lakony Tony.
 A sleepy guard, propping himself up with his toy-like gun, 
staggered out of the little hut that stood at the entrance to the family 
compound as the boy approached. He looked Tony up and down, 
shrugged, and waved him inside.
 “Jacob, over here!”
 Tony dropped his homemade rag ball and ran full tilt toward 
Jacob’s leather football. Jacob kicked the ball toward Tony. With 
one, two moves, Tony booted it toward the wall of the house again, 
knocking off bits of stucco. SCORE! The crowd goes mad! If Jacob 
was Cristiano Ronaldo, then Tony was Thierry Henry.
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 Head bent, focused, Jacob charged the ball. “Go! Go!” yelled 
the guard.
 Jacob faked a kick, then ducked behind Tony and came up the 
inside. Pull back, SCORE! The guard cheered and Tony moaned.
 “Jacob,” Ethel called from the doorway. Two green glass bottles 
of Krest clinked in her hands.
 Ethel was father’s third cousin and the housekeeper, but 
sometimes she behaved as though she owned the house. She had 
long legs and wore a busutis, a traditional wrap-around dress that fell 
to her ankles. Her head was shaved. “Long hair is a nuisance,” she 
had said many, many times.
 Jacob gave the ball a last kick. A bounce off the wall upset a 
lizard perched on the windowsill. It flashed a forked tongue, then 
raced up the wall toward the roof.
 Ethel popped off the caps with a bottle opener, then passed the 
bottles out with a stern look. “Your father is expecting guests. Please, 
no more noise.”
 Both boys slumped down, backs against the wall of the house, 
knees up, and drank their sodas. Tony sipped his slowly. A soda drink 
was common enough in Jacob’s house, but not where Tony came 
from. The slums of Gulu, where Tony lived, were only blocks from 
Jacob’s big house, but really, it might as well have been a different 
world.
 Jacob’s house was part of a large compound, surrounded by a 
two-metre high wall. Inside the wall were many buildings: one for 
storage, one for servants, and a guest house too. The main house was 
painted lemon yellow and trimmed in light blue, the color of a clear 
sky at midday. The roof was made of iron but it was badly rusted and 
now dripped a gritty red when the rains came.
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 “Father must take the car to Kampala. I will go to school by bus 
tomorrow,” announced Jacob. “So we will go together.”
 Jacob did not mind taking the bus, but driving in the car was 
really much more fun. He liked the cold air that poured out of the 
automobile’s vents. Tony had said that the cold air was for whites, 
because, just as they needed to drink water from bottles and smear 
cream on their skin to prevent it from turning black, they needed 
cool air to breathe properly.
 “Who are they?” Tony pointed to five—no, six—distinguished 
men walking past the guard’s hut toward the front door. Ethel greeted 
each one on the steps of the house.
 “I do not know them all, but that one is Okumu Adam, and 
the man behind him is Musa Henry Torac, father’s oldest friend.” 
Jacob took another big swig of soda and watched Musa Henry Torac 
shuffle along the path. Everyone knew that he had lost two sons to 
twoo jonyo AIDS, and his daughters-in-law and four grandchildren, 
too. Jacob  had  overheard  Ethel and old Bella, the cook, whispering 
about it. No one spoke of it, not out loud. To die of twoo jonyo AIDS 
was to die in shame.
 Musa Henry Torac stopped and gazed toward the boys.
 “Woda, my boys, come.” He lifted a heavy hand and waved.
 Both boys leapt up and ran, stopping just short of crashing into 
the old man.
 “I see how you have grown, Jacob. How old are you now?” 
Musa Henry Torac looked at the boy with affection. His face was 
worn with deep lines like a river gone dry, but his eyes were as bright 
as a child’s.
 “I am fourteen,” Jacob said proudly.
 “Well then, you will be thinking of your future, of university, 
perhaps. What subjects do you like?”
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 “He likes mathematics,” Tony piped up, then stopped. It was 
very rude to interrupt. “I mean, Jacob is the best at multiplying in 
our whole school. He can multiply anything.” Tony looked at Jacob 
with pride.
 “Mathematics, is it?” Musa Henry Torac smiled.
 Tony nodded vehemently. Jacob just looked down at his feet 
and grinned.
 As if suddenly remembering his manners, Jacob said, “This is 
my friend Tony. We go to the same school.”
 “Good day to you, Tony.” The old man shook Tony’s hand. “And 
where do you fine boys attend school?”
 Jacob didn’t mind answering Musa Henry Torac’s questions. He 
always asked gently, as though he cared.
 “We go to George Jones Seminary for Boys. We leave tomorrow.” 
Jacob’s chest puffed out just a little. Even saying the name of his high 
school out loud made him feel proud.
 “I have heard good things about that school  …” 
 “Come, old friend.” Father appeared on the porch and smiled. 
“Everyone has arrived. We wait only for you.” 
 Musa  Henry  Torac  rubbed  Jacob’s  head  fondly  and, with a nod 
to Tony, slowly climbed the steps into the house.
 “He is very sad,” said Tony.
 “He is sad because his grandson was taken by Kony.” Jacob spoke 
in a matter-of-fact voice. Tony’s mouth dropped open. “They took him 
as he was walking home from school, and that is the last anyone has 
heard about him. He was just a little younger than us, then.”
 Jacob picked up his soda and  took  a  big  gulp.  Kony was a 
madman, everyone said so. He was the leader of the Lord’s Resistance 
Army, an army of abducted children.
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 “Did you know him? Musa Henry Torac’s grandson, I mean?” 
asked Tony.
 “No. He lived in Kitgum. But he was supposed to be very 
good in mathematics too. Father told me.” Jacob shook his soda and 
watched the bubbles rise up the neck of the bottle.
 Tony seemed to shrink down into his shirt. Jacob looked over at 
his friend and guessed what he was thinking.
 “Kony cannot get us, you know. We are safe.” Jacob knew 
something Tony didn’t know. He had heard Father talking to 
Headmaster Heycoop about hiring  extra guards to surround the school 
at night. There was no reason now to fear Kony and his rebel soldiers.
 Should he tell Tony? Tony had no  father;  his  family had no 
land. Jacob tried hard not to appear like a showoff, and the fact that 
his father knew the headmaster personally …. No, he wouldn’t say 
anything about the extra guards.
 “I will meet you at the bus tomorrow.” Tony polished off his 
drink, set the bottle down, picked up his ball of rags, and dashed off. 
Tony never walked when he could run.
 “It is time, Jacob.” Ethel motioned with  her  hand. “Go and 
stand in the kitchen where your father can see you. He will call you 
when he is ready to talk. And when he is done with you, you must 
get ready to go with me to evening mass.”
 Most of the time Ethel was nice to Jacob, but not nice–nice, not 
like a mother is nice. His life would have been so different had his  
mother  lived,  Jacob  thought. He closed his eyes and tried to see 
her face. Nothing. He was five when she died. But dead is not dead. 
Spirits do not die. If they love you, they stay and protect you, he thought.
 Of course, if they died hating you, then they would plague 
you and make your life hard. A spirit could protect one person and 
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hate another. But his mother loved him, and Jacob was sure that she 
would always protect him … even if he could not remember her.
 Jacob tucked the ball under his arm and shuffled back into the 
house. Soon he would be back at school. He loved school. Not that 
he didn’t like being home, because he did. And he loved the farm, 
too. Besides this house in Gulu, his father owned one of the biggest 
farms in Pader District, with thousands of cattle, goats, sheep, and 
pigs. And Father’s cows were not just the common Ankole long-
horned cattle, either. Father owned Jerseys and Friesians. That was 
why they were rich. A man’s wealth was judged by how many cattle 
and how much land he owned.
 “They will get you a fine wife one day.” Father, rubbing Jacob’s 
head and laughing, had said this himself as they had stood gazing at 
the herd just a few weeks ago.
 Jacob walked down the hall, past the television room. When 
the generator was turned on, the channel was tuned to CNN from 
America or the BBC from England. But when Father was away, Ethel 
and Bella, the cook, along with whichever relatives might be visiting, 
huddled around the small box and watched the soap opera Life’s Like 
That on Ugandan  television. Jacob did not like the show. He couldn’t 
keep the silly plots and characters straight in his head. Why watch 
the television when he could be playing football? He poked his head 
into the kitchen. Bella was preparing banana leaves for steaming. He 
could see her broad back and even broader behind. Bella was as big 
as a house, and she was old, maybe fifty. Really old.
 Quietly, on tiptoes, Jacob crept through the kitchen measuring 
his footsteps to the thwacks of Bella’s knife as she trimmed the leaves 
to fit the pot. If Bella noticed him she would pinch his cheeks and 
ask him stupid questions about school. Then she would say how 
much she would miss him. And then she would dab her eyes with her 
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apron. Every time Jacob came home from school, Bella cried. Every 
time he returned to school, Bella cried. Bella’s tears were annoying.
 Once, he’d heard Bella say to Ethel that he would have a sweet–
sour life because he was motherless. But his life was fine! Some children 
had lost their homes, and sometimes their families, and lived  in  the  
displacement camps. And  think  of  the  “night  commuters.”  That’s 
what people called the children who walked past their door every 
morning and evening, leaving the villages and camps because of their 
fear of a night raid by the Lord’s Resistance Army. Imagine parents 
sending children on long, long walks away from their villages just to 
sleep in Gulu. His father would never do such a thing. The walk was 
hard on bare feet, and there was nothing to eat at the end of their 
journey. Now, those children had a sour–sour life. Really, Bella could 
be so infuriating.
 Jacob sniffed. Roasted chicken, rolled and cooked in 
groundnuts—his favorite! On a far table, live grasshoppers popped 
and hummed in a pot, waiting their turn to be cooked. Pop, pop, 
pop—they banged against the lid of the pot in silly attempts to escape.
 With his toes in the dust of the courtyard and his heels on the 
scarlet-red painted cement floor of the kitchen, Jacob tucked his  
football under him and sat down on it. Father and his guests sat  
under the dark green mango tree in the courtyard in high-backed 
cane chairs. Father, tall and fit, sat like a kwaro, a grandfather ready 
to tell tales of struggle and prosperity.
 Quite suddenly, a loud, angry voice arose from the circle of 
men. The expression on Father’s face changed abruptly from a smile 
to a grimace.
 Okumu Adam, a well-travelled and educated man, slammed his 
fist down on the arm of his cane chair.
 “What does President Museveni do about this Kony and his 
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army of children up here in the north? He is our president, the 
president of all of Uganda! He should send us more government 
soldiers. Our people need more protection.”
 “I will tell you,” said another man, “Museveni does not want 
Kony caught because it gives him the excuse to keep such a big army.”
Jacob strained to see who was talking. It was Alwong Okumu, a 
teacher from the local university.
 “No, no,” the other guests protested. “Museveni may have taken 
over the presidency by force, but he has so far proven himself to be a 
good ruler. Think of the 1970s and General Idi Amin Dada’s military 
rule. Thirty thousand murdered. My own brother killed!”
 Jacob sighed. Why was it that men always talked politics?
 Carefully, so Bella could not see, Jacob scooped a handful of 
groundnuts out of a bowl and, one by one, popped them into his 
mouth. As the voices of the men rose and fell, he gazed around. 
There were pots of black and red coffee beans in the corner. Twisty 
okuru-ogwal bushes climbed up the walls of the courtyard. If these 
were touched, even lightly, barbs would prick the skin and eventually 
painful blisters would erupt, spewing out pus in runny, yellow globs. 
And if the okuru-ogwal bushes did not deter thieves, jagged pieces of 
glass cemented into the ledge of the wall surely would.
 The men in the courtyard fell silent as each in turn placed a 
straw in the pot of lacoi and took a long sip. The liquid was milky 
white, thick and potent.
 And then Musa Henry Torac spoke, his ancient voice catching 
and cracking.
 “Kony and his army rush out of the bush and cut off the feet 
of anyone caught riding a bicycle. This Kony is of the Acholi tribe, 
just like us, but he attacks mostly us. He must be caught. How could 
such an evil man continue to exist?”
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 Tears glistened in his eyes as he raised his fist in the air. His hand 
began to shake and rattle like a medicine man’s ajaa. The arm fell and 
he covered his face with his hands.
 “Beast,” whispered Musa Henry Torac. “They call my grandson 
a beast.” He slumped into his chair.
 There was silence all around. To show such emotion was not the 
way of an Acholi man.
 “My grandson’s name is Michael, after Saint Michael, the 
warrior. Did not Saint Michael fight Satan in Heaven? Perhaps a 
child with such a name could fight Satan on earth? And is this Kony 
not Satan himself ?”
 Musa Henry Torac looked up through the branches of the tree, 
up to the sky, as if the answer might be written on the clouds. To lose 
family was to lose all.
 Jacob lifted his hand and dunked it into the bowl of groundnuts. 
Empty. He looked over at old Bella, or rather at Bella’s big backside. He 
wasn’t the least bit worried about Kony and his army. Not anymore. 
When he was little he’d had nightmares about  being  snatched  away, 
but it was impossible to go on being scared all the time. After a 
while, Jacob just stopped worrying. Besides, Father would protect 
him. What he was worried about was Bella’ discovering that he had 
eaten the whole bowl of nuts. He crouched down and made himself 
even smaller.
 “What are you doing there?” Oh no, Bella had spotted him!
 “What are you listening to, boy?”
 She cocked her ear like a small dog toward a suspicious sound 
and heard the name “Kony.” The corners of Bella’s mouth turned 
down; her eyes narrowed.
 “Man talk. Not for you.” She waved her knife. “Go now. Find 
someone to play with.” Bella’s knife swish-swished in the air.
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 Jacob leapt to his feet and grimaced. He liked old Bella, maybe 
even loved her, but she would not stop treating him like a little kid. 
He opened his mouth to protest.
 “Jacob, there you are.” Father took long strides across the 
courtyard toward him. He looked elegant and powerful in his Western 
clothes. Father was a big man, and very strong, while Jacob took after 
his mother, small and slender with a thin nose and large eyes. Jacob 
straightened his shoulders and made himself tall, or as tall as possible.
 “I will not see you again until the next school break, my son,” 
said his father quietly. “I leave tonight for Kampala, and after that for 
London, England.”
 His mother’s sing-song voice jumped into his head.
 
 Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been? 
 I’ve been to London to visit the Queen.
 Pussycat, pussycat, what did you there?
 I frightened a little mouse under her chair.

 Father had a brother in England. He had visited him many 
years before. On that visit he had brought home a book filled with 
silly poems that British children knew. The pictures were bright and 
funny—cats wearing boots and pink ladies in orange pumpkin shells.
 “Is there anything I should bring you back from England?” 
asked his father.
 Yes, yes! He almost leapt up and down. New CDs, comic books, 
a cellphone that took pictures? But to ask for such things would 
make him  sound  selfish,  so instead Jacob said, “A football, please.” 
It was a silly thing to ask for. He had one already.
 “A football it is—the best in the Empire. I will be thinking of you. 
Do me proud this term, and do not forget your culture. You are with 
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many tribes at school, and that is good, but you are Acholi. A person 
without culture is like a person without land. Work hard, my son.”
 His father gently rubbed his head in the way that Jacob loved, 
the way only his father ever did.
 “I will, Father,” he promised.
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