22

FGM

Saturday January 21 2012 | THE TIMES

I
News

Hungry boys who dream of
a chance to feed their minds

he young herdsmen drive
their cattle into the corral at
the end of another long day
in the bush.

Dressed in traditional
robes and feathered caps, they hunker
by a campfire to chat before bedding
down for the night on the ground out-
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side this vast cattle camp. Their simple
nomadic life seems like a pastoral
paradise.

But the reality for these “kraal boys”
is far from idyllic. Forced to walk for
miles each day in the searing heat to
find grass in this arid land, it is a harsh
existence. Milk is the only food on offer
for the boys, mixed with a little blood
expertly harvested from the cattle.

Malnutrition rates are among the
highest in Africa, with little effort made
by communities to diversify into other
crops, such is the obsession with cattle.

And life is dangerous as well as bleak.
Cattle among the Karamojong is virtu-
ally a religion. The herds bestow status,
wealth and a badge of bravery on all
who own them.

Rival tribes, armed with knives and
guns, routinely and brutally raid one
another for their herds. Thousands of
children have been orphaned or killed
by cattle rustlers and the kraal boys live
in constant fear of attack.

The Ugandan Government has re-
cently woken up to the bloodshed
taking place in this remote north-
eastern corner of the country. It de-
ployed troops forcibly, and often vio-
lently, to disarm the kraal boys of their
AK47s and other weapons. But that has
left them at the mercy of more organ-
ised rustlers from neighbouring Kenya
and South Sudan. During one recent
raid in Kaabong more than two thou-
sand cattle were taken and never
traced.

John Longole, 15, was a kraal boy all
his life until raiders stole the family’s
cattle in a vicious attack four years ago,
killing his father in the process. The
“uncles” at the Kraal planned for him
to return to the bush to tend another
family’s cattle. But War Child, the
British charity that helps children
whose lives have been blighted by con-
flict, had arrived in Kaabong. Suddenly
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Ugandan soldiers now offer protection

there was an alternative. It would
support him to go to school.

“After we were disarmed I felt I did
not want to do it any more. I stayed at
home for six months I was so fright-
ened. I could see some of my friends
going to school and I wanted to go too,
but I couldn’t see how it would be poss-
ible. We had nothing,” he said.

Now John harbours ambitions to be
a doctor, and represents the district at
long-distance running. He is one of doz-
ens of young boys and girls who are
now getting an education in this impov-
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to farmers at the mercy of violent raids from rival tribes intent on cattle rustling

John Longole, 15, a former kraal boy

erished region thanks to War Child,
one of the charities to benefit from The
Times Christmas Appeal. But the char-
ity’s work is far from easy, or without
controversy.

“We have been accused of social
engineering and destroying the tradi-
tions. Some of our staff have been
threatened, even though they are from
the area,” said Ebrima Saidy, pro-
gramme director of War Child in
Uganda. “But there is no doubt this life-
style cannot be retained. The number
of cattle is depleting. The conflict itself
has led to fewer animals, so many are
lost in the raids. And the raids are be-
coming more organised, with cattle dis-
appearing over the borders.

“Drought is making the grazing
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time to support the Greenhouse, the education and
work of War Child, smallest of the three training. It will
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close to impossible in the dry season.
And this area has been devastated by
climate change with soil erosion and
drought. Disarmament has left the
boys very vulnerable and many have
already been orphaned.”

The charity’s work is painstaking,
with local staff negotiating with village
elders to allow boys to attend school.
In some cases arrangements have been
made so that boys can tend cattle part-
time while studying.

Robert Ojumla, 14, longs to be one of
them. His father was also killed by raid-
ers and now he is trying to sell milk one
day a week to save money to study. “It
is no life. We walk five hours out and
five hours back to the kraal to find
grass,” he said. “At night we sleep in the

dirt with the mosquitoes and tics. We
are not paid and we are at the mercy of
anyone with a gun since ours were
taken away.”

Village elders take the boys out of
school when they reach seven or eight
to start looking after the cattle, Robert
added. “They have no choice. The
clan’s cattle is everything.”

John still spends his evenings down
at the kraal with his old friends. He has
no doubt many of them want to be at
school but do not have the option.

“Children have no value here. They
have no right to go to school. Those at
the top of the clan have no interest in
changing things,” he said.

“For them the life of a child is worth
less than the life of a cow.”
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