SULUKU  by Chema caballero
The story of a child soldier
WALI BENA! which in Limba, my language, means “hello”. My name is Suluku Kamara and I am from the Limba tribe. I live in Sierra Leone, a country in Africa.I was born in a little village called Kakonthi in the area of Tonko Limba, in the north of the country. It was the year of the “great storm”, which destroyed a lot of forest parts. My parents, Yakumba and N’mah, were farmers.

Children used to go to school and after lessons we helped in the farm growing rice, peanuts, mandioca and hot chilli. When we had free time, we went ___________ to the river and played football; playing football is what I like best in the world!

Some time ago, there was a war in my country, and now I am going to tell you my story, to tell you why war is so bad, particularly for boys and girls.
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My story begins in 1993, when I was nine years old. Long ago I had heard my country was at war, but I never saw anything around us. But one day, while I was in class, I heard a loud sound, people shouting, there was shooting and I saw lot of people wearing military uniforms attacking my village.They came to school in the smoke of the burning houses and they made all the boys and girls there to form in the yard. All of the children who tried to escape were shot to death. I was so frightened that I could not move. Then the soldiers gave us big heavy parcels that we had to carry on our heads. Inside there were all the things they stole from our houses. Then we had to hurry into the forest. We had to cross our village between the houses that were on _________ and the dead people who could not survive. I knew everybody. We all knew each other in my little village.  

We walked through the forest for three days, day and night, with no water or _____________. I didn’t know where we were going, or why we had to walk so much.  We sometimes stopped to have a rest, we slept along the ways and the soldiers would kill us if we said or protested about something. I was so tired of walking and the parcel, which was so heavy, but if I stopped, they would shoot me, like with my brother Allimamy or my friend Lamin. One afternoon we finally arrived to a clearing in the forest.

Along the way, we knew that those soldiers who attacked our village and families were the frightening rebels from the RUF, the Revolutionary United Front. Once we got to the camp, they divided us prisoners in groups and we had to go with the different chiefs or captains there were. I went to work as an assistant of a captain. In my group there were also some friends of mine and some girls from my village.

My boss, which is what we called them, was not very bad, and his wife was very kind to me. I had to get up very early to fetch water and firewood, clean their tent, wash all the clothes and cook their meals. If they didn’t like something, they hit me; but if everything was ok, they were nice and I could go and play football with my friends. Playing football was so much fun! We could forget about our situation and be happy for some moments. At night, I slept with other boys outside the tent, on the ground and covered myself with a blanket. If it wasn’t raining, it was not bad, but during the rainy season it was really difficult to sleep. We spent the night watching our boss’ tent. We also listened to the sound of  _____________, antelopes and snakes which live in the forest.
Some time passed, I’m not sure, maybe a year. My boss went fighting and we waited for him with his wife at the camp. One day, my boss called me. I had to join a group of other children who were in the centre of the campsite. They ordered us to march on, and we started walking again through the forest for four days until we arrived to a training camp belonging to the RUF. There were many young people, and many boys and girls from all over the country. We had just begun our military _____________. They said we were going to become soldiers.
For three months, I was learning how to use arms, to make explosives and ambushes, how to attack and defend myself, to get camouflaged in the forest… What I hated most was getting up at two or three in the morning and running for hours with nothing inside your stomach. In the afternoons we had talks about the fight for the freedom of our country, Sierra Leone.  They said our country was very rich, but politicians made us poor. They said we were fighting for all the children in Sierra Leone, for their education, their hospitals. We were fighting to get running water and electricity, progress… A country to be happy. I believed all that, at first. But soon I learned that our bosses were like the politicians and it was all lies, lies, lies. If you looked at them, you could see no difference.
After these three months, the last part of our training scheme arrived. One night, they woke us and made us walk, but just for a short time because we came to a clearing where there was a yu-yu man, this is the word for wizard. We stayed there for three days, we washed inside a river, we had some specials herbs on our bodies and we had to carry yu-yus tied up around our ankles and legs. They are like magic stones which can give you power or can protect you. The yu-yu man told us that we were invincible, that the enemies’ bullets would never hurt us and we would not die during the fight, we had the yu- yus. But if we tried to escape, the yu-yus would not protect us anymore. I was scared but at the end I felt no fear at all.
When we got back to our camp, Foday Sankoh, the major of the RUF received us like soldiers, they gave us our first ______________, it was an AK47 rifle. I was so excited! Now I could fight like a real man and not be a slave.

Some days later I had my first mission. I was lucky because I was going with some of my friends from Tonko Limba, we knew each other and our families, too. As usual, we walked for days through the forest until we arrived at a place that I could recognize, my little village. People had their houses made again and the village looked nice. I did not understand what we were doing there. I wanted to know about my mother, my father…Before day started, Captain Blood called us one by one. He cut our temples and introduced some white dust, which later I learned was some kind of drug. I felt a strange strength in my body, I got _______________, my brain was burning and then….they gave the order: to attack Kakonthi, my village. They told me I had a special mission: I had to find my house and my family. When I found them, my father, my brothers looked at me terrified…. I wanted to hold them, but then the captain arrived and said I had to kill my father…I could not disobey orders, my brain was burning… I didn’t know what to do….
II

I shot the gun. I killed my father. Then I put the house on fire while the soldiers were taking my brothers and sisters like _______________ 
We walked back to our camp, with all the boys and girls carrying parcels on their heads with the things we stole. I remembered the day they came for me, but now I was giving the orders, I was in command. We did the same thing in other villages on our way.

At the camp they all received us as ___________ and they prepared a great party. During the celebration, Foday Sankoh appeared and said that we had no other family but the RUF, that he was like our father. If we wanted to escape, there was nowhere, no family, no home to go back.
Then I could start to take part in different missions, always with my boss, Captain Blood. I slept in the open air, next to his tent to protect him and a couple of boys helped me. They also washed my clothes and carried all my things when we were marching. I started to get famous because I was courageous and brave. I was growing taller and stronger every day so they respected me more and because my missions were more and more dangerous day after day.
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In one of them, we had to attack Kenema, which is the capital of the eastern province. We were fighting hard for three days against the national army. We got to the city but we couldn’t maintain our positions and we had to retreat. They ordered us to run alone to escape from the soldiers and I could hide behind some bushes, they saw me and started to chase me, they got tired but one of them was sure he had seen me and he was getting nearer and nearer so I had to shoot him to save my life. I took his _______________ off and put it on. Now I could run away wearing the clothes of a national soldier until I got to our camp. Foday Sankoh saw me and he noticed that my uniform was of a tenant, and as a reward I became a tenant myself. Now I was the commander of another group of boys and some of them were older than I was. Another big fight was the one in Kabala, in the north of the country, which was one of the hotspots for the army of Sierra Leone. Women and children got into the city with weapons, arms, rifles ready to fight but the army knew of our plans. They let us into the city and then surrounded us. Many of my friends died and I was wounded in my leg. Some of us were made prisoners but we could escape rolling over the ground with our tied hands when it was dark. When they saw we were running, they started shooting. Fatmata was ______________ too so we picked her up and ran as fast as we could. But my best friend got lost and I have never heard of him again.
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I had to take some rest to cure my wounds and so to get recovered, they sent me to the region of Kono, to watch over prisoners who were digging the land looking for diamonds. I had to watch over the diamonds, of course. Hundreds of _____________ who were not fit or strong enough to fight, had to look for diamonds; near the river banks, covered with mud, they spent the whole day digging the earth. Some people were in charge of transporting these  precious_______________ to the frontier with Liberia, where they exchanged the diamonds for money and arms. I had to watch over the children and that nobody took a diamond for themselves. In that case, I had to kill them. It was an easy job and I could recover my strength. I also saw how the RUF treated the people and I had time to think. There I understood that we were not fighting for freedom, for a better future for Sierra Leone. We were fighting to make our bosses rich. They were living really well while all the population was suffering. I saw my friends and family died, my education interrupted…War was not good and a lot of people were suffering because some others were selfish. When I got back to the camo, it was hard for me to accept I had to obey. If I wanted to survive, I could not refuse the orders. I didn’t know what to do. If I told my friends I wanted to stop fighting and looked for my mother, they would say I was a coward and would be accused of treachery. But I missed her a lot. I thought of mum very often, I remembered her cooking my favourite dish on the stove. Or showing me how to grow potatoes, and most of all telling me and my brothers stories when we went to bed….that was what I liked best! I wanted to get out, I didn’t want to fight, or steal or kill anymore…. I wanted to finish with that war, it was not good for anybody.
One day my opportunity came, in July of the year 2000. One day we heard that the RUF and the government had come to a stop in the fighting. And then some soldiers of the United Nations, wearing blue uniforms and blue caps, came to talk to us. Our bosses agreed that we would give our arms and they would help the children to go back to school and learn something for a job. Not everybody liked the idea but I was tired of the violence and the lies that they were telling us. That day only a few of us decided to ____________ the camp and go with the UN soldiers. I gave my AK47 to my boss and I said goodbye to my friends, some of them were staying. 
At night we arrived to our destination. A group of people were waiting for us, they made a list with our names, gave us clean clothes and showed us a room where we were going to spend the night. But before we went to bed, we had something to eat. We were so tired and hungry after the whole day travelling…I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing, what was going to happen with my life… The RUF had me for seven years, now without my rifle I felt hopeless. The next morning I could see the house, Saint Michael was its name….it was near the beach, a paradise,…surrounded by mountains, forest and palm trees. In the house there were over 3000 children who were there going through rehabilitation after many years kidnapped as soldiers. 

At Saint Michael I got used to a new kind of life. There were no fights, there were no slaves, no bosses. I went back to school, to fetch the water I needed, to tidy the rooms, to wash my own clothes. There we used to play football, sing songs, dance together….I made new friends. After a year I though I was living there forever but they told me they found my mother and two of my brothers and they didn’t want to see me at first… they were scared of me. I killed my own father…but they convinced them that I was just a boy and I was not responsible. Now I understood and was sad and lonely.

The day I arrived in Kakonthi was a very special one. One of the people at S. Michael’s came with me. When I arrived home, my mother was cooking something. When she saw me, she jumped and held me tight while she was crying and she was shouting…”Suluku teng, Suluku teng!, which means “Suluku has come back home”. All the neighbours came to see me, women started jumping and men looked at me suspiciously. Pa Kalie, the chief in our village, said that I suffered and made them suffer but I had the right to get back to the land of my ancestors. I had gone as a boy, I came back as a man. When Pa Kalie finished speaking everybody was clapping, women stood in a ______________ and they began singing and dancing around me. I was standing in the middle, so embarrassed! Then the youngs came to the circle and then the older ones. This is the way we welcome the people in my village. I felt like crying, but I was a man now and men do not cry before women.
[image: image5.jpg]


Some years have passed. Now I get up early every day, and walk for an hour to go to Madina, the village where the school is. I’m in my senior year. In the afternoon, back at home, I work in the fields with my mother and my brothers. I never had any problem with any of the neighbours, I have lots of friends and next year I’m going to go the university in Freetown, the capital of my country. I want to be a ______________.
I’m happy with my new life but sometimes I still have nightmares and dream of things from the war. Then my heart gets so heavy and weary..and I have to think that I didn’t want to do the things I did. I feel so angry about these people who do these things to little children, boys and girls. That’s why I want to study a lot, to help my country and all the children around the world. I do not want to see a child soldier never ever again. 
Well, this is my story and the time has come to say goodbye: Yang thie bena mamo bana hung ben pun kuya ka huku nde yang bena, which in Limba means “thank you very much for listening to what I had to say.”
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