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To my mum, Athieu Akau Deng,
aka youhyouh, my galaxy.


And to my brother, John Mac, who rescued me.
Everything I do is to make your sacrifices worthwhile.
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PROLOGUE


Songs are of great importance to my people, the Dinka. They precede us, introduce us and live on after we die. They are also how our deeds escape our villages, and they pass on our code of morality, culture and law.


When I was a boy I dreamed of having my own songs, but now I am a man, and I have no songs. It’s likely I never will, in the traditional sense. For the Dinka, these songs are only for men. In the eyes of my culture, I am still a boy.


At a time when I should have been going through the rituals of manhood, I was caught in a vicious war. By the time I was returned to my people, I was very much a westerner. I never completed the rites of passage that are required to become a Dinka man, and so in the eyes of some of my people I am half made.


I know I am whole, though. Yes, I’ve had a difficult life. I’m proud of some of the things I have done, and ashamed of others, but I own all of it, and I’ve reconciled with all of it. That’s why I am whole.


Perhaps this book could be my songs.


Perhaps my songs could also be songs for the other boys who were taken from their villages and mothers.


Ideally, every war boy should be able to sing his own songs, but so many are dead, and so many who have survived have no voice. Even though I hesitate to collectively recognise my brothers, I feel that any one of them who wants to share my verses should be able to do so because there should be songs for everybody, even the war boys.


The chapters in this book are the verses of my songs. The songs of Deng Thiak Adut, the songs of a war boy.




One


THE DINKA-BOR


I was born lucky. I was born as part of a large family, and belonged to a strong tribe. We are the Dinka-Bor – that’s the name that’s mostly used for us. The language we speak is also called Dinka. There is another name for us as a people, but that name is too strong to be used much. Some names, like some songs, are too powerful for their own good.


I will say it here, once, but I will say it softly. We are the Mony Jieng, which means the ‘men of humanity’.


I was born into a village that was not built for us Dinka-Bor but for our long-horned cattle, which are sacred to my people. The cattle mean everything to us. They are our livelihood. They bless the body, the land and the soul. They would die without us, and we would not be Dinka-Bor without them.


I was born amidst the cattle in a luak, a grass-made cattle shed near a village called Malek. A family of swallows watched on as my mother birthed me, and others offered gentle encouragement. I took some of the soul of one of the birds as I took my first breaths, and in doing so I also took their name: Aolouch, or Little Swallow.


In my village, the men practise polygamy. This means they can have multiple wives at the same time. This is common among the Dinka-Bor. Men of high social standing can have as many as fifty to one hundred wives.


My mother, Athieu Akau Deng, had only recently married my father, and she was his sixth wife. As the newest wife, she was considered important. The women whom my father had previously married were also my mothers, but they were not Athieu Akau Deng. My mother had status, reputation, but also poise and wisdom.


Athieu means ‘born with a struggle’, Akau means ‘support and fealty’ and Deng means ‘god of the rain’. All names speak to who my mother is.


In my village, my father, Thiak Adut Garang, was considered a prosperous man. He was a fisherman, but he also had a banana farm, and owned many cattle, all of whom he could recognise at a glance.


If a man wished to marry a woman like my mother, he needed to own a great herd of cattle. In my culture the husband pays the wife’s family in cows.


My mother’s clan – the Dinka-Adol – are known for having some of the most powerful women in all the Dinka lands, and my mother was tall and strong, even when standing next to her tribeswomen. I don’t know what my father paid for my mother, but it would have been quite a stampede!


Athieu Akau Deng, my mother, is still a powerful woman, although now she’s an old woman, so her power lies in her eyes, not her body.


My father was alive when I was born, but he died when I was still young, before I could remember him. He died of old age, which was the way many people used to die in my village.


I know about my father mostly because of the songs the other men in my village sang about him – with the finest being a tale of how he hunted a hippopotamus with his spear, and fed the entire village for days.


When he died, he was buried near our luak, and I would often think about him when I walked past it. In our village, men were the exclusive holders of male wisdom, so my mothers couldn’t tell me the stories of my father. But my brothers, some of whom had spent twenty or thirty years with him, would spend long afternoons singing his songs and telling his stories.


My brothers told me my father was a great hunter and fisherman. He was a fighter, too. Our tribe had long been in conflict with another clan called the Palek, and there was a story I especially enjoyed that involved my father throwing a Palek warrior into a smouldering pile of cow dung. I liked to hear that story over and over, waiting impatiently for the buttock-burning conclusion, which would always have me in fits of laughter.


My brothers would tell me that, after the chief (a position that rotated around the four most powerful families in the village), my father was one of the most respected men in our part of the world. The weight of his name, Thiak, was considerable, and as the eldest surviving son of my father’s last wife, it is mine.


Of all my names, it is the one I am perhaps most proud of, and the fact that that name is now on the cover of this book makes me immeasurably proud.




Two


THE GOD EATER


There was another piece of great fortune that was handed to me when I was born, and that was that my mother gave birth next to the White Nile River, an endless brown–green band flowing south to north that deserves tribute from all who are alive, man or beast.


There is no life without the Nile, and no Nile without rain. The God of Rain, Deng, is one of the most powerful deities in our world. For the Dinka-Bor, life comes and goes on the ebb of Deng’s mood.


My first memories are of the creatures that came to the Nile to hunt or drink. I especially loved the large Nile eagles, which would soar high over the river, as though they were the fingers of a dancing man, before carving through the air, smashing into the water and emerging with a catfish struggling between the sharp points of their claws.


To be able to simply reach into the brown of the water and bring out food like that was powerful magic as far as I was concerned. I knew men like my father could also pull food from the river, but for them it seemed like toil.


It was no more effort for the Nile eagle to fish than it was for the sun to plod across the sky each day.


One of my first fully formed memories was of a fight between two Nile eagles. One had pinched a fat, glistening fish from the river, and the other had attempted to steal his friend’s quarry. Their claws locked mid-air and they spiralled down, as though both had suddenly lost the ability to fly.


The eagles landed heavily in front of Ayuen Kon, one of my mothers, who was sitting with me near the river. I felt the hurt in the animals’ bodies when I heard their landing. Even as an infant, I understood that animals that lived in the sky did not need to have heavy bones, or tough skin.


My mother approached the eagles, which were chirping mournfully and quietly. Their claws were still locked, and they no longer had the strength to untangle themselves from each other. Ayuen spoke to the large birds softly, and I was stunned to find that the eagles allowed her to pull their claws apart. Eagles are not like dogs, and usually do not listen to what humans have to say.


When they were freed from each other, the eagles walked around slowly, but did not fly.


‘Fly! Fly!’ I said to them in hushed tones. My longing for the birds to be in the sky again was perhaps my first real wish.


My mother went to our hut, returning with a gourd of water. She poured some drops into each animal’s beak. That seemed to calm them. They were still for some minutes, until one bird postured, spread its wings, let out a cry and took to the sky. The other eagle watched for a moment, and then followed, up and away. After a few moments circling above the river, both eagles disappeared from view.


I watched the spot where I’d last seen the birds and I wondered how I would feel if I suddenly found myself stuck up in the sky. I stared at the sky for some time afterwards, long past the length of my mother’s patience. I stared and stared and stared and thought about flying, until I was called to eat.


It was a rare event that I had to be called to eat.


I was only Aolouch, little swallow, until I was given the nickname Acham-Nhialic. This came about because, one day as I lay on my back with some of my brothers, I mused out loud that if I could catch and kill Nhialic, the big god who was made out of the sky, we would have enough food for the entire village to eat. More than that, I continued, there would be leftovers forever.


For a minute my brothers were silent, not sure whether to be shocked by my talk of killing a powerful god, or to find it funny. They decided on the latter and burst out laughing. From that moment on I was called Acham-Nhialic, or the God Eater.


In my very young years, almost all of the trouble in my life stemmed from being constantly hungry. I would cry and whine at night if, at the end of the day, my belly wasn’t as full as the river after the rains. If there was food in the pot, I would always be trying to cram fish or ugali (a delicious dough made of maize flour and water) into my mouth – even if I was full and the food was just tumbling out of my crammed mouth and onto the floor. I was a greedy child!


When there was a great kill – an antelope, or a crocodile, or perhaps even a hippopotamus – the meat was distributed according to family status. As a child I had no rights to any of the great kill meat, except that which my mothers or brothers would give to me. Often, however, I would eat better than some of the adults as it was easier to feed me than listen to my whining.


I often thought gristly antelope meat was a meagre consolation for one who wished to eat the biggest god of them all, but I would never refuse food, regardless of what it was.


I remember one afternoon deciding to chew on some scattered cornhusks that had been tossed on the ground, which were also being enjoyed by a troop of wild baboons. When the monkeys and I had finished our meal, I decided we were compatriots, so I led them through our gate and into our luak so we could all search for another course together.


When one of my mothers came into the luak and discovered a barrel of monkeys and a greedy little child sharing the precious fresh corn supplies, well, both species quickly learnt what the wrath of a mother could be! The baboons fled, and I got a hiding.


Even though it was I who had led the baboons into the luak, after that I was suspicious of the baboons. They had tricked me, I felt, and when I saw them I looked at them with narrowed eyes, no longer trusting their friendship.


One day some of my brothers and I made a bow and some arrows to shoot at the larger bugs and beetles near the river. After seeing how true the arrows flew, I decided I would get even with those monkeys that had caused my buttocks to be whipped.


I waited for two of the baboons to start mating, then I let loose with an arrow, right at the point where their bodies met. I hit the male baboon. He reared up in outrage, and then instantly identified where the attack had come from. He sized me up and decided I was an opponent of manageable size.


The baboon ran at me, screeching a song of violence. He was fast, but, moving with both hands and feet, he couldn’t really attack me until he sat down. When he did, I would dart away from him. It was a high-stakes game of tag that I started to understand could have very painful repercussions.


I was saved once again by a mother, and once again my bottom felt an angry mother’s wrath.


The time that my stomach led me into the gravest danger was down at the Nile, where I used to play with a couple of village girls named Akuol and Nyandit. The three of us used to wade into the water, at the mouth of an irrigation tunnel, and there I would try to catch, with my hands, any fish unlucky enough to travel through the tunnel.


When I would manage to grab a fish, I would bite into its belly, spitting out the skin, scales and bones and swallowing the delicious pink–white flesh. I thought the only danger in that game was that escaped fish would bite my testicles, but there was another, greater danger. I didn’t know that some fish were not nourishing. I didn’t know that some fish had flesh that would attack my stomach with a thousand knives.


I was sick for weeks after eating one particularly evil fish. I could not eat, could not move, and there were concerns that I would be joining my father under a mound next to the luak. I survived, but those weeks were the closest I’d been to dying until the war came to our village.




Three


BEYOND THE VILLAGE


For the first part of my life I knew the village, my family, the Nile and the animals around it, and almost nothing else. I didn’t know of the war, because that was something that happened in madinas – cities or towns – not villages, like mine. Then the war grew and moved, and strange, unfathomable things started happening, one after another.


First came a convoy of rumbling vehicles. I had seen a vehicle before – a man in the village had once used a large vehicle that was all wheels and seat to plough a field. I didn’t know that there was more than one vehicle in the world, though, let alone all these trucks, bouncing along on the hardened mud.


Alongside these vehicles were men wearing cloth on their bodies and legs. I’d never seen that before, either. To add to my confusion, these men had lighter skin than the people of the village, and they all held shiny sticks.


I was intrigued but also scared of these men and their vehicles and shiny sticks. The men sang songs that I didn’t understand. I later found out that the songs were fierce, about a powerful god called Allah, whom I suspected could not be eaten.


Of all my brothers, perhaps the closest to me then was a fully grown man named Adut. Despite the age difference, we were particularly close because he and I shared the curse of stammering.


I asked Adut about the men I had seen down at the river banks and he looked at me as though he was trying to explain something very complex to me in simple terms.


‘Th-th-th-there is a north, and i-i-i-it is bad,’ Adut told me. ‘Those men you saw, they are b-b-b-bad.’


I knew nothing of the north then. Initially, the men were exciting to me. They represented an adventure.


After I saw those men, Adut and some of the other men from the village disappeared, returning with strangers – familiar-looking strangers, but strangers nonetheless. These strangers had shiny sticks, too, and were always asking for food and water. They were blunt and abrupt about their needs, and I could tell they annoyed the mothers.


There was a collective name for these men and it was Anyanya, which literally translates into ‘snake poison’. The Anyanya were fighters, but not fighters like the men who wrestled in my village for bragging rights or status, and not even the men who fought the Palek. These men were in a fight that made them harder, meaner, and gave them marks on their faces, and holes in their bodies.


Adut went off with these Anyanya once, and came back with a hole in his shoulder that made his arm all but useless. Then, one day, I saw my first machine of war. It was an old tank, which was sitting in one of my uncle’s fields. It looked like a metal house, with a beak. I asked my uncle where he got such a thing and he said that he and the Anyanya had killed the men in it and dragged it to the village. I asked if the tank was still alive, but he said it wasn’t.


I wondered what my uncle would do with this metal house. My answer came some weeks later when I saw people working in the fields with new metal hoes, shovels and rakes, some bearing markings unique to the tank, and some still bearing the burn marks from the Anyanya attack.
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