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During my growing up years in St. Peter’s Church of Ireland in Portlaoise a visiting
missionary would occasionally be invited to preach and to tell us all about their
experiences “out foreign” as the expression was. They would also show us some slides. As
a child with an active mind, I had the vision of maybe someday having those experiences
for myself, even though I never had a mind to do any preaching or anything like that. I
never dreamt that someday I would actually find myself sitting under a Mango tree in East
Africa doing missionary work, but not using many words. You should always be careful
what you pray for because you might get it.
I am writing this on the 6th of December 2018; in April 2019 it will be 30 years since I first
set foot on the African continent as a very naive and totally unprepared Christian aid
worker. I am deliberately not calling myself a missionary because it is an old-fashioned
word that conjures up visions of wading into the African bush and converting the “natives”
to your version of Christianity. It was only many years later that I came across the
quotation attributed to Francis of Assisi “to preach the gospel at all times, but only to use
words where necessary”. That just about sums up my idea of working for Christianity in an
underprivileged environment or anywhere else for that matter. Under the auspices of the
Church Missionary Society (CMS ) I had been appointed as “farm manager” of the Mengo
Hospital farm located near Mityana about 60 miles west of Kampala City in Uganda.
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Dr. Albert Cooke
Mengo hospital was first founded under the auspices of CMS in 1892 bay Dr. Albert Cooke
and Catherine Tipson – nurse, midwife and matron – who later became his wife. Sailing
with his party of volunteers from somewhere in the south of England either via the Suez
Canal or around the Cape of Good Hope to Mombasa in Kenya – a journey of many weeks’
duration. From there they made their way by foot all the way across Kenya to Mengo which
was, and still is, the capital of Buganda Kingdom – one of three kingdoms within what is
now the country of Uganda. Negotiating with local chiefs on the way and passing by a
place which when translated into English means “a swampy place” but better known to us
today as Nairobi, they slowly made their way through the bush. This was just over 100
years ago and nowadays Nairobi is a sprawling city with the usual problems of over
population and urban sprawl. This journey took them about eight months to complete.
Albert Cooke remained in Uganda until his death in 1942 and the last time he returned to
England he travelled by airplane, a journey that in those times took about three days. I am
sure that he was wondering about and puzzled by how much had changed in those 50
years.
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His first hospital was built with papyrus reeds and grass. That building burnt down and was
replaced by a similar structure which also burnt down during a thunderstorm. After that he
rebuilt it with sun-dried mud brick in 1903. That building is still standing and in daily use
today as ward facilities. It has however been replaced by much more modern hospital
facilities which bears his name and today has the capability of any modern hospital.
Mengo Hospital is situated on Namirembe Hill (Place of Peace) which is now a suburban
area of Kampala city. It was the only hospital in the whole of East Africa when it was first
founded and served an area from Sudan to Zimbabwe and beyond. Albert Cooke was
renowned for his zeal as a missionary doctor, often making his way along with his wife
Catherine Tipson and his assistants across papyrus swamps carrying his bicycle on his
head to reach remote villages. In this way and by his deeds he became well known and
loved and his legacy lives on in the caring facilities which exist on Mengo/Namirembe Hill
to this day. These include Namirembe Cathedral, the Synod Hall and church offices, a guest
house and the Sanyu Babies’ Home for abandoned babies. It was in this more modern
environment I found myself in April 1989. My journey to Uganda wasn’t quite as arduous as
Dr. Cooke’s but it was nonetheless a difficult journey mentally, spiritually and physically.
It all came about after I had received a call from our rector in Portlaoise. Rev. Philip Day
asked me whether I would be willing to attend the annual general meeting of the Diocesan
Board of Mission the next day., It turned out he had asked others before me who had
refused for one reason or another. I agreed to attend this meeting at which some returned
volunteers were speaking of their experiences in Tanzania and other parts of the world. At
that time farming wasn’t going too well and I was beginning to wonder which way my life
was going to go, so having attended this meeting I began to think that maybe I could offer
myself for service for a while and see how it would go.
I decided to offer myself to CMS for a two-year period and after going through a
somewhat bewildering selection process I was asked if I would be interested in going to
Mengo Hospital. I was to help them set up a farm which had been given to the hospital by
an expatriate family who left the country at the time of Ugandan independence in 1960.
The only thing I knew about Uganda at that time was whatever was on the news during
the dark night of the reigns of Idi Amin and Milton Obote. But I also knew that the place
had become more stable in recent years and that the government was keen to get the
economy going again and needed whatever help they could get. After considering it for a
while and doing some research without the help of “Uncle Google” I decided that I would
accept the offer. By now it was time to take a deep breath and try to think about the way
forward.
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In reality I don’t think I ever really wanted to be a farmer, but I was needed at home and I
was always told that the home farm would be mine one day. Nowadays, with better
education and job opportunities, that probably would not be a good enough reason for a
farmer's son to stay on the farm if he didn’t want to. But for me at that time it was good
enough and I didn’t dislike the life; it was good and I learned many skills which served me
well in future life. I also didn’t like school and even if I was offered the chance to further my
formal education at that time I would not have taken it up. If I said anything else I would be
fooling myself and everyone else. I was glad to leave school at the age of seventeen after
one year in Gurteen Agricultural College and to settle down to my life as a farmer.
Nowadays I would probably be referred to as a dropout, so be it. Of course I had been
thinking about all this before I applied to CMS and I had decided that if I was offered a
place then I would rent out my farm for two years with a view to returning to it eventually
to start farming again.
I suppose in all of this the one factor in my favour was that I was single with no family and
I could pull up my roots relatively easily. Apart from the farm and my house which I could
deal with, I did not have any other strong ties to hold me back. They say life begins at forty,
and I had just passed my fortieth birthday. Well, I don’t know about anyone else, but mine
sure did. Coming from the conservative Anglican background which existed in Ireland in
those years my experience of real life was very limited to say the least. Being a bit of a
loner with an adventurous mind I was never very interested in going on foreign holidays
and lying in the sun all day, or spending my time propping up a bar in Tenerife or
Torremolinos; that was just not my style and it still isn’t. The result was that I stayed at
home most of the time and got my adventures from reading a good book. Maybe this was
what drew me to Africa and certainly South Africa in the first place.
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APSO
Otherwise known as the “Agency for Personal Services Overseas” was at that time part of
the Irish government's overseas aid programme. It was a training programme by which
persons volunteering for overseas placements could avail themselves of opportunities
being offered through APSO to familiarise themselves with the various aspects of the work
and the environment in which they would find themselves abroad. In other words they ran
courses for anyone volunteering for overseas placements and they also, through the Irish
Aid programme, provided financial support for the overseas workers, which was the big
attraction for most people and aid agencies. The buzzwords with this type of training are:
sustainability, planning, culture shock, training local people, and general attitude towards
other races. The Church Missionary Society with which I was affiliated was an agency which
benefited from this programme and through CMS I was going to be supported by APSO.
This meant that my travelling costs would be paid and I would also have a small spending
allowance.
APSO no longer exists in the form that it was in those days and I am not sure whether
anything has replaced it. In order to qualify for this funding I would have to attend at least
two of their two-week courses on various topics such as orientation, sustainability, how to
meet with local village leaders and generally adjust to a new environment and culture and
other topics which I can't recall right now 30 years later. Part of the APSO requirements
was that I attend a language course for the local language which in my case was Luganda,
which is the language of the kingdom of Buganda. David Magoya was the man I was told
would give me a few language lessons so as to be able to meet and greet when I arrived.
To the best of my knowledge he was the first Ugandan that I ever met. He was married to
an Irish lady and he worked for the Electricity Supply Board (ESB) as an engineer. So I went
to his house in Castleknock near Dublin on a few occasions to learn a very strange
language which I never mastered, but he also gave me some useful advice and spoke
about his country which he loved. I met his brother in Uganda some time later and he told
me that the whole family were victims of Obote’s regime and they had to flee the country
in a hurry. These courses were something I hadn’t expected so I had to try to fit in these
course times into my already tight schedule while making other preparations, but it
certainly was worth it. Probably the most valuable spinoff was meeting people going into
the same sort of situation as I was, and I encountered some of them again as I attended
annual conferences in Kenya. APSO no longer exists in the form that it was in those days
and I am not sure whether anything has replaced it.
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Packing Up

The next hurdle which I had to overcome was to rent out my house and farm. Renting the
farm was easy as my neighbour was keen to have it, so that was that. The house was
another matter because as with all homes there were many personal items in it, and I
didn’t just want to rent it on the open market. I had heard through friends that there was a
young couple who were moving to Portlaoise and they needed a place to rent for two
years while they decided what to do, so I was able to make a deal with them. But before
that could happen I had to do some renovation on the back kitchen. A few years after my
father had built it in the early 1940s he had added a back kitchen/scullery to the rear of the
property. This extension had not been very well built and it was constantly damp from
water seeping in through the concrete roof which they had fitted. Concrete is porous, so
unless it is properly treated it will soak water like a sponge. As a consequence that room
was always miserable and damp and there was no way that I could ask a tenant to live in
such conditions. I did my calculations and I worked out that I could replace the back kitchen
for the amount of rent I would receive for the two years of the tenancy, this seemed like a
good deal, so that is what I did. Now I had a nice new back kitchen which my mother
always wished for and I was leaving it for someone else to enjoy!!
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Packing up was almost an adventure in itself because there were so many things to
consider, some of which I hadn’t contemplated or dreamt of. First of all I had been told
that because Uganda was coming out of a recession and a difficult period in its existence, it
would be difficult to obtain things such as toothpaste and other toiletries. I therefore should
take at least six months’ supply of all such disposables and even tins of beans and other
non-perishable foodstuffs with me. As it turned out there was no real need to take so
much stuff because Uganda at that time was beginning to recover from the “dark night”.
Such supplies were becoming available again and I was able to obtain them at a cost. In
order to buy in bulk I had to befriend the owner of a cash and carry business in town and
ask him nicely if he would allow me to buy from his store. He agreed, but very reluctantly
because he was only supposed to be selling wholesale and if he was found out he would
have had a problem. At least that was one hurdle overcome. I now had a good supply to
take with me; however the issue of transport for all this heavy stuff hadn’t yet arisen. I also
had to get a mosquito net, but there are not too many places where one could buy such a
thing in Portlaoise or Dublin for that matter, so upon enquiry I was told that I could get one
from a London supplier and it would be posted to me. Again this was a bit of extravagance
because there were lots of them in Uganda which I could have used, but it served its
purpose for the two years I was at Mengo Hospital.
The next issue was how to get all this stuff to Uganda together with all my clothes and
other items which I would need, including the typewriter my church had given me as a gift. I
very much wanted to take it with me because handwriting is not my strong point. I also
needed suitcases or packing boxes and I was advised that tea chests were a good
alternative. I had no idea whether tea chests were still being used by the tea importers and
I could not remember when I had last seen one, nor did I remember where they came
from, but one day when I arrived home there were two chests on my kitchen floor.
However I don’t think it was a miracle because I do remember organising them even
though the details escape me 30 years later. They were exactly what I needed at the time
and they were very useful for storing my belongings in my little house in Uganda.
I now look back and wonder why I took so much stuff with me, but at the time it seemed
like the logical thing to do. Following the advice from CMS, and with the image of darkest
Africa where supplies would be scarce in my mind, I felt I had to prepare to be selfsufficient for a period of time. I had three old-fashioned steel trunks, two tea chests and a
couple of suitcases, plus whatever hand luggage I could manage. In those days, while there
was a weight restriction in aviation it was not enforced as strictly as it is nowadays. If one
person was overweight and travelled with another who was underweight for example,
then you could add the two weights and average them between the two of you.
Nowadays, of course, that is no longer allowed.
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The next problem was transportation because I couldn’t bring it all as personal luggage;
some sort of freight transport had to be organised. As it would be expensive to send it by
air, sea freight was the only option. I was told about a guy called Brian Dorman who lived
in Carrickfergus in Northern Ireland who ran a small mission support charity sending
supplies to Mengo Hospital by container and that he could maybe help me. I duly
contacted him and he told me they were currently packing a container ready for shipping –
if I delivered the trunks to his warehouse he would put them in the container for me and
they would arrive in Uganda in a month or six weeks’ time, which was a huge relief. The tea
chests would have to be transported by air freight and they duly arrived at Entebbe many
weeks later. I then had to figure out how to get those bulky trunks all the way to
Carrickfergus and find this guy called Brian Dorman, seeing that I had just a saloon car so
there was no way I could fit it all in. I borrowed a van from my cousin to take them for
delivery, and so met Brian for the first but certainly not the last time. That was another job
done, which was a relief.
I was almost ready to go, everything packed, my house and farm rented out and within a
few days of travelling. My tickets were being paid for by CMS/APSO but I had no exact
departure date! They were still waiting for my work permit to be approved so that I could
work there legally. There I was, all packed up with nowhere to go and the tenants were
moving into my house in two days’ time. Oops, what was I to do? I put all my faith in the
fact that the Lord had gotten me this far and He would get me the rest of the way. So I
asked my helpful cousin again if I could stay with them for a few days until the permit
came through and within two days the permit was issued and I was free to go. I was told
afterwards by the procurement officer at Mengo that he had spent quite a few days in
various offices in the city trying to get the permit for me, so it wasn’t really a foregone
conclusion. It might not have been issued and then what would have happened? I could
probably have got in just by virtue of my Irish passport as Irish passport holders do not
require a visa to visit Uganda. God is good indeed.
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Mengo Hospital

My first personal contact with Mengo Hospital was with David Komunda who was the
hospital administrator for many years. During the time of my preparation he had contacted
me by mail welcoming me to Mengo and told me that he was looking forward to having
me on the job. When I received his letter I knew there was no turning back and that I was
really going to Uganda to work as a CMS partner as we were called at that time. They had
even dropped the word “missionary” from their vocabulary. I wasn’t sure exactly what was
expected of me or where I would be living or in what conditions; I just had to move forward
in faith and rely on the Lord to get me through the next few weeks. For the most part I
reckoned I would be relying on my wits and intelligence as I learned the ropes of
expectation. The one thing I knew for sure was that there was no way I could be a
missionary in the traditional sense of the word, so by my actions and attitude I would be
known.
I knew the political and military situation in the country was not very stable and that they
were seeing insecurities and threats around every bush and corner, so I had to rely on local
knowledge to get me through those first few weeks until I learnt some of the lingo and
how to talk to the security guys. I never got used to it but I did learn how to deal with it to a
degree.
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Brian and Hazel Dorman
from Carrickfergus in
Northern Ireland who,
between them have been
supporting Mengo Hospital
through the funding and
supply agency known as
Africare. This agency has
also been funding and
supporting
Besaniya
Children's Home aka
CHERUB and ACHERU
since 1984. In 2012 Brian
was awarded an MBE in
The New Years Honours list by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 2nd, he happily shares this
honour with Hazel. This has been a selfless Christian commitment on their part, so much
so that even today on the verge of retirement the work goes on, with a 40ft container of
hospital equipment on its way to Uganda in recent days. June 2021
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Entebbe airport is on the edge of Lake Victoria with the runway almost touching the rocky
shore of the lake. This makes landing a big aeroplane all the more interesting, especially
when you are a passenger sitting beside the window. It certainly is a bit scary when you see
it for the first time as suddenly all you see as you approach the runway are all these jagged
rocks looking up towards you out of nowhere! This was my first sight of Uganda, but we
managed to land safely at what is one of the less busy airports in the world, or at least it
was in April 1989. At that time Entebbe airport was almost brand new, having replaced the
old airport a short time beforehand, but it was still very basic, something I would get used
to regarding all aspects of life in Uganda. So here I was on African soil for the very first time
and the soil in Uganda can at times be very sticky – little did I know then what a firm hold
it would have on me for many years to come.
I didn’t really know what to
expect as I disembarked from
the plane and proceeded
through passport control and
security. I don’t remember having
any problems; I did greet the
passport guy in Luganda but I
don’t think he was very
impressed, certainly nothing that
sticks in my mind. The local
currency which is the Ugandan
shilling was going to be my
biggest issue because there was no such thing as ATM machines and the banks weren’t
very good either, not then or for many years afterwards. There is a story in there which I
will tell you later in this narrative.
David Komunda had said that he himself would come to meet me at the airport so I
expected to see him waiting for me after I had checked through passport control and
security, but he wasn’t there. I learned later that being on time meant anywhere within a
half-hour or an hour of the intended time. After waiting around and wondering what I was
going to do next I saw this well-dressed man approaching with his big hand stretched out
and similar to Stanley with Dr. Livingstone saying something like “Alan Clegg, I presume”.
On time or not I was glad to see him and even though he was going to be my immediate
boss
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for the next two years I could see that we were going to get along well and that I had his
support, which was important. He was driving the little Suzuki belonging to the hospital, so
after loading all my personal luggage into it as best we could we set off on Entebbe Road
for Mengo Hospital. From Entebbe (which means “seat” or “chair” referring to the throne of
the Kingdom of Buganda) to Mengo/Kampala is about 40 kilometres and I was to get to
know the Entebbe Road well in years to come as a trip to the airport became more
common – first of all to track the remainder of my luggage and many times after that to
collect someone arriving at the airport for one reason or another.
Entebbe Road
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The road for part of the way runs along and almost touches the shoreline of Lake Victoria
which makes it an interesting drive. However, as you travel towards the city it can be very
busy. But on this occasion it was quiet because there were very few vehicles in Uganda at
that time as a result of the reign of terror which had just finished. It was almost impossible
to buy a new vehicle or even a decent second-hand one. So whatever vehicles were on the
road were usually in very bad condition because of lack of maintenance and general
ambivalence towards safety. Over the years I have travelled in a vehicle with a vice grip as
a steering wheel, a Volkswagen Beetle with only a brake on the right-hand front wheel or
someone sitting on top of the engine of an old Land Rover holding something resembling
a petrol tank in place. But that was for the future.
Shortly after we had left the airport we encountered our first security checkpoint, manned
by very young soldiers full of their own self-importance and armed with all sorts of deadly
weaponry. It was still less than two years after the overthrow of Milton Obote and
therefore was still very security conscious, so these guys were to be taken seriously. David
told me to let him do all the talking which I was happy to do; the fact that our vehicle had
the Mengo Hospital logo painted on the sides and bonnet as well as a Bible verse helped a
lot. We got through that roadblock without any problem, but as we proceeded I think we
had to go through at least two more, so it was a bit of a nerve-wracking journey for the
new guy on the block or to use a modern American term the “rookie”. Eventually, we arrived
at the hospital just to be met by the hospital security, but that did not present a problem
thanks to the Mengo vehicle and the administrator on board.
I don’t know how much communication there was between CMS and the hospital before I
arrived; very little it would appear, because David Komunda explained on the way from the
airport that they had no place for me to stay. I don’t know whether they simply could not
be bothered or whether there was some other reason, since they definitely knew I was
coming. He mentioned that there was a guest house on-site and that I would have to stay
there for the present, at least – this was my first taste of African mismanagement. But first
of all, he took me to the home of Dr. Donald Brownlie and his wife Una. Donald was the
deputy medical superintendent of the hospital at the time and Una was a nurse but not
working at the hospital. They were from Northern Ireland and had three children, Susan,
Timothy and Ruth who was about five years old at the time.
So here I was, having travelled many miles after much preparation and once again no
place for me to go, but I was getting used to it by now. I suppose in one way I wasn’t so
different from Dr. Cooke one hundred years ago, but at least he knew he was coming to
nothing,
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whereas I didn’t. Initially, I had been told that I would be living on the farm but that the
house hadn’t been built yet. I was then told that there was a new house within the hospital
compound which had been built for a doctor but which I could eventually use; but for the
moment they were keeping it for a family who were coming to stay at Mengo for one
month in a few months’ time. However, I could use it in the meantime if I moved out when
they arrived. That family was Brian and Hazel Dorman with their sons Philip and Alan. Yes,
the guy who was transporting my luggage. But as the house wasn’t ready yet I would have
to stay in the guesthouse for a week or so. I was then shipped to Namirembe guest house
for the time being and it was the first time I saw a pit latrine. The guesthouse had been built
many years before to serve as accommodation for any visitors to the hospital. Having
survived the rigours of the “dark night” in Ugandan politics it was basic to say the least. I
was put into a small cell-like room with whitewashed walls, one small window and a
single bed. I remember lying on the bed and saying to myself, what have I let myself in for
having left my nice comfortable home in Ireland for this. It could only improve, and it did.
The Brownlies had compassion on me but in the meantime, I had to stay in the guesthouse
for a few nights. I was then told that I could temporarily move into the small apartment
occupied by Jenny Wilson, the occupational therapist in the hospital while she was on
leave in Kenya, but that she would be back the following week and I would have to go back
to the guest house. In the meantime, I could have my meals in the guesthouse which took
a bit of getting used to, but I did meet some interesting people. Then someone else had
compassion on me and I was told that I could use the small house which was reserved for
the Dorman's stay if I moved out once they arrived. Happily, I agreed as it was a new
house, and so I settled into what would eventually be my home for the next two years. In
the meantime however, I had to be accommodated somewhere else while the Dorman's
were there, but first of all, I had to get my ducks in a row and try to find out why I was there
in the first place and where this Mengo Hospital farm was. I was introduced to Mr. Banda
who was a sort of assistant board of works manager in the place, and it seemed that he
was also in charge of the farm.
My first journey to the farm was one that I will always remember because without decent
maps or Google I had no idea where we were going. I was squashed into a very rickety
Land Rover which, when it was being unloaded from the container in which it had arrived
from Northern Ireland, had slipped and fallen a few feet. As a result a few vital parts had
been reorganised in a fashion alien to how they were first designed, but it still ran and
served its purpose very well for a number of years. As mentioned before, the farm is
situated about 60 miles west of Kampala in a small village called Banda. The first 40 miles
ran along a broken tarmac road which in many ways was worse than an ordinary unsealed
road because the potholes are sharper and very often deeper as well. The remainder of the
journey, depending on the weather, was achieved either by bumping along a very rough
road or
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sliding along the mud track when it was wet, which tested the skills of most drivers,
including myself. It was just like driving on ice. On my first trip to the farm I was squeezed in
with two other guys in the front and there were at least four others in the back of the
vehicle. I found out later why they came along as well. Eventually, after a long and arduous
journey travelling through the bush we arrived at the location and I was told that this was
the farm. As we drove along we passed a very small half-built house in which I was told I
would be staying part of the time. I could have told them there and then that never in a
million years would I be staying in that location! To say it was in the middle of nowhere
would be an understatement, it was completely bush, no sign of any farm development
whatsoever but with lots of little local huts around the place and some small
shamba (garden) cultivation as well. Most people will remember the genocide which took
place in Rwanda in 1994 when many were brutally murdered during an orchestrated
murder campaign. Not so well documented was the genocide which took place in the
1960s during which many of the Tutsi people had also fled their own country and squatted
in Uganda. There were now about 80 of these families squatting on the Mengo farm and
there was no way of evicting them. So whatever happened we would have to work with
these people; this was now their home and many of them had been born in Uganda, and
there was nothing we could do about it. This meant that there were about 100 acres left for
cultivation by the hospital. But first of all we had to make the return journey to the hospital.
Matooke is one of the staple foods of the people of Uganda. It is a plantain similar to
bananas which are wrapped in its own leaves and slow-cooked over a steaming pot for
about three hours. Without me knowing it, part of our mission that day was to collect some
matooke and bring it back to the hospital to sell to the staff since it could be purchased
cheaper in the village than in the city markets. So after an already tiring day, we headed off
into the bush again to buy matooke. But we didn’t just have to buy it; we had to cut it from
the plants as well. At least the guys with me did, I didn’t do much of the work because a
bunch of matooke is very heavy and you need to be used to handling it, at least that was
my excuse, but it was a useful lesson on the culture of Ugandans.
Eventually, the Land Rover was full to the top. The only question was where all these guys
were going to fit for the return journey. Sebuliba was the driver, so myself and Mr. Banda
packed in beside him, but to this day I don’t know where all the others fitted, they just
seemed to pile in on top of the matooke, because they were there when we arrived back
home. For the entire day, our only refreshment was a cool drink, Fanta or Coca Cola and a
sort of bun-type cake which required a lot of Fanta to wash it down. This was the staple
diet for any time I visited the farm since it was not appropriate to bring your own lunch as
none of the others with you had their own food, that was just how it was. Unless you were
sure of its source and how it had been treated, it was not safe to drink the local water. But
you could
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buy local food by the side of the road if you were brave enough. One such food was maize
cobs roasted over an open fire, but it was not to my taste because my digestive juices
refused to digest the hard kernels of grain, so whatever went in came out again as good as
new. Another local delicacy was gonja which was a type of sweet banana, also roasted
over an open fire. It was quite tasty if you didn’t mind eating a bit of ash from the fire and
dust from the road. It was usually served on a banana leaf, and I survived quite a few of
them and lived to tell the tale. That was my first introduction to Mengo farm.
One of the things which surprised me most was the fact that none or very few of the
management and none of the board members had ever even been to visit the farm, which
meant they hadn’t a clue what it was all about. I realised that David Komunda was really
the only person who was pushing this project; to the others it was something which could
wait as it had waited for the past 30 years since it was given to the hospital. I discovered
that it had been a productive farm of about 180 acres in total and that it was extremely
fertile, a fact which I proved to be true in the long run. I knew little or nothing about tropical
agriculture. I can remember going around the farm and being introduced to the various
people and they were asking about cassava and yams and growing sweet potatoes and
many other crops of which I knew very little. My answer was I wasn’t there to teach them
about growing crops because they knew more than I did; my job was to facilitate the
rehabilitation of the farm to make it productive again. The one thing which stuck in my
mind was all the workers wearing white wellie boots. I could never figure out why one
would wear wellie boots on the equator, and why it had to be white, but decided not to
worry about it.
When one visits Kampala city today it is difficult to realise that when I arrived there in April
1989 there was hardly any traffic, and taxis were few and far between. Kampala road was
a mess with potholes, many of the buildings were badly damaged by shell fire, or just
sheer neglect, broken glass, roofless shells. Idi Amin had expelled nearly all of the Indian
and Asian businessmen because he alleged that they were making money in Uganda and t
shipping it back to their own country. He was probably right in that regard, but they were
badly missed at the same time, because he didn’t replace them with anything that was
sustainable. There was no traffic control or vehicle standards whatsoever, if your vehicle
had an engine and four wheels and some way of steering it, it was fine. I was in a VW
beetle where the driver was steering it with a vise grip where the steering wheel should be.
Another time the car had only a brake on one front wheel, yet again I saw a Land Rover
which only had reverse gear, so what, it still moved. The traffic lights were non-functional,
but no one was worried. It was almost impossible to buy a new vehicle, or even a good
secondhand one. If you wanted to buy a secondhand vehicle it had to be ordered from
Japan months in advance, hoping that when it arrived that it hadn’t been cannibalised on
the way.
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In many ways it was a disadvantage being a white person because one was perceived as
having money, therefore sometimes the target of unscrupulous police officers who saw an
opportunity to invent some traffic misdemeanor in order to solicit a bribe. These officers
were very poorly paid, so it was hard to blame them for trying to make ends meet, but still
it wasn’t very nice for the victim. Because of the lack of properly policed rules of the road,
driving was very dangerous, but the strange thing was, that one got used to it and it
became very easy to adopt the attitude as everyone else. While there were, and still are,
many accidents, I think that the reason why there are not even more accidents is because it
has become the norm to expect the unexpected. In other words, one expects the other
person to do something unorthodox, therefore one is always on the alert, always being
ready to take whatever remedial action is necessary. I know that this sounds bizarre, but
that is the situation in many African and Asian countries where regulations are not strictly
enforced.
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My debut and exit as a motorcyclist
This was where I came into the situation. One of my biggest problems when working on
the Mengo farm was transport. Because it was so far away from the hospital and the road
was so bad it was always an issue, either as far as availability was concerned, or what it
was costing to travel back and forth. I had always been used to my own transport so I
found it very difficult to be reliant on someone else for a vehicle, and sometimes even a
driver. The hospital vehicle fleet was limited and very old, in fact in the long run most of
the trips to the farm were made in the vehicle which had the word “Ambulance” written
along its side, but in fact it was really a general purpose vehicle. In fact I think that there
was some tax relief for ambulances, but I am not sure about that.
I was never very much into motorbikes, but I
can appreciate how anyone with such a
passion would love it. When I see someone on
a big tourer bike I sometimes think to myself,
what a great way to travel and see the world.
But, despite my lack of interest, and in the
interest of expediency I decided that I would
buy myself a motorbike. Having never ridden
one beforehand it was maybe a bit foolhardy
and naive to make my debut as a
motorcyclist in Kampala city, even though
it wasn’t nearly as busy then as it is now.
Someone told me about a guy who was
selling two off road motorbikes out in
Namugongo, which is about six miles
outside the city as you go west, so I
decided to pay him a visit one day. It
turned out that the two motorcycles
which he was selling belonged to his
sons, from whom he had confiscated them because they were staying out too late at
night. He was of Greek extraction with the obvious Greek tendency for being over dramatic
andmaybe even quick tempered. The headlights on the bikes looked as though they had
been smashed up and then straightened out again. He told me not to worry that the bikes
had never been crashed, but that one night when his sons came home late he lost his
temper with them and he grabbed his golf club and broke the headlights on the bikes, then
he said to them, now you come home before dark, that's how the Greeks do it.
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Eventually, I managed to buy one of these bikes from him, but as I had never ridden a
motorbike in my life I was afraid to ride it back to the hospital, so I asked a friend who had
his own bike to bring it back for me. Now, I had to learn to ride the thing in one of the most
dangerous environments one could imagine. But, I never really mastered the skill of an
accomplished motorcyclist, I was much too nervous and uptight when in traffic. I did use it
a bit around the city, but as I probably made the city even more dangerous by riding the
thing I decided it wasn’t for me so eventually I sold it. I had made my debut and exit as a
motorcyclist in a short space of time in Kampala and I have never sat on a real one since.
I campaigned for a long time for a vehicle for the farm and eventually I had enough money
to buy a second-hand Isuzu pickup which was in a showroom in the city. This was 1990
and it was rare enough to be able to get a decent second-hand vehicle in Uganda at that
time. This vehicle was privately owned, the owner of which worked in one of the local
banks and he wanted to be paid in local currency. I can’t remember the exact figures, but I
was dealing in sterling which had to be converted into Uganda Shillings, (ugs) I think at that
time there were about 900 ugs to the British pound, which meant that if you converted
1000 pounds into ugs you had about 900000 ugs, of which the largest denomination
was 100 ugs, so you can image having to cart around all this bank notes with you all the
time. Because of the hard times which the country had gone through, no new banknotes
had been printed for a long time, so apart from the vehicles being worn out, the bank notes
were a bit weary as well. The only way for one to obtain local currency was through a forex
bureau because the banks didn’t have any money. In those days most of the foreign
exchange places were just local Indian businessmen who were keen to get their hands on
hard currency and had access to enough local cash, no one worried about whether it was
legal or not. In time, some of these businessmen did legalise their foreign exchange
business which was then regulated by the government, using international rates. My first
concern when converting the sterling in order to buy the vehicle was to get the best
exchange rate that I possibly could. So after shopping around I eventually decided on a
place which was run by wealthy businessmen, I have forgotten the name of it. What I do
remember is that it was about five or six floors up in a very dingy office building. And that
there was a very rickety lift which I had to use to get there, hoping that it wouldn’t break
down on the way. Eventually I found my way into this most magnificent office, plush with
Indian carpets and mahogany inlaid desks, and the big guy sitting behind the desk dripping
in gold. rings, bangles, necklaces, you name it, he had it. And here was little ole me, sitting
like a bold child in front of a headmaster, yes sir, no sir, nice day sir, talk about being
intimidated, wow, I was glad to eventually get out of that place.
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Anyway, we got the business done, and all was agreed, bearing in mind that I now had an
awful lot of bank notes in my possession. I can’t remember how much money there was in
Ugandan Shillings, but it was enough to fill four gunny bags up to the top. A gunny bag is
so called because they were originally used for transporting guano which is the excrement
from birds which was used as fertiliser. They are of similar size to the bags we used years
ago in Ireland for wheat and barley. The plan was that the guy who was selling the vehicle,
who worked in the bank, would send around the bank's security landrover to collect these
bags of cash and take it to the bank where it could be deposited. In due course the land
rover arrived, accompanied by about six security guys armed to the teeth with all sorts of
weaponry. It took three strong men to carry one of these bags of money and to put it in
the land rover, so we set off for the bank, which was located on the other corner of the
same block, which is on Kampala Road. Kampala Road which is the main street of the city
is a dual carriageway, with a centre reservation dividing the two roads, and it can be very
busy
By now it was lunch time so the city was busy,
but instead of crossing to other side of the dual
carriageway which is Kampala Road and
proceeding down as far as where he could turn
back to the bank, the driver instead decided to
head down the wrong lane of the dual
carriageway against the oncoming traffic,
flashing his lights and blowing his horn. All the
time he had a big smile on his face so as to let
everyone know just how powerful he was. Eventually we arrived at the bank, and these
gunny bags of cash were carried inside, now the real work could begin, because it had to be
counted before it could be received. Yes, I kid you not, we had about a million bank notes to
count, all tied up in bundles of one thousand ugs. Luckily the bank had four counting
machines, but I had to stay there as a witness. So here I was sitting in this back room of the
bank surrounded by all these guys with counting machines in the middle of stacks of cash
all piled high to the ceiling. My job was to hand out the rubber bands with which to tie up
the bundles of banknotes. I was wishing I had my camera, but it wouldn’t have been
permitted anyway. We started counting at about 3.oc pm and I arrived home at 8 oc pm
that evening. At the end of it all, a receipt was signed and everyone was happy. Having
said all that, the currency situation did improve in time, not that the shilling gained in value,
they just knocked off two zeros at the end, and introduced larger value denominations, at
least it meant that there was less weight and bulk to carry around. But it is not as bad as
Zimbabwe where they are selling their own currency as tourist souvenirs, “who wants to be
a trillionaire”?
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Update

I am editing this story in June 2021. In March 2019 I made a return visit to Uganda and to
the unit which is now known as ACHERU, which is explained below. Kampala city is now
the city of the boda boda motorcycle taxi. They are called boda boda's because the
concept began by using bicycles at the border crossing between Uganda and Kenya. There
was about one kilometre between the two border posts, so these local guys with their
bicycles all fitted out with pillion carriers would carry passengers between the two posts on
the back of their bicycles. for a fee of course. They would stand at one side of the fence,
shouting "border border"which became boda boda.. Of course the idea grew and it has now
become the curse of the city because they are not regulated, so they are every where all
the time.
In my time in Uganda this concept was just beginning to grow, so it wasn't so bad. Add to
that the "normal" minibus taxi chaos and you have a situation not to be envied. I decided to
drive east to Jinja on the Saturday, a journey which should take about one hour, but the
traffic was so horrendous that the memory lingers on, even to this day two years later.
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To hire a bulldozer

Some years before my arrival the hospital had managed to get a grant of about 40 000
pounds for the development of the farm, but much of it had been wasted on feeble
attempts to work the farm by the time I arrived. They had bought a small Massey Ferguson
tractor and some totally unsuitable implements and they were also paying wages, so by
the time I got there it had been reduced to 20000 pounds which was reluctantly allocated
to me by the board of directors. This was the first time in my life that I was working under
and answerable to a management system as I was used to being my own boss. I found
trying to answer to a committee of doctors and businessmen who knew nothing about
agriculture to be quite a strain. I did however appreciate that the hospital was under a
constant financial burden and that whatever was to be spent on the farm should be well
spent, which put extra pressure on me. Having seen the farm and the logistics of transport
and development I knew that there was no way in which it would be profitable or even
break even within the two years that I would be there. The idea of developing the farm in
the first place was to supply the hospital, which included the nursing school and some of
the staff, with food supplies cheaper than what could be bought in the city. The hospital
already had a truck which travelled many miles each week to buy matooke for the hospital,
which in my view was a false economy because the truck kept breaking down and having
to be rescued.
I knew that my first task would be to clear some of the land, but how? It was too big a task
to do by hand so the only alternative was to hire a bulldozer, but where do I find a
bulldozer? I learned that on this job one of the benefits was that I got to know the city very
well in a short space of time. The best way to get to know a place is to get lost and then to
find yourself again, this was supplemented by studying a map of the city which I had stuck
to the wall over my desk. I had my budget and I was determined to stick to it as well as
possible. I knew there was enough to do the actual clearing of the land and to maintain the
staff for a certain length of time, but I couldn’t see much of an income from sales so I
wasn’t sure what would happen in the long run.
I was told that there was a big international company whose name I have long forgotten
doing development work in the city and that I might hire a bulldozer from them. So I went
searching the highways and by-ways of Kampala for this company. Knowing my budgetary
limitations I began to negotiate with this company for the bulldozer but I had no idea of
the hourly rates for hire in the country so I was mainly guessing and hoping that I would
come out alright. I eventually managed to procure the use of the machine, but transport
was the usual problem. It was a mammoth task to bring this big machine on a low loader
all along those rough roads and it could only be done when the roads were dry otherwise
everything would slide off in the mud and into the ditches.
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In good time the bulldozer arrived on the farm. By this time I had been about three months
on the job, so I was glad to have some action and something to show for my time, even
though no one that mattered came to see it for many months. It was an ancient machine
with very squeaky tracks which threatened to break with every move and an equal amount
of smoke spewing from the exhaust pipe, but it worked. I have no idea how much fuel it
used but it must have been a lot, plus hydraulic fluid because the pipes kept breaking, but in
the end all was well. The driver was quite skillful and he managed to clear quite a bit of
land in a reasonable length of time. The one thing he couldn’t level was the gigantic ant
hills. Ants make them by mixing their saliva with the clay and they were as hard as
concrete, so try as he might they were not going to be shifted. In some cultures these ant
hills are used as baking ovens, you just make a hole in the side and put in the fire and a
chimney for the smoke and away you go. There was one occasion when the driver
disturbed a swarm of bees and they weren’t too happy about it. I happened to be there at
the time and I can remember seeing the guy suddenly jump off the machine and run across
the field for all he was worth trying to shake off the angry bees. Eventually he managed to
shake off most of the bees without too many stings, so all was well.
In the end, we managed to clear about 80 acres for cultivation. Now I had a decision to
make: Do I try to do it the European way or just let the locals do the cultivation and
planting their own way? In order to do it the European way I would have had to invest in
some machines for which I didn’t have the funds, or the available expertise to operate it, so
as there were many workers I left it up to them and their faithful hoes to do the work.
After clearing the land of as many roots and tree stumps as possible we set to word. There
was an old disc plough which we managed to bring into use, with which we broke up the
ground before planting could begin. The main crops which we grew were Maize or Kasoli as
it is known in Uganda, also sweet potatoes and beans, also ground nuts ( monkey nuts)
and plus cassava and yams. I had never heard of cassava before. Cassava is a famine crop
which can remain in the ground for a number of years to act as a reserve is there is a
scarcity, it also makes very nice chips, and similar to wheat flour, it can be used as an
adhesive, even for laying bricks instead of cement. We even tried growing Irish potatoes but
not very successfully because the growing season is too short. The tubers were very small,
while the stalks and leaves grew towards the sun at a rapid rate. The maize grew at the rate
of one foot per week and generally speaking it was possible to grow two crops per year
without irrigation, quite unbelievable really. But even with double cropping I knew it was not
going to be easy to make the farm viable, but I had to try.

Page 27

The Road to Namirembe

Namirembe Cathedral and Diocese

While all this was going on I had been attending services and later on also sometimes
reading the lessons at the English Sunday Service in St. Paul's Cathedral on Namirembe
Hill. By virtue of the fact that it is the original established church in the country, Namirembe
Cathedral is the “Mother” Church of the Anglican Province of Uganda, therefore its bishop
is the most senior bishop within the province, answerable only to the reigning Archbishop.
Similar to Rome, Kampala is built on many hills including Namirembe, Rubaga, Muyenga
and many more. Namirembe was the Anglican Hill and Rubaga just across the valley is the
Roman Catholic Hill with its own cathedral. As mentioned before the first church on the hill
was built by Dr. Albert Cooke under the auspices of CMS and similar to the first hospitals
which he built they were made from papyrus reeds and grass. However, these were also
burnt down after being struck by lightning. It was then decided to construct a proper
building more or less as it is to this day. The current St. Paul's Cathedral at Namirembe is
based on a design which was rejected for Liverpool Cathedral, but my architectural
knowledge is not good enough to describe it, except to say that it was quite a feat to build it
in what was then a remote part of the world.

The story of Christianity in Uganda is interesting but I am not going to describe it in this
narrative as I am not well enough informed to do so. It is worth checking out “The Uganda
Martyrs” on Uncle Google.
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Mengo Hospital was for many years affiliated to the Diocese of Namirembe until it was
handed over to be run by the Board of Directors. From humble beginnings in 1897 to what
is nowadays a fully functional hospital complete with dental care, blood bank,
physiotherapy and occupational therapy, maternity, AIDs unit, also a laboratory and a
nursing school, it has evolved very much over the years. I have also been reading that it is
now affiliated with the Ugandan Christian University and also universities in the United
States. I am sure Dr. Cooke would be pleased, if somewhat confused.
I lived in the Mengo Hospital compound for two years and my favourite place to be in the
cool of the evening was to climb the hill and to sit on the steps of Namirembe Cathedral,
which was just behind my house, and watch the sun go down. The hospital is situated in
the old city of Kampala so the view over the city took in all the old original buildings from
that earlier period, some of which were not in great condition. You could also see Idi Amin's
folly, which was the beginning of what was to be the biggest mosque in East Africa. Part of
the mosque structure was a very tall tower which he wanted to be higher than Namirembe
Cathedral. But it didn’t quite work out because the engineers lost their direction when about
halfway up and it began to go crooked, they then tried to correct their mistake but only
made it worse. This folly stood there unfinished for quite a few years, no doubt a few
heads rolled as a consequence. Eventually, Colonel Gaddafi of Libya stepped in and
removed the whole thing and built what is now the biggest mosque in East Africa, no
doubt big daddy would have been pleased. But that is not to take from the ambiance of
the experience of sitting on the hill because no matter what direction you looked you could
see the rolling hills in the background. I used to line up the setting sun with some trees to
try and calculate the different sun-setting times for different times of the year. The only
difference I could detect between the summer solstice and the winter solstice was about
30 minutes, so it was negligible. This part of the world has a high incidence of storms at
times so there is always a possibility of lightning, even if you don’t hear any thunder.
Sometimes in the evening if there was a black cloud in the distance you could see lightning
flashing all over the place. It was my wish to get a photograph of the lightning but no
doubt because of the lack of the necessary skills and experience I never succeeded. The
senior staff members in 1989 were: Dr. Chris Kyohere (medical superintendent), Dr. Donald
Brownlie (deputy medical superintendent), Dr. Ken Chapman (dental surgeon), Mr. David
Komunda (administrator) and Mr. Stephen Musoke (deputy administrator). Miss Jenny
Wilson was the occupational therapist and later there was Mr. Gordon Silke as treasurer,
and Mr. Tony Winter as the head hospital engineer. Mr. Livingstone Mukasa was the Board
of Works manager, with Mr. Banda as his deputy. There was also all the ground staff and
the engineers and other workers plus the hospital staff and the student nurses. Most of
these plus some of the patients were relying on the hospital for food and it was my job to
provide them with as much as possible from the hospital farm at Banda village. Great
expectations !
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Banda Farm
So after that interlude it is back to work to try to make the farm sustainable, if possible. I
was receiving constant criticism from various members of the senior staff about what the
farm was costing to set up and run. Donald Brownlie would come down the hill to visit me
occasionally but his main concern was what the farm was costing the hospital without
much income showing. Donald was always very diplomatic and he would start off by
saying, “Alan, you are a nice guy and we appreciate what you are doing for the hospital,
BUT ...” We would discuss it for a while, but what was I supposed to do? Eventually we
began to reduce the staff members on the farm but that was counterproductive in itself,
because whatever chance there was with a full complement of staff there was less chance
with less staff. I could see at this stage that this was the thin end of the wedge, there was
no way that the hospital was going to be able to finance the farm until it was productive, so
I just made up my mind to see the end of my term in the job and to leave it in the best
condition I could.
Towards the end it was accepted that it wasn’t going to be sustainable and the decision
was made to start to plant the farm with matooke and hope for better production. I don’t
really know how that worked out because I finished soon after that and I didn’t keep in
touch. I believe that after I finished some of it was planted with eucalyptus trees for use in
the building industry, but to date I do not know how this project turned out. I kept inviting
anyone who wanted to come and visit the place to see for themselves the exact situation
and the problems. There were all sorts of promises – oh yes, they would come but not just
now.
Dr. Jagwe a consultant physician with his own practice in the city was the chairman of the
board of the hospital, a very self-important man who liked things done his way. I tried to
persuade him to come to the farm, and we made an arrangement that he would come, but
on that particular morning he sent me a message with some feeble excuse that he couldn’t
come after all. I left it at that. The only senior staff members who did visit were Gordon
Silke who, being the treasurer, was one of the biggest critics and Dr. Brownlie as mentioned
above. Apart from the fact that the project was not viable, they were suitably impressed
which made me happy. Dr. Kyohere and David Komunda came to visit on another occasion
and that was it. So how do you run a project without the support of the senior staff
members who you were supposed to be working for? Finite. 1991

Page 30

The Road to Namirembe

So, how did I end up in South Africa? That is the question!
During my time at Mengo Hospital telephonic communication within the country was nonexistent, because most of the in-country infrastructure had been destroyed during the “dark
night” of Ugandan politics. It was actually easier to make an international call than to make
one locally. In my experience this situation persisted until about 1993, when on a re-visit to
Uganda I began to notice these tall tower-like structures with all sorts of gadgetry fixed to
them. Upon enquiry I was told that they were mobile phone masts, which were being used
to connect signals between phone users. This was my first real experience with mobile/cell
phones, and I had to come to a third world country to experience it for the first time.
Upon further observation I noticed that more and more people were using computers,
sending emails and accessing the internet and so on. At this stage I began to feel illiterate
and in order to be “modern” I would have to try to to catch up. I had at some stage in the
dim and distant past attended a computer course, before Bill Gates and the development
of the “windows” concept of communication. I think it was called the DOS system, but I
have forgotten all about it because it was very complicated and not designed for my nonanalytic brain. So when I went back to Ireland I bought myself a desktop PC, which
confused me completely. This was a whole new world for me because I had no idea what
it was all about. But I persisted with it for a while because in order to progress my learning I
needed to know what I didn’t know. In other words I needed to have a base on which to
build any future development of my skills. I have been doing that ever since, but in order to
learn more about it at that time I enrolled in a course being run in Portlaoise by which I
qualified for a “computer drivers licence”, which nowadays would be quite irrelevant
because of the development of new technologies. But for me it was the key to my future as
a computer user.
Having read quite a bit about South Africa and also having visited the country in 1991, I was
interested in what was happening in that country coming up to the release of Nelson
Mandela and the breakup of the old apartheid system of government. I was searching
various websites one night looking for someone I could communicate with in South Africa
when I came across this “Christian pen pal” website (not a dating site). In my wisdom, or
lack thereof, I saw this photograph of a lady by the name of Sara Greyling who was looking
for a pen pal, so I felt certain that this lady with an English name like Greyling would at
least speak English. I wrote her a short email, just introducing myself. As they say, the rest is
history, but I suppose I had better fill in the gaps as far as is decent.
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She replied, saying that she was 100% Afrikaans and that her South African lineage goes
back as far as 1665 when the Dutch first occupied the “Cape of Good Hope”, also that she
was a widow with no children, whose husband had passed away a few years previously.
So her married name was Greyling: which in South Africa is from German extraction, and it
is pronounced using the Germanic guttural “G” sound which I learned to use, which I am
unable to reproduce here. Her maiden name was Sara Elizabeth Mostert, and that is the
name by which I got to know her. She also told me that she had two brothers by the
names of Koos and Jan, and two sisters called Bettie and Alida. So much for the English
identity I thought she had, not even an Irish grandparent! But that was fine, her English was
quite good and for a while we communicated by email, by which time I was preparing to
return to Uganda in 1999. She suggested that I do a detour and travel via South Africa and
she would show me her beautiful country, and that is what I did. At that time she was living
in a town by the name of Worcester in the Western Cape, which is about one and a half
hour’s drive from Cape Town on a good road. So she said that she would come to Cape
Town to meet me and asked me where I would be staying. Well, I hadn’t a clue about Cape
Town so I literally stuck a pin in a map, which happened to be Melkbosstrand, which is as
out of the way from where she was coming from as you can get, but I didn’t realise that of
course. So she arrived in due course and on time at the Atlantic Guesthouse in
Melkbosstrand, and I met my future wife for the very first time, though of course I didn’t
know that yet.
When I first replied to her pen pal request I was just looking for someone to communicate
with on a casual basis, but the Lord works in mysterious ways and He certainly performed a
miracle as far as we are concerned. At that time I was on my way to Uganda for what
became a three year stint. I knew where I was going because I had been there before, but
she had no idea, to use a term which is commonly used in South Africa, it was "Africa". I did
visit South Africa a few times during that period and she came to Uganda twice, the first
time during the millennium, or as it was known Y2K. Upon returning from one of my trips I
sent her an email and I asked her to be my wife, and much to my surprise and horror she
accepted. I was 55 years of age when we were married, I won't tell you Sara's age.
We decided to get married in Ireland, when I think about it as I know her today I still marvel
at how she embarked on a journey from Cape Town to Ireland on her own to marry a guy
who she had only met a few times. She had never travelled before and she had only ever
met a few Irish men and women in her lifetime. I had about sixty guests at our wedding,
she had two and they weren't even family. A daughter of a friend came from London with
her boyfriend and that was that. We are both extremely grateful for what we have and the
time that we have had together, and I wouldn’t change it for anything. In the beginning it
was a
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bit of an upheaval for myself because I decided to move to South Africa, but as I had
already been out of Ireland so much in recent times, it wasn’t such a big deal. I still had
most of my farm which was rented out to my neighbour, but that would sort itself out in
good time, seventeen years later it is still sorting itself out, but no matter, all will be well.

I am editing this document on the 21st June 2021, in ten days time we will be married for
nineteen years. Considering our age, in the timescale of a lifetime this is not so long, but for
us it has been a lifetime of love and companionship for which we are extremely happy.
Deo Gratis
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The following article tells the story of the three-year period 1999–2002, when I was at
Besaniya Children’s Home.

Falling through the cracks

05-09-1999
I suppose that I have always had it in my head that one day I would return to Africa. To
stand still is to go backwards, because by standing still one allows everything else to move
forward. It is a recognised fact that reverse culture shock is worse than the experience of
going to live and work in a new and alien environment. This is an experience which I had
when I returned to Ireland after having lived in Uganda for two years and that is almost ten
years ago now. I discovered that the little niche which I had carved out for myself in the
world in which I lived had all but disappeared. If I expected to return to what I had left
behind, I was sadly disappointed. I found that my friends and family had managed to get
along just fine without me, that the world hadn’t come crashing down when I left. Many
changes had taken place during those few years, some of which were good and some not
so good. For this reason it was much easier to move to a completely new culture than
returning to pick up the pieces of an old existence elsewhere. This is probably the reason
why so many people on returning home always find it very difficult to settle down,
especially from Africa, for some strange reason. I suppose that it has some kind of magic
about it. But the longer I stayed away from Africa, the more remote the possibility of
returning became. That is why I returned to Africa when the call came from my friends,
Brian and Hazel Dorman, who spearheaded a small Charity called Africare in Carrickfergus
County, Antrim, Northern Ireland. They were asking me if I would be interested in returning
to Uganda to become “Projects Director” for a child support programme at Besaniya
Children’s Home near Kampala. The children’s home itself is located at a place
called Besaniya – as in Bethany in the Holy land – which is adjacent to the Uganda
Christian University (Bishop Tucker Theological College) on the outskirts of the town of
Mukono, about twelve miles East of Kampala City. Mukono is on the main road to the east
heading for Nairobi and Mombasa, Kenya, so it is in no way remote.
The job would entail taking over the responsibility of project director of the orphanage and
overseeing the child education programme, whereby school fees are also paid for selected
children who are living with their relatives. The job also involves the running of various
projects with the objective of making the facility self sustaining as well as giving the boys
some training in life skills. There is also a small farm of about twenty acres with more
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available if needed, which belongs to the programme. At present only about 5 acres of this
are being utilised, so there is room for expansion in that area. There is also a forestry
project. Eucalyptus trees grown for the building industry are being used mainly for making
scaffolding poles. There is also the embryo of a silk growing project. This was set up as a
trial project and has not been fully tested, so it is still very much an unknown entity. It is an
interesting project but demands a very high level of management. There is also a workshop
which needs some refurbishment at the present time.

The ethos of the home is Christian and it is under the auspices of the Church of Uganda.
The aim is to give the boys a Christian family home upbringing and a good understanding
of Christian values. For me this was to be a completely new area of experience never
having worked with children before. It was with a certain amount of trepidation and fear
that I eventually accepted the offer. The orphanage itself was well established, so it was
well run and had enough facilities to make it probably one of the better versions of such
establishments in Uganda. The boys live in little round huts with each hut sleeping four.
There are African house parents employed at the orphanage so I would not be in direct
charge of the day to day running of the place. There is also good accommodation for the
warden’s family and also for the director, with flush toilets in these houses as well as guest
accommodation, which is a valuable asset for visitors and supporters.
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Education Programme

The education programme is funded mainly by direct giving, which is paid into a general
education fund. This is then distributed according to recommendations coming from the
field. Specified individual sponsorship is discouraged as this gives the child the begging
mentality, however individual anonymous sponsorships are allowed in some cases. Instead
the goal is to educate an individual to a level which is considered to be sufficient for that
person to be able to earn a decent livelihood.
One of the drawbacks of an educational
programme is that when you take on the
education of a person you are taking on a very
long commitment; in some cases as long as
fifteen years. With so many organisations
relying on the generosity of the man in the
street, there is no guarantee that the level of
giving that is required for this type of
commitment will be maintained, while still
putting the welfare of the child as a priority. It
is sometimes very difficult for a donor to
continue a commitment to pay the school
fees for an individual, so this has the potential
to make the school fees scheme
unsustainable. With a view to discontinuing
the education scheme, Africare had been
considering its options regarding other ways
to help the neediest of children. The one
obvious direction in which to look is health,
and the area which is being considered is the rehabilitation of children suffering from the
after effects of polio and other debilitating diseases. The idea is that the child would
be brought to a treatment centre (hospital, etc.) for medical care and backup rehabilitation,
with Africare footing the bill. This would be a form of commitment for Africare with much
easier budget management. It would also reduce the risk of having to pull out midway
through a student's education because of lack of funds. All of this is still under
consideration and will be decided upon in the near future. Another part of the vision for the
future would be to provide a library, either at the orphanage or at the local school. There
are some books available already, but many of them are not suitable from a cultural point
of view.
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In order to tell the story of CHERUB, it is necessary for me to fill you in a little on the
background to Besaniya Children’s Home.
Besaniya Children’s Home is an orphanage situated adjacent to the town of Mukono
approximately 15km east of Kampala City in Uganda. (Besaniya meaning Bethany as in the
Bible) is situated on Besaniya Hill in the Diocese of Mukono and it is under the auspices of
the Anglican Church of Uganda.
The home was established in the mid-1980s by Simeon Weihler from the U.S.A. and the
then Bishop of Mukono, the Very Rev. Livingstone Nkyoyo. The need grew out of the chaos
caused by the regimes of Idi Amin and Milton Obote, both of whom were tyrant dictators
of Uganda from the mid-1960s until the mid-1980s. During those years, many children
were orphaned when their parents and even whole families were murdered by the agents
of those regimes. The parent organisation was Africa Children’s Foundation which was at
that time situated in the sugar cane fields at Moniko Farm near Lugazi on the Jinja Road.
The organisation was originally set up by Rev. Kefa Sempangi, a Ugandan who had
sympathy for the nation's orphans. Rev. Sempangi had received part of his education in the
U.K. and had used his overseas connections to raise funds for his organisation. Because of
reasons which are I am not quite clear, Africa Children's Foundation was eventually closed
down in the mid-1980s by the government of Milton Obote. The residents were left on the
side of the road and Simeon found himself with about twenty boys in his care and
nowhere to go. After a chance meeting with the then Bishop of Mukono (later Archbishop
of Uganda) Livingstone Nkoyoyo, the Bishop offered him the use of part of Besaniya Hill to
build a home for these boys. From the time of it's inception Africa Childrens Foubdation has
been funded by Africare in Northern Ireland. After the breakup of Africa Children's
Foundation Africare had a disagreement with Rev Sempangi and they discontinued their
support, In desperation Simeon approached Africare looking for support for the new
venture. By now Brian Dorman who had been supporting Mengo Hospital in Kampala on a
personal basis had taken over as chairman of Africare, with Brian at the helm they agreed
to support child sponsorship. Eventually Africare found itself sponsoring the entire project,
including the erection of all the new buildings which were required. In subsequent years,
with Brian and Hazel leading the work the home grew into one of the best run and
inspirational of it's type in the country.
The remainder of the Besaniya story is for another time and should maybe be told by
someone who knows it better than I do. It had been in existence for about seventeen years
when CHERUB was established. I was first introduced to Besaniya and Brian and Simeon
when I worked at Mengo Hospital near Kampala city from 1989 to 1991.
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The Confessions of a Quiet Christian

To tell the story of CHERUB is to tell a story of how God works in our lives even if we don’t
realise it. Or even to be surprised by God. I have no qualification whatsoever other than the
experience of life. I am blessed with a reasonably good practical brain and also the
practical experience of being a farmer in modern Ireland which I have been able to put to
good use in Besaniya. My previous two years’ experience at Mengo Hospital was also a
very good training ground for the work I was to do in Besaniya a few years later. I am a
keen reader and I have travelled around the world with Magellan, Drake, Livingstone and
Stanley and all the other adventurers and benefited from my love of history and an
enquiring mind. I am a quiet Christian. If what I do is a good example to someone else then
I reckon that it is what God wanted of me. I abide by the words of St. Francis of Assisi who
instructed everyone to “preach the gospel at all times and if necessary to use
words. .Maybe this is just my comfort zone and it is a good excuse to stay there. If God has
another role for me, then I reckon that He will let me know. I will always be grateful for the
way He used me to establish the caring project in Uganda now known as Children’s Health
Education and Rehabilitation Unit Besaniya (CHERUB). Subsequently known as Acheru.
Affayo, Children's Health Education Unit. The word Affayo in the Luganda language means
“God Cares”.
When I was asked to return to Uganda and to Besaniya in particular, my job as projects
director entailed the building of water tanks and other improvements such as putting in
storm drains, etc. At that time there was absolutely no mention of building a rehabilitation
unit for physically disabled children. Yet, within five months, the project was well under
way.
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My initial introduction to the physical needs of children in this part of the world came about
through the work of by a CMS lady by the name of Sharon Drake from the U.K. Sharon
was an occupational therapist who was sent to Mbarara to provide occupational therapy in
that area. But as is often the case in rural areas, she found the need to be much greater
than anticipated. With the help of various organisations she was able to set up a small unit
where disabled children were treated. Surgery was carried out by visiting surgeons a few
times a year, and the children were then given whatever support was available in the area.
I remember being humbled and deeply touched by one old man who had carried his
grandchild on his back for many days in order to get him some help. I also remember
seeing children who had previously been sitting in the mud because of contracted limbs
from polio and many other ailments and now they were able to walk with the assistance
of physiotherapy, callipers and crutches. How wonderful this was and what a major
difference it made to the lives of those children and their families.
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Return to Uganda
Uganda Orthopaedic Project
Having had this exposure to the needs of the handicapped in Uganda, I can well appreciate
the mind-set of the people who initiated the Uganda Orthopaedic Project. This project is
supported by The Christian Blind Mission (CBM) in Canada. Their main man in Uganda at
the time of setting up CHERUB was Dr. Norgrove Penny from Canada. Dr Penny was born
in Africa but of Canadian and South African heritage.
It was recognised that the basic rights of these children was to get them out of the mud
and to enable them to look their fellow man in the eye. The vision of Dr. Penny was to
source the disabled children in the village and to bring them to a controlled centre for
assessment and subsequent treatment. In the developed world, if one has orthopaedic
surgery carried
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out, that person will most probably be allowed to go home after a short period of time,
usually wearing a cast or similar support. The idea being that the patient is able to attend
the hospital as an outpatient until the condition has healed. During this period the patient
will receive medical care as well as physiotherapy but for the most part this is not possible
in Africa. There are many reasons for this, mostly logistical but not always.
In most African cultures there is a stigma attached to a weak child and such a child is also
regarded as a burden on the family. There are many causes – it could be something which
one is born with such as clubfoot or cerebral palsy, or something contracted, such as polio
or cerebral malaria. It could even be something as simple as falling from a tree or a road
accident with the injury not being treated properly. The result is the same: incapacitation,
thus a blight and burden on the family and to be hidden away at all costs.The initial part of
the project is to source these children in the villages, which is not always easy because the
families do not like to admit that there is such a person in their house. Mostly these
children are identified by a sympathetic, understanding person such as a pastor, a school
teacher or nurse. But in more recent times as the benefits of such treatment become more
evident, families are beginning to recognise the value of such care and they are bringing the
children themselves. This is one of the major spin-offs of the project. After these children
have been sourced and assessed at one of the assessment clinics they are taken to Mengo
hospital for surgery and or treatment and where they are subsequently looked after during
the immediate postoperative period. Then the difficulty arises and this is where it is
different from developed countries where patients can be attended to from home as outpatients. As stated above there are many practical reasons why a patient cannot attend the
clinic as an out-patient in rural Africa:
First of all it is not a good idea to allow a patient in a cast or other such device to return to
the village wearing such a support, as for the most part, the necessary care is not available
in the area. Also, if a child returns to the village wearing a cast, it will very quickly become
caked in mud and disintegrate , thus undoing all the corrective work which has been carried
out. Poverty is also a major factor. Most families cannot afford the necessary fare to
transport a child to and from the clinics. Another reason is the lack of the sense of
necessity and urgency to have regular treatments carried out. All of this emphasises the
need for an establishment such as CHERUB, and also at Namatamba near Mityana in the
western district of the country. These establishments fill the gap between
surgery/treatment and returning to the village as fit as possible.
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Termination of the Education Programme

The initial policy of Africare is to serve the needs of the neediest of children in Uganda. As
Besaniya Children’s Home progressed, an education support programme was initiated
whereby local needy children from outside the orphanage were supported by the payment
of their school fees. Many children benefited from this programme and it filled a very
prominent gap in Uganda’s education system. As mentioned above, one of the difficulties
of this programme was that once a sponsor took on the sponsorship of a child for
education, it was usually expected that this was a long-term commitment, because it is not
easy to suddenly cease to be a sponsor in the middle of a child’s education. While most
sponsors went along with this, some didn’t, especially if that child wasn’t doing too well in
school, maybe not even attending most of the time. Also, as time went by, it became
apparent that this system was being abused and used by unscrupulous people. The
government at this time also introduced “free” education for everyone. This meant that
education was now more widely available and so the need for the education programme
was not as great. It was therefore decided to cut back on the education programme and to
look for other outlets to help the needy. As Africare researched other possibilities to assist,
their attention was drawn to the needs of physically disabled children in Uganda. While
being aware of the Ugandan Orthopaedic Project for some time and the needs thereof
setting up a unit such as CHERUB was not part of the vision. The original suggestion was
that Africare, through CBM help pay for the various treatments on the disabled children.
The idea being to look for a sponsor for each child and when that child was through the
treatment programme that sponsorship would then cease. When this idea was put to Dr.
Penny he said no, CBM had enough funding to carry out its work but that what was badly
needed were centres where these children could go for post-op care and physiotherapy.
Thus the seeds for CHERUB were sown.
A year or so before all this took place, Brian Dorman, the director of Africare in Northern
Ireland, visited Uganda on Africare business. As he was getting out of a car in
Mengo Hospital car park, a tall, distinguished elderly man approached him and asked him if
he was Brian Dorman. Brian replied that yes, he was. The tall man introduced himself as
John Cross from Toronto in Canada. He also introduced his wife, Daisy, who was with him.
It transpired that both John and Daisy were originally from Northern Ireland and that John
and Brian had attended the same church when they were young, though not at the same
time as John is somewhat older than Brian.

Page 53

The Road to Namirembe

John and Daisy Cross
Brian Dorman, I presume
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John is a retired accountant from Toronto, Canada. However, for many years they had an
apartment in Florida where they originally went for summer holidays, but since retirement
they have become “swallows” – living there for the duration of the Canadian winter. The
church which they attended in Florida has, as part of their mission support programme, an
organisation called “The Upper Room”. The Upper Room raises funds and diverts these
funds to various charities around the world.
One of the charities which it had been supporting was the AIDS outreach programme in
Mengo Hospital. The Crosses had visited Mengo on a few occasions; however, this time
they had with them a sum of money which they had hoped to donate to an organisation
working with orphans. Having spoken to many people from various organisations they
decided that not one of them fitted the criteria which had been agreed upon for the
recipient of these funds. As they were leaving for home the very next day and had still not
found anyone that they could entrust the money to, they were preparing to take the
money back home with them. Then they were told that a guy called Brian Dorman from
Africare in Northern Ireland was in Uganda at that time. It was suggested that they should
try to meet him although they were leaving for home the next day. That same day as they
drove to Mengo Hospital in the company of Alice from the AIDS unit Alice saw Brian
getting out of his car and thus John Cross’ metaphorical: “Brian Dorman, I presume.” This
was the beginning of what was to become a very close and fruitful relationship between
The Upper Room, Africare and Evangelical Christian Ministries (ECM) which is a separate
organisation but closely linked to Africare. The Crosses on this occasion gave the money to
Africare who made good use of it.
On their next visit to Uganda the Crosses visited Besaniya for the first time and this is
where I come into the story. When I arrived at Besaniya with the grand title of Projects
Director, the first people I met were John and Daisy Cross. They had been locked out of the
guesthouse as John Moffet – the then director of Besaniya – had the key in his pocket
when he went to the airport to meet me. They were sitting patiently under a tree in the
compound, waiting for John to return. From the very beginning we hit it off. I knew that I
was going to have a good relationship with these people and as time went on we became
good friends, and I am proud to say so. They say the way to a man’s heart is through his
stomach, but this also applies to women and I have proved it. At that time Besaniya was a
very basic place and if you didn’t eat with the boys or cook for yourself using a very
dangerous gas cooker, you would go hungry. By this time the Crosses were hungry because
they didn’t want to risk using the cooker and they were fed up of beans and rice. I managed
to produce a packet of sausages but we had no cooking oil, so the sausages were cooker
over a a very rickety gas
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ring in their own juice and nothing ever tasted so good. Daisy has been my friend ever
since and still talks about it. John and Daisy were still involved with the AIDS support
project at Mengo Hospital and their involvement with Africare was minimal. Their first visit
to Besaniya was very much a fact-finding mission as they had not had the opportunity to
visit on their previous trip.

Staff and Management
At this point let me digress a little bit and tell you about the management structure and the
staff at Besaniya during that time. The in-country director at this time was John Moffet from
Northern Ireland. When I got there he had been there for five years and was soon to return
home to resume his life there. Then there was the Rev. Fred Kisitu and his wife, Mirica, as
well as their family. They were the house parents for the boys and they had been there for
about seven years at that time. Then there were the various other members of staff who
were changing from time to time. These people were supported by a management
committee made up of interested people from the church and also the community. When I
arrived, the chairman was Rev. Jackson Motovu who was later appointed bishop of Central
Uganda. When I arrived my job title was “Projects Director”. There were two reasons for
this: One was to give me a job title which didn’t clash with either the director or the house
parents and the other was to direct projects.
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An Honest Builder
Apart from meeting the Crosses for the
first time and spending some time with
them, this visit was uneventful. I busied
myself getting on with the job of
directing projects. My first job was
overseeing the building of a new latrine
for the Komahanda family who were
maintaining the Besaniya water pump in
the village. Not the greatest event of the
century, but good for the Komahandas.
At this stage I also met a local man who
was to have a large impact on my life
and he also became a good friend, even
my best man at my wedding in 2002. It
is quite rare to find an honest builder in
Uganda. I was lucky to work with a very
fine young man who has very high
ideals and who believes that just to do a
good job is not enough. He believed that
one must always be honest and be seen
to be honest with the utmost integrity. His name is Musoke Grace Balaba and I worked with
him continuously for three years. Not even one bag of cement went astray. I gave him
large amounts of money to buy building materials and more than once he brought back
more than I had anticipated. Working with Musoke made my life in Besaniya a lot easier. He
was also a good confidant as regards local and cultural matters and very diplomatically
kept me out of trouble on more than one occasion.
Over the next few months various projects such as building three water tanks were carried
out, but still there was no talk of building a rehabilitation unit called CHERUB. The biggest
event on the horizon at this time was the proposed visit of about ten people from the
Cross's church at Elmvale in Canada during March of the following year (2000). Many
people from all over the world have visited Besaniya over the years and it didn’t seem that
this visit would be any different. And it wasn’t, except that John and Daisy announced that
they would be coming as well. Brian Dorman said that he was coming too and that was
the catalyst for CHERUB. All the elements were in place for a dramatic event.
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Cherub Building 2000
As stated earlier, prior to this there had been some consultation between Brian Dorman of
Africare and Dr. Penny of CBM about the possibility of helping disabled children in Uganda.
These discussions had not amounted to very much, but the seeds were well and truly
sown. It was arranged that Dr. Penny would meet with the Crosses, Brian Dorman and
myself at Mengo Hospital where he had his lecture theatre. Also, at this time, we met
Danielle Mondor from Canada for the first time. More about her later. Dr. Penny very
skilfully talked us through all the procedures which were employed when treating various
disabilities, explaining everything so carefully that even I, as a very non-medical person,
could understand. Katalemwa is a former Cheshire Home originally set up by Air Marshal
Sir Leonard Cheshire after the 2nd World War and it is situated in the precincts of Kampala
City. In more recent times it had been taken over by an order of nuns and converted into a
facility for looking after disabled children. Prior to CHERUB being set up all of the chosen
disabled children from the area were kept at Katalemwa for post-op care. This facility is
also used by CBM as their assessment centre for the area. It is the first place of call for
disabled children and it is here that they are checked out by a doctor and the appropriate
treatment is determined.
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A few days after the meeting at Mengo we all met again at Katalemwa. This time for a
visual version of what Dr. Penny had explained to us in the lecture theatre at Mengo
Hospital. We were introduced to a very young man called Saidi (more about him later).
After lengthy discussions with Dr. Penny and among ourselves it was decided to further
investigate the possibility of building a rehabilitation centre with a strong Christian
influence, but also an education element. John Cross said he was sure that the Upper
Room Charity in Canada could come up with some of the funds for the new building. Brian
Dorman said that he would see what Africare could do as well. It was decided to go ahead
and build. This was very much an act of faith as we still didn’t have any money. Within a
very short space of time there was enough money to build the unit twice over, so it became
very evident God really wanted this facility to be established. The next decision was the
location as Besaniya is built on the side of a steep hill, and while there was sufficient land
most of it was not easy to utilize for building purposes. After looking around the compound
and also the vegetable garden outside, it was decided to build it alongside the dining room.
At that time this piece of land was covered in trees and it was very steep and difficult to dig.
Not a very easy site to build on, but we had no option. Mr. Musoke was appointed as the
builder and I the Irish farmer, was the Project Director.
As the site is on the side of a hill, there was quite a bit of digging to be done in order to
have enough level ground on which to build. Part of the emphasis of the building project
was to give as much local employment as possible, even if that meant using manpower
instead of machines to do the digging. However, it proved to be very difficult to dig out the
soil by hand, so we employed the use of a machine from the local government office in
Mukono. This should have been a good machine and capable of doing the job, but it had
been very poorly maintained with bad tyres and the driver wasn’t very experienced either.
Because of his inexperience, it was a bit of a waste of time and money as we had to go
back to manpower to finish the task. Eventually the site was cleared and ready for digging
the foundation. This was also a difficult task because of the hardness of the ground. But it
does mean that we had a very firm foundation to work with. That is, apart from the
veranda along the front, as may be noticed even today that it is badly cracked and it has
sunk quite badly. This is because that particular part of the site was built up using the soil
which was dug up from the foundations, so it was not as firm as the virgin ground.
Eventaully everything was ready to start putting in the foundations. We had a sod-cutting
and blessing ceremony where Rev. Fred Kisitu did the honours. After that it was all go, and
the building went up in double quick time. By now it was almost the beginning of May and I
had arranged to go back to Ireland for a few weeks. So I placed everything in the care of
Musoke, wished them well and left for home. During my time in Ireland, Musoke kept me
well informed as to the progress of the building – down to the last nail in fact. When I
returned I was very satisfied as to how efficiently the work had been carried out.
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To Fell a Tree

The first task was to remove the trees.
Bear in mind that the clearing started
only about two days from the time the
decision was made to go ahead, and
the Canadian visitors were still at
Besaniya. One of the men, a guy called
Gary Horne, said that he could fell
trees. So armed with a small Besaniya
chainsaw, he set about felling a big tree
right at the spot where Harriett’s (the
CHERUB House mother) bedroom is
today. The tree eventually fell, not
quite as planned, but with not too
much damage done to the dining room
roof. The next job was to remove the
root of the tree. It was no easy task. We
chopped, we cut, we cursed, we burned
it and even got in a big machine, but
we couldn’t remove the last of it. It is
still there today, buried beneath
Harriet’s bedroom. We did put on a
chemical to help it rot and also put
steel mesh reinforcing in the floor
concrete just to make sure that
Harriett's bed doesn’t disappear

someday.
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The Karamoja Boy
Shortly after this we were approached by Rev. Joseph
Lomogin from Karamoja who was a friend of Besaniya. He
had studied for some years at the then Bishop Tucker
Theological College (now the University) next door.
Karamoja is a remote, underdeveloped tribal area in the
Northeast of Uganda. Having heard about the
establishment of CHERUB at Besaniya he asked us if there
was any way in which we could help a young boy from his
area that had a severe spinal problem. We thought about it
a lot because we weren’t ready to receive patients by a long
shot. The building wasn’t finished and we had no medical personnel, and therefore no real
way of taking care of him. Eventually we agreed to bring him along. Our reasoning was that
if he were left in the remote village, he had no chance, but if he was with us we could at
least take him to various hospitals and institutions where we might be able to get him
some help. So he duly arrived and I can remember seeing him lying on the grass on a
blanket, not even able to speak a common language. He was very shy and withdrawn as
he had never left his village before and this was another world for him. He probably had
never seen a white person before either so it was easy to understand his shyness.
One of our boys was from Karamoja, but he had arrived as a very young boy and
remembered very little of his native tongue, so he wasn’t much help. After traipsing around
Kampala to various hospitals with this boy, not one of which had any interest in trying to
communicate with him in his native language, we eventually found someone in Mengo
who could communicate with him. This person also agreed to look after him while he was
in hospital, as is the culture. This was good, but his problem still wasn’t diagnosed and
never was. After lots of discussion about the probable prognosis, the experts decided that
nothing could be done for him. So we brought him back to Besaniya and eventually Rev.
Joseph reluctantly took him back home again. We heard some months later that he had
died. If he were our first patient, then it was a failure. We didn’t blame ourselves as it was a
long shot from the outset and we probably gave him a better chance at life than he would
otherwise have had.
In the mean time the building was progressing very well under the expert leadership of
Musoke. The roof was on, the floor was going in and the walls were being plastered. In the
space of six months the building was finished, a record in Ugandan terms. Everything was
paid for and the and the workers were paid on time, this meant so much for the morale of
the people working on the site. They also appreciated just having a job to go to. They
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appreciated not having to wait for their salary or having to beg for it as happens so often in
these situations. In return they gave us their full support and cooperation and for the most
part, they were honest as well.
However, something happened during my first few months in Besaniya, before CHERUB
was started: We were digging the new storm drains when this guy came looking for work. I
have forgotten his name, but he had worked there before and I had been warned that he
was dishonest and that we had to be careful. I always like to give someone a chance, so I
decided to hire him to do some digging. He was very strong and worked very hard; I was
very pleased with him. All went well for a while until I began to notice that some of the
tools were missing. I challenged him and he said that he hadn’t taken them. I decided to
give him another chance, but the tools kept going missing, and eventually I just stopped
hiring him.
All seemed fine and the work went on. We began to build CHERUB and he came back
looking for work, but I refused him. We didn’t see or hear of him for a long time, until one
day he came to tell us that his little boy had died of cerebral malaria the night before. He
was looking for money to bury him. We asked the obvious question: Did you take him to
the clinic for treatment? He said no, he couldn’t afford it as he was out of work. He was out
of work because he was dishonest. We gave him more money to bury his child than it
would have cost to save him. There must be a moral there somewhere.
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A Boy Called James
Even as the cement was still setting, word was getting around about the new facility called
CHERUB being established near Mukono. One day a lady arrived with her little boy in her
arms saying that she had tried all the hospitals in Kampala and all the specialists said that
they couldn’t help her. Her child had a big lump at the base of his spine.We still had no
medical personnel and I had no idea as to what it could be. We had to send her away
disappointed. I learned afterwards that it could have been spina bifida. We never saw her
again.
Soon after this, Patrick Wakonyi of ECM, called to
say that he had located an injured boy, called
James, on Jana Island in Lake Victoria, where they
were carrying out evangelical work. James had
fallen from a Mango tree and had a compound
fracture of his femur. When Patrick found him,
the injury was about one month old and the boy
was in great pain. Some attempts had been
made locally to help him but it had only made it
worse. Patrick said that he wanted to take the
boy to Mengo Hospital for treatment and would
we take him in afterwards until his injury was
healed. We still had no beds or mattresses in CHERUB at the time, and there was no one
to look after him. But we allowed that this was what CHERUB was built for and we agreed
to take him. As he lacked other means of transport, Patrick brought James from his home
on the island to the boat on the back of a bicycle. They then put him onto the boat and
after a three-hour boat ride to the mainland, got him onto a minibus taxi and took him to
Mengo Hospital for treatment. This is the real Africa: three or four weeks without treatment
and then a very rough journey to hospital. You certainly have to make do with what you
have and with a smile as well. Can you imagine the pain that this poor boy went through
on that journey, first of all on the back of a bicycle and then the boat and taxi?
Eventually James arrived at Mengo where he was put in traction for a few weeks and then
in a body cast before he was moved to CHERUB. This time the mode of transport was the
CHERUB minibus with the seats folded down and a mattress on the floor. When James
arrived it was a momentous time for both him and all the CHERUB people. This was the
beginning of something which was to have a profound effect on the lives of many young
Ugandans and their families.
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The biggest problem we had was to find a carer for James as no one in his family was
able to come to look after him. Mirica Kisitu, the then house mother for Besaniya, said
that she knew a lady called Harriett who would be interested in the job. Even though
Harriett had no medical training whatsoever, she did impress us with her motherly and
caring attitude and that was what we wanted at the time. Fifteen years on at the time
of writing she is still there, still without any qualification, a wonderful lady. The place
couldn’t be run without her ... a credit to Uganda. - since then she has had some
training and is now in charge of the outreach programme.
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Pelican House.

While all this was going on, we had to decide who was going to eventually run CHERUB
and where that person would live. The compound was fully occupied, and so it was
obvious that we would have to build an additional house somewhere. As I have stated
earlier, when the idea of CHERUB was first mooted among various donors, Africare was
able to raise quite a bit more than was anticipated. But because CHERUB had increased in
size from the original proposed 6–10 bed unit to 20 beds, it had cost quite a bit more than
anticipated as well. There was still a reasonable amount of money left, so it was decided to
build a small house for the CHERUB staff. The only possible site was near the entrance
gate and at the opposite end of the compound. The proposed site had a view to kill for
with Lake Victoria in the background. Uganda being Uganda, there are many fine views
available, but this must be one of the finest, and we got it for free. So in the course of three
months (another record) we built a small house. But small, not ordinary, as Mr. Musoke
allowed his creative juices to flow and we ended up with something unique. Now we
needed a name for this house so I came up with the idea of calling it “Pelican House”
because in folklore the pelican gives its blood to its young. This is the symbol which the
Irish Blood Transfusion Board uses on its logo. I reckoned that if it was good enough for
them, it was good enough for Besaniya.
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Saidi

When I wrote about Katalemwa earlier on I mentioned that we had been introduced to a
very brave young man called Saidi. He was about nine years old when we first met him
and also very, very ill. He had some time before broken his leg and it had been treated by
witch doctors in his own village. A cast had been fitted, but it had been badly neglected
and he ended up in Katalemwa for post-operative treatment. When we first met him, he
had been there for about six months. Dr. Penny asked if we could take him to CHERUB just
to give him a break in his routine and maybe speed up his recovery.
Dr. Penny told
us
Saidi’s
story. He had
somehow
broken his leg
which
had
then
been
badly set and
placed in a
cast before he
was
sent
home.
His
father
had
refused to let him have any more treatment so he just sat in the village and slowly his leg
began to rot. Eventually his mother, who was not living with the family, found him and
brought him for treatment. Dr. Penny told us that when he removed the cast from Saidi’s
leg he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He said it was the worst medical case of
neglect of any kind that he had seen in his professional career as a doctor in Africa. The leg
was almost rotten; it was covered in maggots and open infectious sores – a condition
called osteomyelitis. This is an infectious condition within the bones caused mainly by
neglect of a wound. Osteomyelitis manifests itself first of all at the infected site, becoming
very tender and sore and then breaking out in sores, which are very difficult to heal. By the
time these sores appear the damage is already done. It is also very difficult to cure as the
seat of the infection is hidden. Therefore there is no real way of telling where the next
outbreak might be. Treatment involves first of all surgically removing all the infection from
the area, bombarding it with antibiotics and then praying that it doesn’t break out again. In
Saidi’s case, even the original setting of the broken bones had been badly carried out and it
was worse than it had ever been. Dr. Penny referred to Saidi as the "living dead" and said
that he almost despaired because he just didn’t know what he was going to do for the
child.
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In a developed society the most probable solution in a case like this would be to amputate
the leg and fit a prosthesis. But in the African cultural situation for a young boy like this, to
return to his village wearing a prosthesis would not have been acceptable. It had to be
avoided if at all possible. He would have been ostracized and his life would not have been
good. No doubt he would have been hidden away again so this was not an option to be
considered lightly. When we first met Saidi after he had been at Katalemwa for about six
months, Dr. Penny still had very little hope that the leg could be saved. At this stage,
because the infection kept breaking out in different places without any warning, Saidi had
had about six or seven operations to remove the infection. Each time he had surgery there
was a long recovery period because the wounds were very deep and they had to heal from
the inside. This entailed packing them with antiseptic rope (a layman’s term), which was
fine until it had to be removed. This could be a difficult procedure as the rope would be
stuck to the wound, but Saidi bore it all very bravely. After he came to CHERUB he very
quickly won the hearts of everyone with whom he came in contact. He proved to be bright,
intelligent and just a great guy to have around. When he arrived he couldn’t speak one
word of English, but within a few weeks he was translating for the non-Luganda speakers
in CHERUB. When he was in good form, which was most of the time, he was the life and
soul of the place and a very willing helper, even though he was in a wheelchair.
Saidi first came to CHERUB in the year 2000. He lived at CHERUB for about three years,
under constant care. Even to this day, as an out-patient, he is still attending regularly. I was
there recently and when I met him there were fears that he might be having another
outbreak of osteomyelitis. I don’t know what the final outcome was. To date he has had
about fourteen operations on different parts of his body to clear up these outbreaks, so you
can imagine that he was very fearful. But he still has his leg, or at least most of it. At one
stage Dr. Penny decided to remove one of the bones in his leg so as to reduce the
outbreaks. He now has one leg shorter than the other and somewhat weaker. He is able to
walk unaided and even run a bit. Nevertheless he is still the same little charmer that he was
five years ago when he first came to CHERUB.
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2001 Brings Florence
This brings us up to the end of
2000, the millennium year when
the world was supposed to turn
upside down with the Y2K bug, but
didn’t. CHERUB was still a very
small dot in the greater scheme of
things, but it was about to make a
huge difference in the lives of a
large number of Ugandan children.
The big question up to this time
was who was going to run
CHERUB? By this time Brian of Africare had sourced a lady from Ballynure in Northern
Ireland called Florence Mawhinney who had agreed to give two years of her life to
CHERUB. Florence duly arrived in February 2001 and promptly took up duty as medical
director of CHERUB. Florence, being a qualified physiotherapist was ideally qualified for this
position. That is until she held her first bush clinic about one week after arriving in Uganda
when she got a baptism of fire. She had never made a diagnosis, this not being part of the
physio’s job in the UK, but she had ample time to hone her diagnostic skills and also her
physiotherapy over the next few years.
She was eagerly awaited by Rev. Gentleman from Salama Parish who had heard about
CHERUB two months previously and had been informed that Florence was coming. He
had arranged a rather large clinic as her induction to medical practice in Uganda. He didn’t
know when Florence would arrive but to make sure he did not miss her, he brought his
own nephew who was a polio victim living about 100 miles away to live with him about
two months earlier. The nephew arrived at CHERUB a week after the clinic “walking” on his
backside. He walked out of CHERUB on his own two feet a few months later using crutches
and callipers, but nonetheless walking. This was the very reason for which CHERUB was
established. The clinic was held on the veranda of the reverend’s house and Florence was
very apprehensive about it. But it went well and she managed to arrange for some of the
children to attend the assessment clinic at Katalemwa the following week. These children
in due course became the first official patients in CHERUB.
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Cerebral Palsy.
Dropped Foot

Under the guidance of
Florence and with the
assistance of many others,
CHERUB quickly became
firmly established. The clinic
at Salama, along with others,
became a regular monthly
affair and these were the main
source of patients for
CHERUB. Also it became
apparent that there were a
very large number of cerebral palsy (CP) cases in the area, it is not clear as to why there are
so many CP patients in a relatively small area, but there are quite a few. These children
began to appear at CHERUB as well. Apart from the correct physiotherapy and support
there is very little which can be done for a CP patient, it is not a curable condition. So
Florence set up a CP clinic in CHERUB on Thursday mornings with the main purpose of
teaching the parents or carers of these children how to manipulate the limbs correctly for
maximum benefit. That very busy clinic still continues to this day.
Another condition which is treated all too often in
CHERUB is what is known as “dropped foot
syndrome” or “post injection paralysis”. This is caused
by badly trained village medics incorrectly
administering an injection to a malaria patient.
Instead of giving the injection into the correct area of
the buttock they give it into the sciatica nerve. The
result is a damaged nerve and a dropped foot which
is much the same as is caused by polio. This means
thattthe patient no longer has control of the muscles
which control the angle of the foot as it hits the ground. The result is that the patient will
drag his or her toes or even the whole leg as they walk. This is something which should
never happen but it does, all too often. The “cure” is to relocate tendons from the back of
the foot to replace the damaged ones and then lots of physiotherapy. It takes months to
heal this condition which is caused by malpractice.
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Club Foot

Probably the most common condition which is treated in CHERUB is club foot. According
to statistics there are about 10,000 babies born each year in Uganda with club foot. You
may think that this is a lot, but it is on a par with most other countries. This condition is
common in all societies but in developed countries nowadays it is treated at birth and for
the most part it is not visible. But not so in Africa, where the child is usually left to struggle
in the village until they are rescued by some caring person. But as I saw on my last visit this
is now changing as one mother had brought her new-born child for treatment. This is
good, very good as the message is getting out.
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Irish Ambassador

Sometime early in 2001 there was a rugby match in which Ireland was playing against
France. While I am not the greatest rugby fan in the world it is easy to be patriotic when
you are away from home, so I decided along with some of my colleagues that I wanted to
watch the match. As we couldn’t receive DSTV at Besaniya we decided to go to the sports
bar in Kisamente in Kampala to watch it. During the break in the match I was introduced to
Mr. Martin O’Fannin – the Irish chargé d’affaires in Uganda. Although coming from different
ends of the political and religious spectrums in Ireland it was the beginning of a good and
fruitful relationship. Subsequent to this introduction Mr. O’Fannin paid an informal visit to
Besaniya and CHERUB where we told him all about the project and he was duly
impressed.
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The following St. Patrick’s Day I went to the usual party at the Irish Ambassador's
Residence in Kampala. During the course of the evening Mr. O’Fannin told me that Mary
McAleese – then President of Ireland – wanted to take a non-official tour of some of the
Irish Projects in Uganda and Kenya. At that stage he was trying to work out her itinerary and
he was keen that she should visit a project which was based on the Protestant tradition, if
possible. Even though small and with limited input from the Irish Government Besaniya
fitted this criteria and he asked if we would be interested in hosting her. Of course we
jumped at the chance as it was a golden opportunity for high-profile publicity and the
possibility for further funding. The suggested date for the visit was October 2001 but he
would let us know when it was finalised.
In the meantime he visited a few more times to discuss the possible visit. It was suggested
to him that perhaps she could perform the official opening ceremony of CHERUB, subject
to her accepting the invitation, and he was happy with that. Eventually the visit was
confirmed and all that was left was to make the arrangements. The plan was that she
would have just one hour at Besaniya and in that time she had to meet and greet the
dignitaries, meet the boys and visit one of their houses. She would visit the patients in
CHERUB and talk to them, open CHERUB and then have tea and meet anyone else who
was allowed in.
In the Ugandan hierarchical culture for a president to visit is a BIG event. It doesn’t matter
where the president is from; it is still a big event. For a president to visit a small place like
Besaniya was unprecedented (except if there was an election coming up), and therefore
everyone wanted to be in on the act, from the Archbishop to the local council. But as this
was a low-profile visit politics had to be kept out as much as possible. However, try telling
that to an aspiring Ugandan politician and see if he or she will listen. There was no way
that they could understand the concept of a non-political presidential event.
At that time the local council in Mukono was busy repairing the road from Mukono to
Besaniya but they were not aware of the pending high-profile visit which caused a bit of
scurrying later on. For weeks the road was in a mess with by-passes the order of the day. In
due course Mr. Brian Nason – the Irish head of presidential protocol – arrived to arrange
the president’s programme in Besaniya. Every step that she would make had to be planned
out in detail. We made out a guest list; as the place is small it had to be kept short, but try
telling that to bishops and deans and politicians – they were attending whether invited or
not. As Pelican House had the most decent toilet in the place that house was to be left
vacant in case she needed to use it. It was just as well that she didn’t need a shower or we
might have had a problem.
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For the record, the Irish Presidency is non-executive, so he or she does not have to be a
political person. In reality for the most part they have been supported by a political party,
but not all have had a political career. Any adult citizen who can raise the necessary
support can present themselves for election.
The Presidential Visit
This was a big event so I will try to describe it as accurately as possible:
As the time for the visit drew close a few guests from Northern Ireland arrived at Besaniya.
Brian Dorman came specifically for the visit and he brought along his friend and supporter
Fred Picking. Also arriving with them was Ella Mawhinney, Florence’s mum. These very
capable people were drawn into the organising of the visit and they all made a valuable
contribution, some of which was unscheduled. In fact, most of it was unscheduled.
Fred took on the job of erecting the brass plaque which was to be placed on the wall of
CHERUB to mark the event for posterity. The plaque was supplied by the Irish Embassy
and the first one that arrived was incorrect so another one had to be made. Fred then
turned his genius to making a curtain for the plaque so that the President could unveil it. I
have forgotten where he got the curtains; I think that Ella made them, but the drawstring
was an arrangement of cord and the flush handle from one of the toilets. If Fred, who was
a bit of a practical joker, had had his way there would have been a sound recording of a
toilet flushing in the background when she pulled the handle, but it was vetoed as being
“non-presidential”!
As part of the hospitality for the event we were to have tea ready for the presidential party
and anyone else who would attend. I can’t remember who was assigned to make the tea
but it didn’t quite work out the way it should have. I know that I bought the tea bags and
they were at my house, but I thought that they had been taken to Pelican House where the
tea was to be made. This despite the fact that Pelican House was supposed to be a
controlled area for the president if an emergency arose. Security of course was top of the
list and apart from her own personal bodyguards this was looked after by the Ugandan
Presidential Unit, who for the most part was very efficient. All of the guests would be
issued with a name badge which would be their ticket for admission. Sharp shooters would
be placed on the various vantage points in the local countryside
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There would also be patrol dogs on duty for the duration of the visit. Everything then was
laid out and fully organised. All that was needed to make everyone happy was that
everything worked as it was supposed to but needless to say, this wasn’t to be the case. A
few days before the visit was due to take place, the road to Besaniya was still in a mess as
it was being rebuilt. This was in spite of the mayor and other leading locals being invited to
meet the president. When the embassy organiser came to make final arrangements she
was horrified to see the condition of the road and very quickly lit a fire under those who
were responsible; subsequently the road was quickly made presentable.

The Big Day
On the day the first to arrive were the security people with their guns and their dogs. We
were all ordered to leave our homes while the dogs sniffed their way through everything,
being very thorough. Then some more security people arrived to erect a security arch: the
same as they use at the airports and most other public buildings nowadays. This was
erected on the drive as you come up the hill from the gate towards the dining room and
CHERUB. Everyone was supposed to walk through it as they entered the place. But it was a
bit pointless as there was nothing to stop anyone from walking down the other road
towards the residential area and walking up the steps unchallenged. The area adjacent to
the kitchen was to have been the parking area for the VIPs and all other cars were to be
directed to park on the hill beside the guest house. The road down to the residential area
was to be left free, so that the president could walk down unhindered to visit the boys’
houses and then back up again. But this didn’t happen, because the car parkers got
confused and blocked up the whole roadway with cars, thus causing a problem.
As the time drew near for the president’s visit all the dignitaries began to arrive as well,
those who had been invited, and also those who had not, but thought that they should
have been. There was nothing I could do about this, so I just let it happen. Because the
President was on a tight schedule it was necessary for her to travel by helicopter to the
various locations. As there was no place for the chopper to land at Besaniya it was
arranged that is should land on the playing field at the university. In order to do that a lot
of arrangements had to be made, including removing the the goal posts in case there was
a crosswind and it blew the chopper off course. Then there was the problem of it attracting
all the local people to see the excitement. But that was the job of the security personnel, so
I didn't worry about that.
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The Arrival
When the president and her husband, Dr. Martin McAleese, arrived I greeted her along with
Brian Dorman and the house parents, Fred and Mirika Kisitu. The plan then was that I
would introduce her to the local dignitaries who had formed a long line. But I discovered to
my horror that because so many uninvited people had turned up I didn’t know most of
them, so I had to turn the introductions over to Archbishop Livingstone Nkoyoyo who did a
good job.
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After the introductions it was time to meet the boys and to visit one of their houses. As I
have said before, things didn’t always go according to plan and this was one such occasion.
The road down to the residential area was supposed to be left clear for the presidential
party to walk down without interruption, but when we were a short way down I realised
that there was no way we could walk down the road as it was full of parked cars. It was too
late to turn back and go down the steps so we had to proceed and ended up walking down
the edge of the storm drain. Luckily it was well built and no one slipped in.
The president made a brief visit to one of the boy’s houses and spoke to a few of them for
a short time. Then, to avoid having to run the gauntlet of the storm drain again, we took her
back up the very steep steps towards CHERUB and the dining room. This brief interlude
gave me a chance to speak to her personally as her son Justin was at that time my niece’s
best friend in school, so it was nice to make this personal association.
After her short visit to meet the boys, the president went to CHERUB and met all the
people there. Florence had everything well organised, and she was able to meet most of
the patients. Then it was time for the grand opening of CHERUB. First of all Brian made a
short speech of welcome and invited her to perform the opening. Then the archbishop said
a few words and led the meeting in prayer after which the president did the necessary by
pulling Fred’s well-devised curtain string and it worked beautifully. The president then made
a short speech and it was time for tea and to meet the assembled masses in the dining
room. Just as we were about to relax and looking forward to the tea, someone said in my
ear, “Alan, who is making the tea and where are the tea bags?” The last I saw of them was
in my house and I thought that they had been taken to Pelican House to have the tea
ready in time. So there was a lot of running around to find the tea bags and to have at least
one cup of tea ready for the president before she had to leave. But thanks mainly to Ella
and Fred they produced a very nice cup of tea just in time. When I asked the president if
she would like a cup of tea her expression was, “Oh, I’d murder a cup of tea!” in a Belfast
accent. No one but an Irish person could put it so well, so I felt right at home.
She then went on a tour of the dining room and spoke to almost everyone, even briefly.
The Ugandans were very impressed and excited with this as the thought of an African
president wanting to meet the people is almost unheard of. She was a big hit.
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Bye Bye
By then it was time for her to leave. The hour went quickly – she shook hands with
everyone and departed to the vehicle and her chopper. Even though it was only a brief
hour it was the longest hour of my life. I remember sitting down in the dining room
afterwards completely exhausted and looking for some tea and cakes, but by this time it
was all gone.
This was the end of a very interesting and exciting interlude in the life of Besaniya and
CHERUB, and I was very happy to be a part of it.
By now it was the end of October 2001 and CHERUB was running full steam. Florence had
very successfully managed to set up various clinics around the local area and these were
attended to regularly. She made a liaison with a group of nuns who were living in the area
and especially with an intrepid Irish nun riding a pikkie pikkie (50cc motorcycle), Sister Mary
Costello from near Tullamore in Co. Offaly. Sister Mary’s work was mainly with deaf
children, but as she went around her clinics she was able to identify lots of other ailments
where CHERUB was able to help out. This was a good relationship, even though once
again coming from opposite ends of the religious and political spectrum. They became
good friends and colleagues.
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More Mundane Things
The Mutumbas
By now I had reached the end of my
original two year contract with Africare so
it should have been time for me to leave.
But Brian had asked me to stay on for
another year this time with the title of
Director. Fred Kisitu, in addition to being
the house father was also supposed to be
the director, but it wasn’t working very
well. Having considered my options I
decided to stay for another year at least. I
didn’t know then how things would turn
out. I very quickly discovered that I was
never meant to be headmaster of a
school, as this is basically what the job
entailed. The job became a nightmare and
I began to worry because there was very
little discipline in the place. I found it
difficult to control the boys and I had no
support from the house parents, so by the
following January I had given Africare my
notice to leave by September 2002. Also I had other things on my mind. At this time it
became apparent that the Kisitus would also be leaving Besaniya in the near future.
Florence’s contract was due to expire in February 2003 but she decided to cut it short to go
home at Christmas 2002, in order to marry Russell Milliken who had been working at
Besaniya for two years as well. The big question then was who was going to replace me,
the Kisitus who were to leave in May 2002 as well as Florence who was to leave after
Christmas.
It was decided by Africare to try and amalgamate the positions of director and house
parents. They realised that this would not be easy as both positions required different skills.
The appointees would need to be people of good Christian standing and integrity, with
good management skills and also some experience of managing young people. A few
people came to mind but the names that kept on coming up were those of Sam and Mary
Mutumba.
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Sam at that time was the Headmaster of a school in Luwero and Mary was also a school
teacher who also taught Sunday school. Sam was also very actively involved with ECM as
mentioned earlier so he was well known to us. Africare approached them and after careful
consideration they agreed to accept the positions. They commenced work in May 2002
and after extending a few times now hope to finish in 2007.
It is hoped that they will be succeeded by Rev. Festo Kalungi. Festo, who was ordained in
2004, is one of the first groups of Besaniya boys, so the place has come full circle and this
is how it should be.

Danielle Mondor
Danielle who comes from
Canada is a physiotherapist and
she had already spent six months
in her placement at Katalemwa. I
first met her during Dr. Penny’s
instructive lecture at Mengo
Hospital as mentioned above. On
that occasion we had a brief
discussion about what we were
doing in Uganda and that was
that. I had more or less forgotten
about her until one day she called
me on the phone to say that she
was leaving very soon and that
she would like to come to visit
CHERUB before she left. At this
stage CHERUB was just in the
finishing stages of being built. A
few days later she arrived and
gave us some useful advice about
various aspects of the place. She
met with various people and then
she went home to Canada.
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In the meantime Florence had arrived to take over the running of CHERUB. As her tenure
was coming to an end we were beginning to look around for a replacement with no one in
particular in mind. At about this time, after not having heard anything from Danielle for
more than a year, I got an email from her just asking how things were going. I wrote back
and in very few words I asked her if she wanted a job, and that was it. Well, almost. She
had to think about it and pray about it and look for funding and so on, all the time liaising
with Africare. Eventually she arrived and it was a good moment for CHERUB.
By now I had left Besaniya so I have no first-hand experience of Danielle’s time in
CHERUB, but by all accounts it was very good and successful. She initially agreed to come
for one year, and as the year drew to a close she had to decide if she wanted to extend or
not. Eventually she decided not to extend and returned to Canada. In the meantime we
were beginning to hear the name
of Denise Kane from Belfast
being mentioned as a possible
successor for Danielle. Denise,
who is a nurse, (not a
physiotherapist) had been to
Besaniya a few times. Africare
was hoping that she would agree
to take over, but she wouldn’t
make any commitment for a
long time. Eventually in God’s
time she made her decision and
duly arrived to take over the
running of CHERUB. Because she
was a nurse, she couldn’t do the
work of a physiotherapist so the
services of Paul Ochen, a local
physiotherapist were employed.
Like Harriett, Paul has been a great success and he is now the one who is in charge of the
physiotherapy side of CHERUB. Since then, Denise has had a long association with
Uganda since then, because she married Dr. Rory Wilson who was Medical Superintendent
at Kiwoko Hospital in Luwero during her time at Cherub.
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October 2005
The time had now come for Cherub and Besaniya to be completely managed by local
people, as this had been the goal from the beginning. Joyce Kalinda who is a Mengo
Hospital trained nurse was employed to take over from Denise in October 2005 as the
nurse manager, she has the responsibility for the medical side of the place. The Mutumbas
are in charge overall. Rev. Festo Kalungi who would eventually replace the Mutumbas was
acting as assistant director until then. Harriett was in charge of the administration of
CHERUB, while Paul was in charge of the physiotherapy department. The funding was still
coming from various donors through the offices of Africare in Carrickfergus, Northern
Ireland. The fact that the place was in local hands was a major step forward and this was
how it should be. The ultimate goal is to make it locally sustainable, let us hope it is sooner
rather than later.

The “CHERUB Smile”
Every time that I visit CHERUB I leave inspired and full of hope for mankind. It is really
amazing what is happening there, and to feel the atmosphere is something which has to
be experienced to be understood. From the outset there has been a feeling of wellbeing in
the place, a feeling that we were on the right track. Right from the time that the concept
was first conceived and the first sod was turned it has been a miracle work, and anyone
who has a genuine interest in the work and the children being treated have been truly
blessed. But I am biased, as it is a project which has been close to my heart since the very
beginning.
I have recently returned from a visit to CHERUB and my feelings have not changed.
CHERUB is doing a necessary job, not only in the medical field, but also in the general lives
of the children who pass through its treatment rooms. For the most part these children
come from villages where they have been mistreated and regarded as a stigma on the
family. They are shy and withdrawn, also in pain, not being able to function properly from
a physical point of view. More than likely they have never interacted with other children
and have never been to school, so their social skills are minimal as well. But once they
come to CHERUB where they are being looked after properly, they begin to interact with
other people and they change dramatically.
My method of getting the first reaction was to pretend to shadow box them, making them
react in self-defence. Then the little fists would take a defensive position and they would
begin to fight back, but very soon there would be a faint smile which grew as time went by.
Once they started to smile they were on the way to recovery, even without medical
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treatment. The value of that smile is immeasurable, it is everything, and it has everything
that was missing from their lives right up to that time. Very soon they are laughing and
playing with the other children, going for their treatment, even if it is painful for they know
that it is given with love and understanding by the amazing CHERUB staff.

These people are incredible, especially in a society where the attitude towards the ill and
disabled is very casual to say the least. They show a love and understanding that is quite
rare within Ugandan society. If these kids were in an ordinary hospital – apart from their
occasional treatment – they would be largely ignored, certainly there would be no
stimulation and no one-to-one interaction. But within CHERUB they have a chance to
develop in many ways, this is due to the understanding and positive attitude of Harriett,
Joyce, Paul and Apollo who make up the very professional CHERUB staff. This caring
attitude is unique in many societies, but it makes a huge difference to the eventual outcome.

06/11/09 What Hope
What a pity that this caring and loving attitude is not replicated by the people in authority,
namely the Church of Uganda and in particular the Diocese of Mukono. The church is
supposed to be the ultimate authority before God, charged with looking after the moral
and general welfare of the people, but this is not happening in this area. It just seems to be
self-serving with no vision for promoting welfare, and no real stewardship of what is in
place already. This is a pity for while the Church of Uganda takes a very firm stance on
issues such as homosexuality, it does very little to promote Christian welfare among its
own people. There are so many people out there in the world who are willing to give, give,
give, but there is no guarantee that their time and donations will be used as it was intended
to be.
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This makes me sad, to think that the people who are supposed to be looking after society
are really the ones who are hindering its development. There is so much which could be
achieved if the right attitude was maintained. One way of dealing with this problem would
be to initiate management courses for pastors in training. The word “pastor” comes from a
phrase which is used in one of its various forms many times in the Bible to describe a
person who “feeds sheep”; perhaps it would be good to return to these roots and to revisit
the real meaning of the word.
In the meantime CHERUB continues to flourish, currently its future hangs in the balance
because of various issues, but hopefully with God’s help these issues will be sorted out very
soon and the way forward will become clear so that the “CHERUB Smile” will continue for
a long time to come. Four years later a lot has happened and the story which I have to
relate now is sad, but probably not without precedent in Africa. I can only tell it as it is,
otherwise the truth would not be told. I am referring to the debacle which has taken place
in the Diocese of Mukono in Uganda, which caused the project described above to fail
within a very short period of time. It was just a pipe dream; sadly it was too much to expect
the Church of Uganda to keep its word and to honour its promise to Africare and its
supporters. Not only that, but it also failed to keep its promises to its people and especially
its children, who are the real victims. When I wrote the story above there was great hope
that CHERUB would continue to flourish as a rehabilitation centre, but from the outset
promises which were made in return for continued support were broken and considered
not to be important. As stated above Besaniya and CHERUB were handed over to the
church of Uganda with the hope that they would keep it going for the benefit of the
children of Uganda, but alas, not so, its main interest was to gain possession of the Africare
cheque book.

By this time I was no longer directly involved with ACHERU so I do not have any firsthand
experience of how it developed, so I leave the next chapters to Brian Dorman who has
written two books about how the project developed from this time onwards.
In 2010 CHERUB moved out of Besaniya which is the property of The Church of Uganda
and relocated to a bare field site about five kilometers from the town of Mukono. While this
site was being developed the facility rented a property nearby for the first few months after
the move. Because the church was now the legal owner of the name “CHERUB’’ it couldn’t
be used without the church’s permission, which was refused by the bishop. The staff in the
meantime had come up with a variant of that name which is “ACHERU” The letter “A”
stands for Afaayo, which in the Luganda language means “God Cares” so the full title reads:
Afaayo Children's Health Education and Rehabilitation Unit, thus by this name it is now
known.
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As I write this paragraph in 2018/2021 CHERUB/ACHERU it is still flourishing but not under
the Church of Uganda and not without a few hiccups on the way.
The story has been continued by Brian Dorman in his two books “The Tree the Boat and
the Broken Leg” and “The Road to Kabembe”. These were limited editions, privately
published so I am not sure of their availability.
Reflection
Having said all the above, the reality remains that apart from birth defects such as Cerebral
Palsy and Clubfoot and most accidents, which are non controllable, nearly all of the
conditions which are presented at CHERUB/ACHERU are preventable. Ie, Osteomyelitis,
Malaria, Polio Paralysis, Dropped foot syndrome, poorly treated wounds and bone
fractures, witchcraft interference, the list goes on. The answer to this is, education, and
interaction at village level and this is where the future of the work of CHERUB should lie.

The following are a few stories which I am re-calling from my time, both in Uganda and
also in Betty's Bay South Africa where we lived from 2005-2017.
Foolhardy and Wiser, the story of how Brian and myself were arrested for spying 051999
When we were arrested we were taken to a building called Basima House. We were locked
in a room where the walls were covered in dried blood and excrement and other
substances of a highly suspect nature – a consequence of the many beatings and tortures
which had taken place there in the not too recent past. Not a nice place to be! We were in
fact being held in what was the centre of interrogation during the past evil regimes of Idi
Amin and Milton Obote in Uganda. We had no idea how long we were going to be kept
there or what was going to happen to us, all we could do was pray and hope that reason
would prevail and that we would be released soon and unharmed.
I think that those of you who know me will be surprised to learn that during my first few
weeks in Uganda in 1989 my friend Brian and I were arrested and held in detention for a
period of time followed by an anxious week while they “checked us out”.
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It was June 1989 and I had arrived in Uganda and indeed into the African continent for the
very first time about six weeks before. The whole situation was brand new to me and I was
feeling my way very tenderly, trying to fit into a potentially volatile situation and not make
too big a fool of myself. Having arrived at a time when Uganda was beginning to recover
from the dark night of past despot regimes, security was very tight and somewhat bizarre –
everyone was treated as a security threat to the state, even two “missionary” guys from
Ireland.
Setting the scene

It all came about very innocently indeed and we perhaps should have known better, but
we took a chance and did not get away with it. The location was Mengo Hospital in
Kampala
City, which is situated on Mengo Hill, once the headquarters of Buganda Kingdom which is
one the three kingdoms of Uganda. As it was the headquarters of the kingdom it was also
the Seat of the King of the Buganda (the Kabaka), and thus a sacred place to many people.
By the time I arrived the kingdoms had almost been wiped out by the rough tactics of Idi
Amin and Milton Obote. The last Kabaka of the Buganda, Kabaka Frederick Muteesa II had
just about managed to escape with his life by climbing over a wall at the rear of his palace
and secretly leaving the country. He ended his life in a bedsit in London, a very lonely and
frustrated man. Nevertheless it was and still is a very special place to the many subjects of
the kingdom, so much so that as time progressed and the country became more stable the
government – after much lobbying – eventually allowed the kingdom to be reinstated with
the Kabaka as their chief. Kabaka Frederick’s son Ssabasajja Ronald Muwenda Mutebi was
invited by the kingdom to return home from his life in London as a double-glazing
salesman to take up his crown and kingdom, which he did. However, he has no executive
powers whatsoever, and his role is purely ceremonial. Nevertheless he is regarded as the
Kabaka by his people.
I was just settling in when Brian and Hazel Dorman and their two boys Philip and Alan
arrived from Northern Ireland. They were from an organisation called “Mission Support
Services” based in Carrickfergus. This organisation had been supplying material support to
Mengo Hospital for a number of years prior to my arrival, so they had come to see how
things were going and to visit some of their friends at the hospital. I had met Brian before
as he had agreed to transport a lot of my luggage which I was required to bring with me at
that time in one of their containers. This however was the first time I had met Hazel and
the boys. They had been to Mengo a few times previously during the bad times so they
knew what the place was like.
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When I arrived I was given a small house in the Mengo Hospital compound which had
been earmarked for the Dormans during their eight-week stay. So when they arrived I had
to move out and I was asked to move in next door with the Brownlie family from Belfast.
Dr. Donald Brownlie was the deputy medical superintendent of the hospital. So here we
were, all one big not-so-happy family wondering what the other was doing there,
especially myself and Donald Brownlie, that is, he was wondering about me. But that’s
another story.
Just below the hospital there was a building called Republic House which had been the
administrative headquarters of the Buganda Kingdom during the time of the British
Protectorate in Uganda. Its Government Chamber had been modelled on the Government
Chamber in Stormont Castle in Belfast.
By the time of my arrival this building had been taken over by the government to use as its
military headquarters in the area, with lots of soldiers and guns around the place and
people looking busy without knowing they were supposed to be busy. One of the laws
introduced by the new Government which just had taken over in 1987 was that no
photography of public buildings or military installations or other sensitive areas such as the
hydro dam at Jinja was allowed, and to be strictly observed. But rules are made to be
broken, aren’t they!?
One of the former Kabakas (King) about 100 years previously had been given a gift of a
giant tortoise which had come from the Seychelles and true to tortoise longevity it was still
alive almost 100 years later and it had become quite an attraction in the area. It was
decided one day that a group of us which included a visiting work party from Northern
Ireland would walk down the hill to see it, and maybe take a ride on its back and take some
photographs as was the custom, or so we were told. Our group included me, Una Brownlie,
Hazel and Brian Dorman with their boys and some of the Brownlie kids. I can’t remember
who else was with us. Our route took us down the hill past Republic House where all these
soldiers were stationed, as Brian and I both had our cameras with us we hid them in our
pockets or as best we could on the way down to avoid suspicion among these triggerhappy soldiers.
After some searching among the tall elephant grass we eventually found the Kabaka’s
tortoise which was huge, but very docile and resigned to the fact that he was nothing more
than a tourist attraction. Photographs were duly taken and we decided to make our way
back up the hill to the hospital. As we walked back up the hill I had my camera hidden
behind my back to show that I was not taking photos of the military installation, but the
next moment I realised that Brian in his wisdom – or lack thereof – had taken a picture with
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his compact camera and for some reason even in the daylight the flash went off. Of course
this attracted the attention of the soldiers in the barracks. The next thing we knew was that
we were being escorted into the building by two heavily armed soldiers who told us their
“commanding office” would like a “word with us”. Ouch, YEA OKAY, Oops. We were
escorted into Republic House and into the office of the CO who was surrounded by
soldiers all armed to the teeth. He was courteous enough but at the same time we knew
that we could be in big trouble. They began by searching us, even under the collar of our
shirts and inside our shoes, then made to sit down and in broken English he began to ask
us questions about who we were and what we were doing there and that sort of thing. All
the while my heart was thumping and my mind was racing with the perplexity of the
situation we were in and asking how we were going to get out of it. Here I was, just arrived
in the country a few weeks ago on a two-year work permit which took a long time to
organise, and now I was arrested for spying! I know it now seems like a laughable situation,
but that is how it was. I reckoned that the least that would happen to me was that I would
be unceremoniously kicked out of the country, I didn’t dare think of any other
consequences. After interrogating us for a while and after hearing that we were from
Ireland he decided that we were from the IRA because Brian looked like an IRA member
with his big beard. I am not sure what criteria he used to classify me; he probably came to
that conclusion because that was all he had ever heard about Ireland. So here we were
sitting pretty, going nowhere and scared stiff with our hearts in our mouths. He then asked
us how much money we had in our pockets, so they were promptly emptied to reveal not
very much apart from some keys and a small amount of cash. He then told us to hand
over our passports which of course we didn’t have with us. It was arranged that some of
the soldiers would take Brian up to the hospital to collect them while I was kept hostage
keeping my fingers crossed that Brian would be able to find mine where I told him I had
left it. The CO made it clear to us that if we couldn’t present our passports then he would
have no option other than to keep us in custody. Definitely a situation that called for
prayer!
It was very hot outside and also inside the building so I asked for something to drink just to
be told there wasn’t anything available, but that if I gave one of the soldiers some money
he could go and buy me some cool drink. The commander wanted one for himself as well,
of course. I remember that I had just about enough money for the bottles of cool drink
which was welcome when it eventually arrived about half an hour later.
In the meantime Brian was escorted by an army Land Rover back to the house for the
passports only to find that the other members of our group had seen us being arrested for
no apparent reason. They had been walking behind us up the road when they suddenly
saw us being frog marched by some of the soldiers into the building without having had
any
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opportunity to tell them what was going on. At this point he at least had the opportunity to
tell them what had happened which didn’t improve his popularity with his wife and some
others near and dear to him. As they waited anxiously for news of what had happened to
us, I was also anxious for Brian to return with our passports so as that we could get out of
there as fast as possible. It was a big relief, when an hour or so later to did return with the
passports, hoping that we get out of there and deal with it on the outside., but no way.
They took our passports and our cameras with the intention of having the films processed
as evidence of our misbehaviour. We were then bundled into a Land Rover and taken a
short distance down the road to what had once been an impressive building but now
needed lots of TLC. This was Basima House as mentioned above, the house of horrors. I
shudder to think of of what may have taken place in that building during the horror years of
the reigns of Idi Amin and Milton Obote. There are a few locations such as this around the
city where victims were taken for interrogation and never seen again during those times.
Even to this day there are many people who cannot bring themselves to walk past these
buildings because of
what had taken place inside. Now we were inside one of them and in a room where it was
very obvious that many horrific acts had taken place there.At times like this one begins to
wonder how and why did one manage to end up in a place like this. I began to think of my
nice little bungalow outside Portlaoise town and my nice comfortable bed and all the nice
and familiar things which I had left behind in Ireland. Here I was completely out of my
depth and in a place of horrors completely at the mercy of a regime of which I knew very
little, a regime that was in a constant state of alert for fear of losing control of the situation
from some other maniac despot. This was so removed from anything else I had
previously experienced and I had chosen it all voluntarily.
My mind is a bit hazy as to the chain of events which took place after that. I remember we
were taken into an office where there was another officer, this time in civilian dress, who
interviewed us for a while. We then went back to the chamber of horrors where we were
told to wait. Soon afterwards we were told that we were being released but that they were
keeping our passports and cameras and they would drive us back up to the hospital, which
was very civil of them. So we were once again bundled into the Land Rover along with
about ten soldiers which was a bit of a squeeze. I think they just wanted to come along for
the ride as they were quite jovial as we drove back home. Did I say home? We arrived back
at Mengo Hospital much to the relief of everyone, including the management who were
having an emergency meeting to see what could be done to secure our release.
Our return was greeted with great relief by everybody despite Brian being severely
reprimanded by his nearest and dearest, but we weren’t out of the woods yet. We still had
to get our passports back and possibly our cameras, even though we didn’t have much
hope of that happening. At that time Ireland did not have diplomatic representation in
Uganda
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. Irish interests were sometimes looked after by the British embassy, so as Brian was British
we headed to the embassy the next day to try to get them to lobby for our passports to be
returned. I was told not to have too much hope because I wasn’t British but that they
would try their best on my behalf. What followed for the next week or so was a series of
back-and-forth moves from the British embassy with an embassy representative and
Basima House in an attempt to meet with the commander. But in spite of making
appointments we were never allowed past the gate, being told that the gentleman was not
in yet. Each time we went home disappointed, having made no progress and wondering
what to do. About a week later there was a knock on the back door of Dr. Brownlie’s house
and there were two soldiers with our passports saying that our cameras would be returned
at a later date. We were very happy to have them back, but we never saw our cameras
again. About four or five months later Republic House was destroyed by fire and I had
nothing to do with it. It has since been rebuilt to its former glory. So be it:
As for blaming Brian, well, I suppose it is easy to blame someone for the situation, but
there was no point in bearing any bitterness or whatever, as he was in the same boat as I
was in and kicking himself for allowing it to happen. We all take chances, some work out
and some don’t, the other side of that is that some are worth taking and others aren’t, such
as this one, but what’s done is done. The only difference was that he was just a short-term
visitor, but that wouldn’t stop them from locking him up in some hell hole of a prison for a
few weeks at least while they decided what to do with us. The consequences for him could
have been that he would not be allowed back into Uganda ever again which would have
been catastrophic for the work they were doing at the hospital and also in the diocese. I
would probably have been kicked out as well, I am not sure how good or bad that would
have been but I probably wouldn't be where I am today.
Alan Clegg
This is the story of a young man called James from Jana Island in Lake Victoria, who fell
from a Mango Tree and sustained a compound fracture to his leg.

“Hello, Frank,” Patrick called out in his usual cheerful way, as he approached Frank in the
orphanage. “How are you?” he asked.
“And how is your family?” Frank asked, knowing that greeting each other is very important
to the African people.
“I am fine,” Frank replied, shaking hands with Patrick in the usual African double-handshake
fashion.
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“My family is also fine,” Patrick replied. “How is everyone here?”
“We are also fine,” replied Frank.
Patrick had just returned from Jana Island in Lake Victoria, where he was supervising the
work of Evangelical Christian Ministries (ECM), of which he is the local director. Frank was
overseeing the construction of CHERUB (Children’s Health, Education and Rehabilitation
Unit, Besaniya), a new rehabilitation unit at Besaniya orphanage, among other projects.
“How is the building project getting on?” Patrick enquired.
It is going very well, Musoke, our builder is doing a fine job.
“I came to see you because I have a problem and you may be able to help,” Patrick
said. “There is this boy called James on Jana Island, he fell out of a tree and has a badly
fractured leg. In fact, the bone is sticking out through his skin. The really sad part is that it
happened some weeks ago and it has gone untreated since that time. There is no one who
cares for him, he is in absolute agony, and he badly needs medical attention.”
“I was wondering,” Patrick continued, “if perhaps you could take him in and look after him. I
fully understand you are not ready for patients yet, but maybe you could do something for
him.” “I see,” said Frank, “so this boy was injured some weeks ago and nothing has been
done about it?”
Is there an adult from his family who would be willing to come with him, Frank said.
“No, there is no one willing to come from the island to take care of him here. Those people
are very reserved, and somewhat primitive; they don’t understand life on the mainland,
especially where there are Muzungus (white people) involved.”
“But, who will look after him when he comes from the hospital, as we have no one with
medical experience on the staff yet, Frank asked.
“Yes; that is how it is in these remote places where there are no proper medical facilities.
Alcohol, drugs and witchcraft are all problems there. The fathers are fishermen who spend
many hours on the lake. When they come home they get drunk and have little time for
their families. I have seen it all too often.”
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“I know of someone,” Mirica replied. “Her name is Harriett. She doesn’t have much medical
experience, but she is a kind and capable lady and she also needs the job. I will ask her to
come here and you can talk to her.”
So it was decided that James could come to CHERUB for post-operative rehabilitation.

“Right, so what is your plan?” Frank wanted to know.
“We will bring him from the island to Mengo Hospital where he can receive medical
treatment,” Patrick explained. “Then he can come here for rehabilitation and physiotherapy.
The biggest problem is that there is no transport on the island; we will have to think of
some way to get him to the boat. From there we can take him to the mainland and then to
the city by taxi.”
“And how do you propose to get him to the boat?” Frank asked, thinking that they would
construct some type of makeshift stretcher to carry him on.
“I don’t know yet,” Patrick replied, “I will discuss it with the people there and let you know
when we are ready.”
A few days later Patrick called Frank again; they have brought James to Mengo Hospital,
and he is now having treatment. “Are you ready to collect him in a few days’ time?”
“That is good news!” Frank exclaimed. “Yes, we will collect him whenever he is discharged
from the hospital. How did they transport him to the boat?”
They put him on the back of a bicycle, Patrick explained, and then they wheeled him across
the island to the boat. Once there they carried him onto the boat for the three-hour
crossing to the mainland. From there he was carried to a minibus taxi for the one-hour
journey to the hospital. Frank shook his head in amazement at the resilience of those
people, knowing in his heart that they probably did their best under the circumstances. But
he couldn’t help feeling sorry for James, and the pain that he must have suffered by being
put on the back of a bicycle with a three-week-old compound fracture in order to transport
him to the boat. Then enduring the ride in a small Lake Victoria fishing canoe for three
hours, followed by a cramped taxi ride to the hospital.
“Can you imagine how he must have suffered on that journey?” Frank commented.
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“What else could they do? These people don’t have any resources whatsoever. We just
couldn’t leave him there any longer; he would surely have died of infection.
“I know it wasn’t easy for James, but there is no other form of transport on the island, and
there is no other transportation across the lake. They didn’t have any money to hire a
private taxi to take him to the hospital, so I gave them a little money to take him by public
means.”
A few days later Frank came to Mengo Hospital to see James and to talk to the doctor who
was treating him. James was in traction in order to stretch the broken bone back into
position. The doctor explained to him that James would then be put in a body cast for
about six weeks; this was to keep the leg and joints in place while the bones grew back
together. This meant that James would be on his back for all of that time.
That surely was not a nice prospect for anyone, especially James, because he would be
immobile for all that time. It would also be a challenge for Harriett, the very new and
inexperienced member of CHERUB staff who had to care for him.
In spite of all his travails and discomfort James survived, and eventually returned home to
his family on Jana Island. He still visits CHERUB occasionally.
Since then CHERUB has gone from strength to strength, having treated many small
patients in that time. It now has a staff of four medical personnel, plus a small school
where many children go to school for the first time.
The unit has been awarded several accolades for excellence. Some experienced medical
doctors have even referred patients to CHERUB, after they have failed to effect a
treatment or cure themselves. That is because at CHERUB the staff members are special
people who have the interest of their patients at heart. There is also an atmosphere of the
real Christian gift of healing and goodwill in the place, where the children can relax in a
homely and kindly atmosphere, and they are appreciated for what they are – just kids,
whether healthy or disabled. It is always a joy to visit the unit because of the smiling faces
and the happy and relaxed atmosphere. The biggest joy of all is to see the kids –despite
the impediments of crutches and casts and wheelchairs – playing on the swings and
roundabouts on the grounds.

2021 Twenty years later Harriett, now very experienced, is still there.
Long may it continue.
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A true story of a time when we were almost arrested for helping a
prisoner to escape.
Give Us Back Our Prisoner
Shortly after we had picked up the man who was thumbing a lift on the road we heard
shots being fired at our vehicle as we gathered speed. When we looked in the rear-view
mirror we could see two guys waving AK47s or some similar device of death running
behind us and shouting, “Give us back our prisoner!”
It was Easter 1991 and my colleagues Tony and Nikki Winter with their two young
daughters, Jessica and Sophie, and myself had decided to load up the Mengo Hospital farm
pickup and head for Murchison Falls National Park in Uganda for a camping weekend.
Murchison Falls is situated on the River Nile about six hours’ drive north of Kampala City. At
that time Uganda was still recovering from the havoc caused by the successive reigns of Idi
Amin and Milton Obote. During that dark period in Uganda’s history many of its national
parks had been devastated and the game lodges which had been built during the colonial
times had been used by the various armies and were just ruins by now. Most of the wild
animals had been killed and consumed by the soldiers, so there was very little left for any
tourists to see. To go there at that time meant camping in the rough, as there was nowhere
else to stay. The ruins of what had been a very nice game lodge lay just across the river, but
it was completely uninhabitable.
You had to take along anything that you would need for the duration of your stay as there
were no shops for many miles. As this was a particularly arid area where very little grows,
this included clean water, food, toiletries and also diesel for the vehicle to at least get you
back as far as Masindi which was reckoned to be the halfway point on the road. We had
decided to camp in a rough and ready camping site near the river just downstream from
the falls. Unfortunately our clean-water container leaked during the journey and we had to
use water from the river, which didn’t look or taste very good, but when it was well boiled it
was at least safe to drink. I had borrowed a small one-man tent from a friend. Tony, Nikki
and the kids had decided that they didn’t need a tent and would hang their mosquito net
from the branch of a tree, sleeping under the stars out in the open, hoping that it wouldn’t
rain. In due course I pitched my small tent, Tony and Nikki strung up their net and we duly
retired to bed. I was tired so it was very unusual for me. I slept right through the entire night,
waking up feeling refreshed the next morning
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That day we drove around the game park, and while we didn’t see much big game we did
see some smaller animals and birds. We then travelled as far as Pachwach – a town which
had been devastated during the bad years. During the colonial years this town had been
the location of a railway junction, but as ever it had fallen into disrepair with rusty wagons
and carriages lying around the place. There was no rain that night so my friends had a
good night’s sleep under the stars. Nowadays if you visit Murchison Falls you can travel
right up to the falls in a launch. But when we were there the launch had been used for
different purposes during the bad times and was no longer operational. You could however
drive around to the top of the falls and view it from there. Murchison Falls is located at a
spot on the Nile where the entire river is forced through a gap in the rocks twenty-two feet
wide. I always find it difficult to find words to describe something like this, because to say
that it is spectacular is to make little of it. It is even better to get near it in the launch, and to
hear its mighty roar as it squeezes between the rocks.
Home Again

On Easter Monday we set off for home on the long road back to Kampala. First of all we
had to fill up our vehicle with the spare diesel which we were carrying; we then decided to
make a detour to see if we could see some lions. Eventually after driving around for a long
time and wasting precious diesel we decided to give up and head for home. I had just put
away my camera when suddenly there were two lions just rising out of the bush and in the
distance we could see a very agitated wildebeest running away from them, but my camera
was in my bag by then. So we headed for home, stopping at Masindi for fuel and
refreshments.
After we had reached the main road near the town of Nakasongola we came across a bus
which had left the road and was lying on its side down an embankment. There were a lot
of people standing around with luggage and some seemed to be injured. As we passed we
noticed a woman with a huge bag looking for a lift, but we just passed by on the other side.
Then Nikki said that we should have stopped to pick her up because she was carrying
several big bags. When we got back to where we had seen her, she had disappeared. So,
heading for home once more we noticed a man standing beside the road looking for a lift.
Once again Tony was persuaded to to stop and offer him a lift. He very quickly jumped up
on the back of of the pickup and we noticed that he was crouching down very low, that
was when we heard shots and saw two men running after us shooting in the air and
shouting to us to give them back their prisoner. It turned out that they were prison officers
and transporting the guy to some prison up country and he took the opportunity when the
bus crashed to make his escape. They informed us that it was illegal to help a prisoner to
escape and that they should take us to prison as well. Luckily we managed to convince
them with contrite hearts that we didn’t really want their prisoner and that they could have
him back.
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Once again we set out for home only to notice that when the local people heard the shots
they panicked. This was only about five years after the hostilities had ceased and we were
in an area which had been devastated by one side or the other. The sound of gunfire was
enough to make them run for cover. Once bitten twice shy, I guess. When they saw that it
was safe they came out of hiding and we had to explain to them what had happened.
I have been back to Murchison Falls on a few occasions since then. The lodge has been
rebuilt to a very high standard and the launch on the river has been restored so that it is
possible once more to travel right up the falls and appreciate its glorious magnificence.
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2008 Ruth and Christine, "My journey to the other side of the world".

This is a story which ought to be told, about two young women who were fooled into
something which they had not properly researched. Relying on the word of a so-called
friend whom they didn’t really know in the first place they had put everything on the line to
follow a dream. The two young Ugandan women found themselves wandering the streets
of Pretoria with no place to sleep, no money and no friends. Ruth and Christine were in a
predicament; they needed help badly and if they didn’t receive it soon they might be forced
to return to the seedy place from which they had just been expelled.
Following a long-held dream the two friends had travelled the long and arduous overland
route from their home in Kampala, Uganda to Pretoria in the hope of finding a better life in
South Africa. On the way they were both robbed and conned out of most of their money
by unscrupulous visa vendors and money changers. They had to sleep rough on a number
of occasions because they had no money to pay for lodging. For three days they lived on
tap water and whatever scraps of food they could find, wandering the streets of
Pretoria. Both these young women are Ugandan teachers from good families and of good
standing. They were unemployed at home where they had been influenced by “Rose” – a
so-called friend – to accept teaching positions in South Africa. Having used all their money
and having borrowed money from family and friends they put everything on the line for
this big adventure. Travelling by bus via Kenya, Tanzania, Zambia, Zimbabwe and then
South Africa, they were to meet an “uncle” of Rose in Lusaka who was to arrange South
African visas for them. The uncle eventually turned up about ten hours late which meant
that they missed their bus to the border, so they had to sleep outside and wait until the
following morning to get the next bus. Having arrived at the South African border the
“uncle” was to meet them with their visas, which he did, three days later. He conned them
out of $400 for two visas which ordinarily would have cost about $30 each. He then put
them on a taxi for Pretoria telling them that Rose would meet them at the other end.
Rose took them to her home and everyone was very friendly and nice. They had a nice
shower because they hadn’t washed for about three days and then she gave them a meal
of chicken and rice, just like Ugandans. For the first time in about a week they started to
relax and feel good about coming to South Africa. That was until Rose started to tell them
about the jobs they were expected to do. Instead of the teaching jobs which she had
promised them she told them that they were expected to work as prostitutes. They would
be paid R250 per day if they had two clients and more money if they had more than
two. They were speechless and shocked to the core at how they had been conned into
spending everything they had on this trip only to find that they were now expected to act
in a manner
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which was abhorrent to both of them. In fact, before becoming unemployed Ruth had
been working as a counsellor with young teenage girls, warning them of the dangers of
having sex before marriage. Both of them are strong Christians so that night they prayed
hard about it and the next morning they found the courage to tell Rose that they could not
do as she expected them to. So she gave them two options, either do the “work” or to
leave her house immediately. So they left with just their personal belongings, but no
money as Rose had taken the last of it for their “accommodation”. No doubt she expected
them to come back when they got hungry, but they were determined not to return. They
wandered the streets for a few days eating little and sleeping rough. On the third day they
met a man whom Christine recognized from Kampala and they told him their story. He
very kindly took them into his home and looked after them until they could make contact
with myself whom they knew from my time working with Ruth's father at Besaniya
Children's home at Mukono.
When Ruth first contacted me it was 8.oc at night and I was in Hermanus. I took the call
not knowing what was going on. She said, “Is that Alan?” I said yes it was, and she told me
that it was Ruth, Sam’s daughter from Uganda, and that she was with Christine who was
the brother of one of the Besaniya boys and that they were in Pretoria. Then the phone
went dead. When I got home I rang her back to the number which she had used. So she
told me part of the story and asked me to come and pick them up and to take them to my
home. I asked whether she knew where I was. She said that I was in Cape Town. Well, that
is correct or near enough, I said, but have you looked at a map to see the distance between
Cape Town and Pretoria? Of course she hadn’t. I told her it was the best part of 1,000
miles between the two cities and she was quite surprised. They hadn’t even looked at a
map before they left home to find out where they were going, and they had no
contingency plan. All they had to do was to send me a message and I could have advised
them, but they didn’t think of that. In retrospect they are lucky to be alive, they had
operated on a whim without doing any research whatsoever. After much negotiation I
managed to buy them bus tickets to Cape Town where we met them and took them to
Betty's Bay. The one thing that they missed straight away was that there we no potholes in
the road. While staying at my home near in Cape Town Ruth suddenly remembered that
there was a cousin of her mother who was a doctor in Pretoria. After many attempts to find
his number she eventually managed to contact him. He said that he would look after them
if they could get back to Pretoria. After spending ten days with myself and Sara and
experiencing many new delights, such as discovering that the sea is salty and using a
vacuum cleaner for the first time, also cleaning windows for the first time, (they don’t use
much glass in Uganda as it is not cold, just shutters on the windows) they made their way
back to Pretoria to this cousin. It is not clear what happened to them in South Africa after
this as Ruth is reluctant to talk about it, but eventually she was able to make it back home
to her family in Uganda, where she is now happily married with a baby boy called
Jonathan.
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Reflections on Bettys Bay

At the time of writing these articles we were living in Betty’s Bay, which is a world heritage
site and part of the Overberg Conservation Region.
What a beautiful evening this is here in Betty’s Bay. I am standing on the pier of the old
whaling station for which this area was famous for about 30 years in the early part of the
last century. We really live in a beautiful if somewhat tumultuous country. But this evening
of 6 January 2009 the sun is setting on the horizon and the sea is like a millpond with not
a white horse in sight. The local fishermen are setting up their lines and preparing their
boats, ready to go fishing for the night.
The place is still busy with holiday makers, which is good for the local traders; this is their
harvest time as for most of the year the place is very quiet. Because the place is so quiet for
most of the time it is easy to feel threatened by suddenly having so many people around.
On a number of occasions I couldn’t find a parking space in the local shopping-area car
park which is usually almost empty. But it is good to see the parents and the kids enjoying
themselves in the lake. Just a short distance away we have the Stony Point penguin colony.
These penguins appeared about 25 years ago and decided to stay. They are now protected
and have become the mainstay of the tourist economy of Betty’s Bay. They mingle well
with the cormorants that have also made their home on the rocky outcrop. The dassies
scamper around on the rocks behind me. They are cute little creatures which have been
nicknamed the rock rabbit. Their official name is the Cape Hyrax, but they are in fact a
biological cousin to the elephant. This is difficult to believe but it is true. Like the elephant
they are the only other mammal to bend its hind knee backwards, similar to the human
knee joint. But I believe that there are other less obvious similarities as well. We have had
the usual Christmas carol services. Every year since we came here we have attended the
open air carols by candlelight in the Harold Porter Botanical Gardens, which is only down
the road from where we live. This is usually very colourful and enjoyable with everyone
sitting around holding their candles, and the weather has always been good as well.
Ever since we have come to Betty’s Bay we have been attending the local Lakeside Chapel,
a non-denominational church in the area, currently with a Presbyterian minister. Because
there were so few people of any particular denomination in this area it was decided to start
this church about twenty years ago, and it is still going strong. The main reason why we
started attending this church is because it is mostly in English as my Afrikaans is not so
good.
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Since then the Roman
Catholics have started their
own church, and only last
year the Dutch Reformed
Church also opened a
church just a short distance
away. Sara sometimes now
attends this church as it is
part of her heritage.
Carols by Candlelight in the Harold Porter Botanical Gardens in Betty’s Bay.

2009
Here in Betty’s Bay we have managed to survive two devastating fires, in which five houses
burnt down. There was another one near Gordon’s Bay more recently, which is only about
20 km away, in which a couple of houses burnt down and a few people died as well. As we
enter 2009 this is what is foremost in our minds in this very bushy and sometimes very dry
area. Fire is one of the essential elements needed to sustain life and it is good in many
ways, as it burns all the dead vegetation which then gives new life a chance to grow. I have
seen many plants this year which I have not seen before in this area – all because of the
ground clearing caused by fire. But fire is also dangerous if it is not controlled properly and
this is where the fear lies. Also we have managed to survive a few major storms, in some
cases there were waves of up to five meters in height. Apart from the obvious danger of
either being on the sea or going too near to the shore line I find this rather exhilarating. I
like to stand in a safe place and watch the mighty power of the sea in all its glory. We even
survived a few invasions by baboons – this was probably the most traumatic of all that has
happened. I am not sure what it is, maybe the thought that these creatures which are so
human-like can work out ways of entering your house and devastate it even if you thought
you had it well secured. I am just waiting for the day that they learn how to break glass, or
throw off roof tiles, then we will have real problems. But the good thing is that one can do
something about it. We have fitted baboon bars on all our windows which can be opened,
and we haven’t had an invasion since. I reckon that the word has gone around the baboon
community that there is no point in going to that house, no chance of getting
anything. Probably the highlight of the year was a trip to Canada via Frankfurt and then to
Ireland. We visited some friends and also the Columbia IceFields in the Rockies, which was
an experience in itself. So as you can see after four years of living here we are getting used
to Betty’s Bay and the local environment.
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What about 2009 then? Only
God knows what it holds for
us. Politically here in South
Africa 2008 has seen so many
unexpected but somehow
predictable changes that
anything can happen this year.
Briefly, the ANC has split
down the middle. Is that good
or bad? Well, you can make up your own mind. At least it prevents one party from gaining
an overall majority of over 75% thus giving it a mandate to do whatever it likes. A new
party has been formed from the breakaway members of the ANC called The Congress of
the People (COPE). This new party has a lot of support from the emerging middle class in
South Africa; it also has the support of many of the smaller parties who see it as a chance
of getting into government as part of a coalition. There are elections later this year, and it
will be interesting to say the least. Let’s hope that it is peaceful and the result will be
accepted with good grace. Keep an eye on South African politics over the next few
months, and we will see what happens. There might even be someone brave enough to
take a stand on the Zimbabwe mess.

Update 2021

Since writing the above there have been some changes in our lives and also in Betty's Bay.
After living in this environment for twelve years that it was time to move to amore
developed area where we would be nearer to shops and also medical care. So we sold our
house and moved into Strand which is within the City of Cape Town Municipal area, but is
in fact about forty klms from the city. We thought bad about leaving Betty's Bay, but it has
been a good move, and also we are further removed from the danger of wildfires.
On the 1st of January 2019 a small fire was ignited on the mountain by someone letting off
a flare in celebration of the new year. This fire spread during the following few days with
many attempts to control it. After being spread across the mountain it was blown back
towards the sea and the residential area when all of a sudden there was a strong gale fore
wild which caused the fire to spread very rapidly, eventually destroying about forty houses
and much other devastation as well, including wildlife and fynbos.
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Luckily no human lives were lost but it was quite devastating for many people because
many of the houses were holiday homes, thus maybe not properly insured. By then we
had left the area so we were not directly affected by it, we were however concerned about
our previous house and the people who bought it, but they were quite safe. Since then
many of the houses have been rebuilt, plus many more new ones as well, so the place is
expanding rapidly. I still like to go back there occasionally because it holds many good
memories for me.

Diminishing returns
The first thing which needs to be done are the storm drains, John said as he and Frank
discussed the various projects which needed attention at the children’s home. Our roads are
being washed away, and very soon there will be more problems, he added.Frank had just
arrived to take over as project manager for the home, so this was his job now. The first
thing we will have to do is dig the trenches for the drains, Frank said, any idea where we
can hire a mini digger. John laughed; and said that the only mini diggers we needed were a
few strong men, with some picks and shovels and wheelbarrows. So taking him at his word
Frank set about getting the job done.
In the meantime word had spread that there might be some work available at the home,
so some local people started to arrive asking for jobs. There was one guy whose name was
Bukenya, who had worked there before, and John said that he was a good worker, but that
he was light fingered, and he drinks a lot as well, John added. So Frank interviewed him,
and challenged him in that he had stolen property before, saying that he was hesitant
about taking him on again. But Bukenya said that he just wanted to work, so as to be able
to feed his family, and that nothing would go missing. Bukenya was very fit and strong,
working almost non stop, even in the afternoon heat. Every evening he returned his tools
to the store and everyone was happy. Then one day Frank noticed that his rucksack was
missing from his vehicle. The next day he challenged Bukenya, who was at least twice his
size. No, no Mr. Frank, I didn’t take your things, I just want to do my work and look after my
family, please let me stay on, he pleaded. OK. you can stay on and finish the job Frank told
him, but I will be watching you. Then a few days later some tools went missing; but as the
work was almost finished Bukenya was given the benefit of the doubt again. He was let go
when the work finished, still pleading innocence.
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I don’t think that we will be hiring him again. Frank said to John as they were discussing the
work. It is a pity because he is a good worker and very strong, but he is his own worst
enemy. On several occasion Bukenya came back looking for work, but he was refused.
Then one day, after about six months Frank was sitting in his house talking to John when
Bukenya appeared at his door.
Excuse me Mr. Frank he said, looking very downhearted and sad, but I have a problem,
may I talk to you. Of course Bukenya, Frank said in inviting him inside, wondering at the
same time what story he was going to hear this time. I have a big problem, Mr. Frank,
Bukenya said, my little boy has died. Oh, I am sorry to hear that Frank replied, what
happened? he got Cerebral Malaria and he died last night, Bukenya replied. How long was
he ill for? Frank asked him, just about two days was the reply. Did you take him to the Dr.
and get some
Did you receive treatment for him. No, Mr. Frank I didn’t, because I had no money to buy
medicine, was the reply, I am not working so I have no money; I haven’t worked since I was
here last.
Do you know why I haven’t been giving you work Frank asked him. I do, he said, because I
stole some of your property. So you admit that you stole it, Frank said, yes I do, I stole it,
and I will give it back, because I need help now, Bukenya said among his tears. So what can
I do for you now, Frank asked him, seeing that your little boy has already died? I need some
money to bury my child. He said, I have no money. So you want money to bury your child,
Frank said, incredulously, but why didn’t you ask me for money to buy medicine so as
that we could try to save him. I didn’t think he was going to die, Bukenya replied sadly. How
much would the medicine have been to save the boy, Frank asked him. About 50,000
Ugandan shillings, he said, and how much is it going to cost to bury him? about 100,000 /=
was the reply. So it is going to cost more to bury the child than it would have cost to save
him, is that what I am hearing, Frank said. That is right Mr. Frank, Bukenya said, with tears in
his eyes.
I am sorry Mr. Frank, Bukenya said among his tears, please forgive me, he pleaded, it is my
own fault that my boy has died. You warned me not to steal any property at the
orphanage, but I didn’t listen, and now I have no work and no money, and now my boy is
dead as a result. This is a hard price to pay, and I am pleading for your help. I would have
much preferred that you had come to me a few days ago, when your boy became ill, and
asked me for money to buy medicine for him, than now; asking me for twice as much
money to
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bury him, do you understand me? Frank said with feeling. I do, Mr. Frank Bukenya said, I
understand you very well. Are you still drinking a lot of the banana beer which you and
your friends make? I am sir, that is where most of my money goes.
After Bukenya had left with the money to bury his little boy John and Frank were talking
about what had just taken place.
“You know, John”, Frank said thoughtfully. “I wonder if he had come a few days ago asking
for money to buy medicine, would I have believed him. He is such a chancer, and a rogue,
that I wouldn’t put it past him to use his child as an excuse to get money from me”. “Yes”,
John said, “It is always a problem to know who is telling the truth and who is not. We get so
many people coming here, because they see us as a soft touch, being a Christian charity.
They arrive with a well worn Bible in their hand, armed with a letter from a Dr. saying; that
they must have such and such medication, and that they need some money to buy it.
Another excuse they use is that there is a close relative dying on the other side of the
country, and that they need money for transport. I’ve heard them all he said, and it is so
sad, because they are destroying any goodwill there may otherwise be for the rest of the
people”.
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