Former warriors: a brief description of the Bongo, past and present by Ramadan Degali, Bongo Paramount Chief, Court President Barnaba Bikor and Sub-Chief John Njur Dichol.

“When the colonials came to Tonj they found our Paramount Chief Ramadan Degali’s grandfather under that big tree there in the middle of what is now the broken Jut factory. Now the Dinka live here but this was all Bongo land. The tree grew up from the tomb of Dongirunga, a very great Bongo chief and warrior. There are Bongo tombs all over Tonj area, maybe 300 or 400 of them. You can tell them: they are big piles of stones with grass covering them.

“Now we are a small minority. But once we were very huge. Long, long ago we spread all the way from Cuiebet in Lakes, all through Tonj, to Bussare. All this was Bongo people. But now we are only maybe 2,000 or 2,500 people. And we are in two places, here in Tonj and beyond Wau. We have been separated as other people have moved into the areas between us, especially during the movement. The Dinka came and started renaming the land with their words.

“What happened to us was slavery. In the 17th century, led by Zabier Basha the famous slaver, over 20,000 of us were taken. First to Khartoum and then to Egypt and after that to Europe, Australia and America. There was a market in Khartoum just for Bongo. Our community scattered in every direction. In Abyei now there are Bongo people because of this. The Avukaya tribe is in fact a kind of Bongo. The Moru, these too are Bongo descended from this dispersal.

“These days Bongo return from Lakes State or Khartoum, Australia or America looking for their place.

“We used to be great warriors. The slavers took the Bongo because we were so strong. We fought the Nuer, the Dinka, the Zande and the Luo. We fought with bow and arrow, the spear we just used for hunting. We had skills to get iron from the ground to make the arrow heads and the spear heads. We still know this craft.

“The warriors would be divided into two, the first group would attack and then another group would rush in to finish the fight. At that time once we started a war we could not stop until we got a victory. Now we are peaceful people.

“The Balanda were called the Bearlanda before. They were a tribe colonized by the Zande long ago, before the slave trade. We brought them into a community and to protect them. They were innocent people and they did not want to fight when we warred with the Zande.

“A big warrior or a chief would always be buried in a tomb with carvings. There would be one in his image and then others of the enemies he had killed and his wives on the other side.

“All the old and most important ones were stolen during the war and the tombs are left by themselves. People came from Congo on bicycles and vehicles and made the exchanges for the very ancient ones for a lot of money.

“Now we are beginning to make them again. The wood we use is called Mnay Lommon (mahogany) and it is very hard. We still use it to make chairs and tables and the Majenje instrument. These trees are common.

“Our cash crop now is honey, both wild and in manmade hives. Before we sold leopard skins, ivory and rhino horn. There are still some animals in our area but they have mostly left now and gone to the Central African Republic. A few of them have returned now from central Africa but not many. Now in the rainy season we see some elephants in the bush now.

“We grow cassava, sweet potato, beans and cereals. Because they are good and careful farmers, the bongo don’t starve. In hunger times the Bongo often sell food to the Dinka.  And now we have some cattle from intermarriage with the Dinka.

“We don’t have a king. In the past we did. But he was brutal. When he saw a hyena crawling in the bush near his house he would grab a young girl and kill her and throw her to the hyena. The people came and killed him and changed the system to one of chiefs. His name was Ngol. There is still a big Kir tree left where his compound was.

“Now we don’t have our own traditional law to practice. We have a paramount chief and also payam court chief and sub chiefs. In the past the Dinka also did not have a set rule of law. They formed their Wanh Alel code during the colonial administration. We did not take part in that meeting. But now we use it too, adapted in places for Bongo.

“Now we have a lot of problems because we are very small. We are asking to be properly separated from the Dinka.

“We need out own constituency we are not represented in the cabinet and we will not get in the elections because our numbers are too small. We need a good and clear boundary. The Dinka cattle walk all over our land and eat our crops. The smoke from the cattle dung burning is bad for our bees.

“When they are cattle raiding they come to Bongo land to hide their cattle. And they pay their taxes back to their home places and not to me, even though they live here with us.

“Even worse our names are getting lost. When the Dinka sleep under one of our trees they rename the place with Dinka.”
