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No Longer an Orphan

After surviving a South African
military attack on hishome village
in Angola in 1980, Dino Estevao
lived as an orphan in the Buffalo
military base in the then Caprivi
area. Years later, he learnt his
parents were alive, and he was
reunited with his family.
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BY 1995, I had settled at Potchef-
stroom and was working as a police
officer.

Once in a while, I would visit
Pomfret, where a strong community
bond had been forged. It was thisbond
that made me return for the funeral of
tatekulu Filipe Shapota.

The elderly man came from
Ohongo, the home of my maternal
grandfather, and so I was his nephew.
In early 1980, Shapota was captured
by the South African Defence Force’s
32 Battalion as a suspected Swapo
guerrilla somewhere between Chiede
and Namacunde. After several days of
interrogation by the security forces, he
briefly returned home to his wife and
children before they were brought to
32 Battalion’s military base at Buffalo.

Tatekulu Shapota’s passing brought
together many people from as far as
Oshikango in northern Namibia. Peo-
ple who had once been on opposite
sides in the so-called ‘Border War’
were now together, paying tribute to
tatekulu Shapota in a small, aban-
doned mining town far away from
where the war had been fought.

It was at Pomfret as family and
friends mourned his death that I was
introduced to his younger brother,
John Shapota. I told him about my
family history, and after the funeral I
returned to Potchefstroom.

One day in early December 1995,
I'received a phone call from tatekulu
Filipe Shapota’s eldest daughter, who
told me: “Dino, there is someone who
is going to call you.” She went on:
“Do you remember tatekulu John,
my father’s brother who was at the
funeral? He was with your father at
Oshikango. Your father and mother
are alive and well.”

For years  had wanted to hear these
words. I had wanted to be a child
with a mother and father. Although I
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was no longer a child, I still wanted
to belong to a place and a family to
give meaning to my life. The war had
stolen that meaning from me and this
phone call ignited the possibility Thad
dreamed of for 15 years — I was no
longer an orphan.

My mind was spinning, and over-
whelming emotions were flowing
through me to the point that I almost
forgot about the woman on the other
side of the line. She said I should
call tatekulu John Shapota for more
details.

After jotting down the number, I
hung up and immediately dialled the
numberin Namibia. Afterexchanging
some common pleasantries, he told
me that he had met my father, Pedro
Estafanus. The phone connection was
not clear and my command of Oshik-
wanyama had become rusty after not
communicating in my mother tongue
for 15 years. We managed toexchange
the necessary details and after the call
I walked through my house without
any particular direction.

RETURN TO CHIEDE

With snippets of information and
warm memories of life before the
war, I decided to visit Chiede. After
talking to tatekulu John Shapota, the
chances of going home and being part
of a family became real.

Itwas early December and I thought
that travelling to meet my parents
would make for the best Christmas for
all of us. I started making travel plans
and ended up driving with a friend
and his family as they were going to

Namibia for the December holidays.

My return to Chiede, the place 1
once called home, and the reunion
with my family were finally about to
happen. I had mixed feelings, the fear
of the unknown and the painful reality
of what had taken place.

Now, 15 years later, I was staying
at tatekulu John Shapota’s house at
Oshikango and impatiently waiting
for my father to arrive and bring me
to my mother and the rest of the fam-
ily who were waiting for me at home
in Chiede.

I was talking to some people and
getting frustrated because I had waited
all day for my father to arrive and it
was already getting late when an old
man and two young women walked
into the house. The old man greeted
me and asked my name. I told him
that I was Dino ya Pedro.

“Pedro ya Ihe?”, the man enquired
further. “Pedro ya Stefa,” T replied.
The people around us became very
quiet as everyone was following the
conversation. The old man then asked
if T knew Pedro ya Stefa. It was an
awkward moment as I searched for
the answer.

My father was a strong man with
authority; the man before me was old
and years of war and hardship had
taken their toll on him. When you
are small, people and things around
you tend to be bigger and after years
of absence I suddenly came face to
face with reality: I had not realised
that the old man was my father and
that one of the two young women
was my sister, who had been a baby
when I left.

REUNION ... Dino Estevao
(front left, in black shirt and
blue jeans), with members of
his family during a reunion at
Chiede in Angola’s Cunene
province in 2005.
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After the initial shock, the excite-
ment and joy of standing so close to
them brought an intense euphoria
and the sense of belonging that I had
longed for all these years.

The nextday, we crossed the border
into Angola. At Chiede, I finally met
my mother and the rest of my family.
Many people came from afar to greet
me and to congratulate my parents. It
was a moment of triumph and jubila-
tion that gave hope to many families
whose loved ones had disappeared.

The war, however, had robbed
me of a home. At the age of nine, it
destroyed my innocence and left me
with only faint memories of a distant
place and its people. I clung to these
memoriesin the hope thatI would one
day return. And now at the age of 25,
I was picking up the pieces, sewing
them together to make sense of the
whole picture.

I'wasfortunate to have survived and
lived through the war. Many others
whom I met on my journey, however,
were swept deeper into the war ma-
chine and perished into the darkness
where they can never be traced and
remembered.

The first part of this article
appeared in The Namibian on
Friday 11 December.

* Dino Estevao is an independent
researcher and security consultant
basedin Pretoria, South Africa. He is
currentlywriting an autobiographical
book manuscript about his life grow-
ingupinthe SADF’s 32 ‘Buffalo’ Bat-
talion entitled ‘In Search of a Home'.
He can be contacted at dinoestevao @
hotmail.com.

*Lennart Bolligeris apostdoctoral
researcher atthe Humboldt University
of Berlin and a visiting researcher at
the University of the Witwatersrand.
Together with Dino Estevao, he is
conducting a research project on
the history of Angolan women and
children who were associated with
32 Battalion. He can be contacted at
lennart.bolliger @ gmail.com.
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