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      To my children—this book is for you, a tribute to your boundless love. You never hesitated to share that love with your cousins and friends, teaching me humility and kindness in the process. You never demanded special treatment, even when my love was needed elsewhere.

      Your unwavering love created a bond so deep that we could communicate without words, even in a crowded room. That is one of the greatest gifts God could have given me. A single look into your eyes is enough for you to understand my needs and how to meet them. For this, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. I pray that you continue to share this beautiful gift of love with those closest to you—especially my amazing grandchildren.

      To my late parents—thank you for believing in me unconditionally. Your love and trust have been my guiding light throughout life’s journey.

      To my nieces and nephews—I appreciate both your love and, at times, your confusion. It is true that you were not always sure whether I was a mother, a father or an auntie. I have cherished being all these things to you. Balancing my love and care was not always easy, but I approached it with fairness and understanding. Your appreciation means the world to me.

      To my only living sibling, my sister Tausi—thank you for being my shield and my strength. Despite your own health struggles, you stood in for me when I could not be physically present. Your unwavering love and support are a gift I will always treasure.

      To my husband, Juergen—when you came into my life, I had already been catapulted from girlhood into adulthood, missing two decades of youth freedom. I was too mature for my age. You helped me reclaim and experience the joys of youth, and for that, I am deeply grateful.

      To my superiors throughout my career—thank you for believing in me. Your support and encouragement gave me the confidence to push beyond the ordinary and strive for excellence. To my colleagues—I value the way we exchanged ideas and worked together to achieve our goals.

      To my friends who became like brothers and sisters—your love has sustained me through thick and thin. Each of you holds a special place in my heart for the unique way you entered my life and became my strength. I love you all deeply. (I choose not to mention names, as there is always the risk of unintentionally leaving someone out.)

      Above all, I thank God for His abundant love and grace, which made it possible for me to do the little I could. May His name be glorified forever.
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      Writing a book about my life’s journey feels surreal. This endeavour would not have been possible without the encouragement I received from the company that first profiled me in 2014 in a feature titled FOOTMARKS. Their belief in my story planted the seed for this autobiography.

      In these pages, I recount my life’s journey—not only as a personal memoir but also as a lens through which to view Uganda’s evolving socio-political landscape. My experiences are intertwined with the nation’s history, and through them, I hope to offer insight into the transformations that have shaped both my path and the broader societal shifts over time. This book is a testament to the lessons learned, the challenges faced, and the triumphs celebrated along the way. Of course, no journey is walked alone, and I am deeply grateful to those who have stood beside me.

      First and foremost, I owe an eternal debt of gratitude to my parents, who made immense sacrifices to ensure my education—at a time when educating girls was considered a cultural taboo. Their unwavering support and belief in my potential laid the foundation for everything I have accomplished.

      My deepest appreciation goes to Albert Mugume for his constant encouragement and for providing books that nurtured my writing. My heartfelt gratitude also goes to my daughter, Marianne Akumu, who generously paid for my writing skills course.

      David Martin Aliker transformed my narration into a manuscript; his dedication to understanding and transcribing my story was instrumental in shaping this book. From the outset, Gorretie Bamwanga played a pivotal role in structuring the chapters and content, refining the content, and editing the first draft. Jane Frances Alowo enriched the book with her expertise in English and deep cultural knowledge. Bena Athieno diligently typed my reviews, Imelda Sengendo played the role of my dedicated teacher and Martin Kasirye offered invaluable guidance on style. Dr. Grace Kalimugogo played a key role in shaping the African Union’s time frame, while Dr. Edward Kanyesigye bridged crucial gaps in the Ministry of Health. I hold them all in highest esteem for their editorial assistance, keen insight and unwavering support in bringing my story to life—because of their efforts and encouragement, I now have a legacy to pass forward.

      To all those who have been part of my journey—my cultural leader, Kwar Adhola, His Highness Moses Steven Owor, whose trust and belief in me allowed me to spearhead many of his visionary projects; members of the Association of Uganda Retired Foreign Service Officers (AURFSO), many of whom generously reviewed and enriched the chapters on foreign service; and my esteemed Rotary fraternity, particularly the Rotary Club of Kampala West, where I have the privilege of working alongside the crème de la crème—dedicated individuals committed to serving humanity.

      Finally, to my late friends Mary Hyacinth Nyakungu Okalebo and Joseph Okalebo, my late cousin Pontius Owor Ochieng, Veronica Odoki and Margaret Senyomo—thank you for standing in for me in raising my wards when I could not be there. Your visits on school visitation days, your check-ins, and your care for their individual progress meant more than words can express.
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      What makes this autobiography so compelling is its seamless blend of narrative ease and thoughtful reflection. Ambassador Bernadette Olowo-Freers opens her heart and mind, sharing moments of triumph and challenge, joy and sorrow, with honesty and humility. She reflects on the invaluable lessons drawn from her diverse roles as a diplomat, a mother, a mentor, a leader and a community advocate.

      The book captures her profound perspective on the complexities of leadership and service, revealing how she has remained steadfast in her commitment to making a meaningful impact on society. However, her story is not hers alone; it is also a tribute to the people and places that have shaped her journey. It is about the family and friends who have supported her, the colleagues who have inspired her, and the communities that have given her purpose.

      At its core, this is a story of resilience, courage and the relentless pursuit of progress—set against the backdrop of a nation that has faced immense adversity yet continues to strive for a brighter future.

      This book invites readers to walk alongside the author through her many roles and reflections. It is an opportunity to see the world through her eyes, to share in her joys and struggles, and to draw inspiration from her indomitable spirit. Her experiences serve as lessons for all who dare to dream, challenge the status quo and work toward a better world.

      May this book inspire you to find your own path of service and leadership, to face your journey with courage, and to make a difference in whatever way you can. This is more than a story of a life well-lived—it is a testament to the power of perseverance and a celebration of the human spirit’s capacity to rise above all odds.

      
        
        — Jane Frances Alowo
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      "I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth” – well, not quite. I was born on a mattress, which symbolised a similar level of privilege for that time and place. Typically, when a woman was ready to give birth, fresh and clean banana leaves were placed on the floor for the delivery. Having a proper mattress was rare.

      However, in my case, my mother had one. When the time arrived, she went to her bed and lay on it as she laboured to give birth to me, despite the insistence of those around her, including Adhadha⁠* Kitaka, her paternal aunt, who was an experienced birth attendant. As a result, when I was born on the evening of 30th July 1947, one of the elderly women present, Alvini, wife of Anoli Maraka, instantly nicknamed me “Mufaliso,” referencing the privilege of being born on a mattress. Later, when I grew up, Alivini and I became very good friends.

      She was very fond of me, and I cherished her as one of my many grandmothers. This nickname, which made me feel special, stuck with me until I was in secondary school, when she passed away. That sense of being special has persisted in my life, and I carry myself with a sense of distinction in everything I do.

      In the Adhola/Itesot culture of my descent in Tororo, a child was named according to the season or hour of birth. Hence, my surname, Athieno, means “born in the evening.” Additionally, a child was named after an ancestor in honour their life and legacy. This tradition was meant to guide the child to live in alignment with values and characteristics of their namesake. If a child inherited a name from a heroic character who diligently served their community, it was believed to positively influence their life. Conversely, no child was named after someone with a bad reputation, as it was feared the child would emulate that person’s ways.

      Thus, I was given the name Nyamutwe in memory of my grandfather Odeke’s first wife. He had four wives, and my grandmother, Nyamutwe, was a strong-willed, no-nonsense woman. She was tough, strict, and a disciplinarian who valued honesty and sincerity. She had the final say in most of family matters and it is said that she was responsible for choosing my grandfather’s other three wives: Amase, Pinyakwaya, and my father’s mother, Nyachwo Okide.

      My grandfather was an Itesot from the Irarak clan, one of the largest Iteso clans stretching from Soroti to Tororo District and into Kenya. Those in Tororo eventually split into two groups, identifying with different totems: one took the spine of an animal⁠* as its totem, while the other took the dove. Although I never saw where my great-grandfather was buried, I learnt that his name was Koluo, the son of Amkat, and his mother was called Tapito.

      By birth, I am an Atesot whose totem is the back of an animal, but I was raised as a Japadhola due to my maternal grandmother, who raised my mother, and who was a Jaramogi from Peta. While at school, my friends thought I was lying when I said I was an Atesot since I didn’t speak Ateso and my father’s name was an Adhola one. Eventually, I became frustrated and simply passed as a Japadhola.

      Today, I regret not speaking Ateso fluently. I feel it is a gap in my education, especially since I speak several other languages. The reality is that it started at home. My grandparents and my father spoke Ateso among themselves but would instantly switch to Dhopadhola when we, their grandchildren, were around. As a result, I learnt Dhopadhola from my mother and the surrounding community, but not Ateso.

      Many people in Tororo District share this experience. Nevertheless, I take pride in my contribution to my community as a Japadhola. At home, I fulfil all my obligations as an Irarak girl and feel honoured when my friends refer to me as ‘Nyajamiya’, an Atesot girl. I serve as a minister in the Adhola Cultural Institution as an Irarak. In this regard, I have always seen myself as a Mukedi or someone from Tororo District, rather than exclusively as a Japadhola or Atesot.

      As a child, I was often affectionately called ‘Adhadha’⁠* or ‘Waya,’⁠* particularly by Nyamutwe’s Kapukesi clan members, as a sign of respect and love they had for her. Whenever my grandmother called me “Adhadha Nyamutwe,”⁠* she would add, “the woman who brought me to this home” when she was in a good mood.

      In my village, as in the whole district, many different clans lived together and intermarried freely since they were not related. Within a three-kilometre radius, one could find people from at least five different clans living harmoniously together. Everyone knew their clan mates, and because of intermarriages, we were closely related to those around us. Our homestead spread out because each boy was given a raised ground or hill called laro on which to build his home. Paths connected the different homes, fostering a sense of community.

      My grandparents brewed mwenge⁠* from the abundance of bananas they had. It was both for domestic consumption and for sale. When my father was around, his friends would visit, and they would sit under the wide shade of the trees in the compound, drinking the evening away amidst the sound of chirping birds, bleating goats and mooing cows.

      My grandmother, Nyachwo, was a hard working and self-sufficient woman who never seemed to lack anything. She instilled the same values in me, and to this day, I love cooking akeyo just as she did. My mother and I often joked that my grandmother was so particular about her vegetables that she ensured she never had to ask another women for them—partly because they might not meet her high standards and partly because she knew they might not be willing, given her own response to them for the same.

      When other women, including my mother and those married to her nephews, came asking for vegetables, she never handed them over without a sharp reprimand first. The usual question was, “What sort of woman are you who cannot grow and maintain your own kitchen garden?” Yet, despite her sharp tongue, she was always generous, eventually sharing her vegetables, milk and ghee with my mother and the women in our community.

      Her principled nature and unwavering work ethic made her a respected figure, inspiring many women in our village—including my mother—to be more resourceful and independent.

      When I was a working girl in Kampala, my father would visit me at least once a year. He would jokingly say that he wanted to eat greens cooked the way his mother used to, as my mother cooked them differently.

      By the time my siblings and I were growing up, my grandfather was already quite old. I loved him dearly, and one of my joys was cleaning his bed and washing his bedding whenever I was home from boarding school. When I wasn’t around, my cousin, his eldest granddaughter, Nyadoi, took on this responsibility.

      My grandfather smoked a tobacco pipe and grew his own tobacco in his backyard. One day, I discovered that traders from Sebei sold high-quality tobacco in Mbale town. I made it a habit to buy some for him whenever I returned home for the holidays. I would leave my luggage with a shopkeeper at Magodesi or Lwaboba, go to Mbale to buy the tobacco, and then head home. It was such a pleasure to see him appreciate the good-quality tobacco. I enjoyed sitting with him and conversing about anything and everything, including my stories of school life. In turn, he shared with me his gourd of aged mwenge, a bitter alcohol drink. I would sip just a little to please him.

      One of the traditions I enjoyed most was the ritual my grandparents performed before sowing new crops, especially millet. The whole family would gather, and a chicken would be slaughtered and roasted over a fire made from grass and twigs. Millet was cooked and simsim⁠* was pounded into a paste. Each family member would receive a portion before we all proceeded to the garden, where my grandmother would scatter the millet seeds and we would cover them with soil. Since we were many, a large garden could be sown in no time, and everybody returned home satisfied from the communal work.

      When it was time for the harvest, this ritual was repeated. The new crop would be harvested and pounded the day before. While the grinding would take place that morning. A chicken would be roasted, simsim paste prepared and the millet mingled. We would sit together to eat the new millet, signalling that the family could begin partaking in the fresh harvest. This was not just a feast—it was a way of asking the ancestors to bless the next harvest or to thank them for bumper crop. I loved how this tradition showed the family’s appreciation for the role of our ancestors in whatever we did.

      My grandfather, even over one hundred years old at the time of his death, kept all his senses. Despite knowing us well, he would sometimes go through a roll call of names, calling out each of my siblings’ and my names until he landed on the correct one. He had a great sense of humour and would laugh heartily at good stories. One memory of his laughter stands out vividly in my mind.

      I was young, and after my mother spanked me for something I felt was not fair, I ran to my grandparents’ house and hid in the banana plantation behind their home. I tied my legs with a large banana fibre and lay down, waiting to die. When my grandfather found me and asked what had happened, I told him my mother had beaten me for nothing, and I truly thought she didn’t love me, so I wanted to die. Hearing this, my grandfather burst into such hearty laughter that it shook his entire body. His laughter was contagious, and before long, I could not help but laugh at my own dramatic little prank. Needless to say, our grandparents were deeply fond of us, their grandchildren, and we loved them in return.
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          * Known as “oguro”

          

          * Translated as “grandma”

          

          * Meaning “aunt”

          

          * Meaning “Grandma Nyamutwe”
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From a humble Ugandan village to the global
stage, Ambassador Bernadette Olowo Freers
has dedicated her life to service, leadership
and the pursuit of justice. A pioneer in
diplomacy, politics, and social advocacy, she
has navigated complex global arenas with
grace and integrity, shaping some of the most
significant transformations in Uganda, Africa
and beyond.

In this compelling memoir, she shares a
powerful narrative of resilience, purpose and
impact. Weaving together personal anecdotes,
historical reflections and profound insights
she offers a rare glimpse into the struggles
and triumphs that have defined both her
journey and the evolution of a nation.
From village roads to the Vatican, from the
African Union to the world’s diplomatic halls,
her story is one of courage, candour and
unwavering commitment.

Step into her extraordinary journey
through the pages of this book, and let
her story inspire you to make your

own mark on the world.
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Amin’s Delegation (L-R) Dr Dabella (Amin’s Doctor), Cardinal Nsubuga,
Me, Kide (Amin’s Daughter), Rev. Fr. Cyprian Lwanga (Private Secretary
to the Cardinal), Amb. Mathias Lubega (Permanent Secretary to the
Minstry of Foreign Affairs), Mr. Jonathan Ekochu (Principal Private
Secretary to the President)

Part of President Amin’s Delegation during his visit to the Vatican
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With Mr. Mueller, nicknamed “The African,” the long serving head of
the Africa Dept, Foreign Office, Bonn, with his wife (L)

Receiving visitors to Bonn, (Image Left) with minister counsellor Lino
Avua & Stephen Nabeta, (Image Right) with Mrs Jane Kasirye.

!

1979 | Meeting the president of West Germany, Karl Carsten
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With Bishop Wagner
of Linz, introduced by
Bishop James Odengo
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Attending the UNIDO Multi-Modal Transport Conference alongside the
Ugandan delegation in Vienna, Austria

Morld Moizen's Corjerence

The 1st World Women'’s Conference 1975, Mexico | Uganda’s
Delegation (L-R) Me, Amb Yunus Kinene, PS Ministry of Finance
Hellen Oyeru (Leader of the delegation), Senior Superintendant

of Police Ms Jane Nakabiri
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Our most recent family photo: My children: Marianne, Kevin and Pam
(my daughter-in-law) with grandsons, Liam and Lemmy
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My In-laws; Dr. Rolf and Family and Friends Outing to the
Gertrude Freers Equator

Visiting Dr. Charles Olweny and his wife Phoebe Dad is in attend.ance
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‘With the Honorary Consul of Uganda to Bavaria — Dr. Hans Christian
Kopf and his wife Evelyne at the State of Bavaria Celebrations.

Mr. Francis Kasirye (my Deputy, Minister Counsellor) and I welcoming
guests at one of our National Day’s celebration in Bonn
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117Jan 1975 | Bemg received by the chief of Protocol, Amb Kirshof
(R) in Bonn, on my way to present my credentials to German

President Walter Schel.
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‘With President Walter Schel Aﬂer My Presentanon cf Credentials
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Lesotho | UNDP Rep Mrs Swaziland | Gcebile with Minister
Schorlastica Kimariyo of Chiefs, Sipho Shongwe

2005 | The United Nations Team in Tanzania, led by the UN Resident
Coordinator John Hendra (First R)
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Tanzania | HIV/AIDs Conference with H.E. President Hassan Mwinyi,
on my left is Major General Lupogo Chair of TACAIDS and Dr Bergis
Schmidt-Ehry of the German Development Corporation (GTZ)
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With my sisters and friends at Charlie’s Wedding (L-R: Petelina, Mary-
Jacinta (back), Nakitanzia, Anna-Theresa, Anna, Charles, Andrea, Tausi,
Justine, Margaret, Me, Mary and Lozia)

Farewell party for our house manager of over twenty years,
Mzee Christoper Boma with the larger family and friends

\ = i A i Vit

‘With JP, Immaculate, Jackie, Justine, Marjorie and Serina at my nephew
Jacob Ochai’s wedding
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A short discussion with Austrian President Rudolf Kirchschlager
after the credential presentation

At an audience with the President
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My team (L-R) Ramandhan Agiy, Abdel Nassa, Me, Stephen
Nabeta and Amb Kirshof (Chief of Protocol) at the Presentation of
Credentials Ceremony

Meeting German Foreign Minister Dietrich Gencher, during Juma Oris’
(Minister of Uganda’s Foreign Affairs) visit to Bonn.

A visit to the State of Hanover with Mr. Sylvester Mabweijano, Education
Attaché (Second from the Left)
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Handing over my credentials to Pope Paul VI
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Homie Service
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Trinity College Nabbingo Class of 1963-66 celebrating Matilda’s birthday
‘with Mama in attendance. Attendees include (Front: L-R) Myself,
Regina Sekandi, Beatrice Batesaki, Matilda Semakula, Mama Donnatina
Semakula (Back (L-R) Imelda Sengendo, Margaret Muganwa Kamya

Mrs Mary Margaret Being honoured at our annual school

Nakatudde Nsereko, get together
my Math teacher
(later, Trinty College
Nabbingo Headmistress),

celebrating her 90"
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1975 | With my brother, Charles Owino, who died of Hodgkins
Lymphoma at age twelve, having a hard conversation about why
God was taking him early

g S —a yey . vl
My parents with Jacinta’s (my My mother (right) with her best
best friend) parents , 1977 friend, Auntie Yakoba Osuna
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President Idi Amin Dada with His Holiness, Pope Paul VI
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His Holiness, Pope John
Paul I, the only Pope
President Amin presents several gifts to 1did not personally
Pope Paul VI meet.
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ROTARY CLUB | KAMPALA WEST

Being installed as Club President by our Past District
Governor, Ken Mugisha

|

Being recognised
by Rotary as a
Major Donor in May
2025, by District
Governor Anne
Nkutu
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Taking one of our frequent walks with Nalongo Sally Ruppert &
daughter Susanne (family to Helmut Ruppert of Deutsche Welle Radio)

The Vatican

THE PRESENTATION OF PAPERS

24 January 1975 | Arriving at the Vatican for the first time
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Nairobi, KE | The 3rd World Women's Conference Delegation, 1985
(Pictured 3rd from Right)

Ugapda
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Oct 1974 | With Kampala Lord Mayor Walusimbi Mpanga during

my orientation tour around Uganda before leaving for my post in
Germany and the Vatican
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Kampala 1993 | My colleagues at Unicef, at the beginning of my
HIV/AIDS advocacy work (pictured 2nd Row, 2nd to the Left)

In Discussion
with Dr. Peter
Piot, the UNAIDS
Executive
Director

Geneva 1996 | 1st Cohort of UNAIDS Country Advisors (4th from L)
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A VISIT TO MERCEDES-BENZ | 1975
Establishing good collaboration at the beginning of my tour of duty,
accompanied by Mr. James Idule Amakoke (Third Secretary)
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Graduation celebration for Ben, Marianne and Kevin, assisted by Jane
Olowo, Kizito, Justine, Namata and Muwanguzi

Marianne serving Uncle
Pontius Owor-Ochieng
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Kevin and Pam’s Wedding
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¥ £ R
A Cultural dance at a government cocktail party (L-R) Ambs Alfonse
Oseku, Lamech Akongo, Me and Minister Ondoga alongside others

accompanied by His Emminence Cardinal Emmanuel Wamala
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10 Nov 2024 | TADAL hosting Archbishop Emmanuel Obbo during

his annual pastoral visit. With him is the Bishop of Moroto Rt. Rev.

Dominic Eibu and TADAL Chaplain Rev. Fr. Philip Odii and Rev. Dr.
John Baptist Masayi.

8 June 2025 | Annual TEPAL Mass with the Archbishop and the
Bishops of the Ecclesiastical Province of Tororo. The Vice President
Jessica Alupo, represented the President.
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Meeting with
President Julius
Nyerere of Tanzania
during his visit to
West Germany in
1978

I

‘With Amb. Euginia Williams, Ambassador of Liberia to Germany.
The only other female Ambassador to the Federal Republic of

Germany, at the time.
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1976 | With my friend and former Makerere Classmate, Brigitte
Hillen at my residence in Bonn

Juergen and I wed | Marianne in front, as the flower girl with Auro
following behind
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CHURCH LEADERS I HAVE KNOWN PERSONALLY

His Eminence Emmanuel 1965 | Archbishop James
Cardinal Nsubuga of Uganda Odongo

Archbishop Cyprian K. Lwanga Archbishop Paul Ssemogerere,
of Kampala Archdiocese Kampala Archdiocese





