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FARADJE, Congo — Tanzi Bakonzi, 15 and about four feet tall, was on patrol.

He stood in front of a burned-out vegetable market, wielding a rusty machete and wearing blue toenail polish.

No matter that his enemy was the Lord’s Resistance Army, one of the most brutal rebel groups on the planet.

No matter that the Lord’s Resistance Army has machine guns, mortar bombs and a penchant for crushing skulls, including those of several hundred people recently massacred around here.

“I will cut them,” Tanzi vowed.

A terrible mismatch may be shaping up in this lush, isolated patch of northeastern Congo. Thousands of teenage boys and their farmer fathers are grabbing machetes, slingshots, axes and ragtag shotguns, wading into the bush to confront a band of experienced killers. 

They bang on drums to signal to one another. They patrol at night in shifts. Already, several members of these so-called self-defense forces have been killed. And in Congo’s recent past, the advent of local militias has only led to more bloodshed and abuses.

But here, the people feel they have no choice.

“This is our land,” said Étienne Dalafada, one of the self-proclaimed militia leaders.

Mr. Dalafada and his comrades said they had been abandoned by the Congolese National Army and the United Nations peacekeepers based in Congo, who failed to stop the Lord’s Resistance Army from recently slaughtering nearly 1,000 civilians. 

The rebels are originally from Uganda but have been hiding out in a national park near Faradje for the past several years. In mid-December, the Ugandan Army, helped by a team of American military advisers and several thousand Congolese troops, tried to crush the rebels. Instead, most of the fighters escaped and vented their rage on villages nearby.

Faradje, a town with an ends-of-the-earth feel and about 25,000 people, seems to be sleep-walking through a new, violent reality. The mud streets where people used to sell cassava and cigarettes are, one by one, becoming deserted. The few children around stick to their huts. The rebels bludgeoned to death Faradje’s one doctor. They ransacked the police station and the market. They slaughtered around 150 people and kidnapped more than 200, mostly the young.

So far, Mary Yebiye Siro has been one of the only ones to escape. She said she was 22 but she looked more like 16, with a smooth face and trembling lips.

She shared her story on the porch of an old red-roofed school with faint hints of Faradje’s better days. This area used to be an agricultural hub, where Belgians, Greeks and Lebanese traded in coffee and cotton hauled across this mammoth country through a network of rivers and barges. In some towns, you can still see the names of the old Greek merchants chiseled into abandoned buildings beginning their slow, inexorable slide toward the jungle floor. 

“They took me on Christmas,” Mrs. Yebiye said. Several dozen villagers squeezed around. Her story was one of the first inside accounts of the rebel army Faradje had ever heard.

She said the rebels had dreadlocks and wild eyes. They believed in witchcraft and dabbed themselves with palm oil. They marched in seemingly endless circles, often through elephant grass as high as their heads, but never seemed to get lost. Sometimes, they liked to dance.

“The rebels would eat their marijuana and turn up their radios in the middle of the jungle,” she said. “If you didn’t dance with them, you got killed.”

It is stories like these that have sent the farmers and the other civilians out on loosely organized search-and-destroy missions. But in mid-January, in a village not far from here, it did not work out so well. Some farmers crossed paths with a band of rebel fighters, Mr. Dalafada said. The rebels killed four farmers and fled.

Human rights groups have said the Ugandan-led offensive against the rebels was poorly planned because villages should have been protected by proper soldiers, not boys armed with farm implements. Military officials have acknowledged that the offensive did not go as intended. But several said the attack had weakened the rebels, destroyed their support base and put them on the run in unforgiving terrain.

“Nature will eat them,” said Lt. Col. Jean-Paul Dietrich, a spokesman for the United Nations peacekeeping mission in Congo.

Perhaps. But Mrs. Yebiye described the rebel fighters as very adept in the bush, surviving off little food and filthy water. They had many phones and radios, she said. There have even been recent reports of rebels captured with night-vision goggles.

One night toward the end of January, the men who kidnapped her stopped near a village. The fighters, who spoke a different language than she did, gestured to Mrs. Yebiye to wait. They were apparently hunting for more children. Throughout their 20 years of brutalizing, the Lord’s Resistance Army has become notorious for many things. But kidnapping children and turning them into porters, sex slaves and killing machines seems to be their special form of cruelty — though children now seem to be getting involved on all sides of this conflict.

Mrs. Yebiye said she heard voices speaking Lingala, the local tongue. She looked around, saw no rebels and dashed toward a cluster of huts. She does not remember who took her in. Eventually, she was brought to a Congolese army camp and put on a truck back to Faradje.

As she finished her tale, one woman rushed in from the fields, sobbing. She hugged Mrs. Yebiye tight and said, “I didn’t think she would ever come back.”

From the thick silence that enveloped the crowd, it seemed that nobody else did either.
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