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Meeting Point
By Wilson Lee

Luanda, Angola – Clutching tattered, sepia-coloured photographs they come in the hundreds every Friday afternoon to a public square in the capital city Luanda.

Tearfully and hopefully, they tell their stories to a sympathetic camera recording their every anguished word.

“My brother was a soldier. He disappeared in August of 1993. I have no idea where he is or what happened to him. I’m here to appeal for information from anybody who might know where he is,” says Antonio Carpaniama looking unblinking into the camera, his stoic face hiding his desperation.

The line moves slowly as each person delivers a brief testimonial. They say the name of the person they’re looking for and offer as many clues as possible, including when and where they were last seen.

They hold up photographs, some so old and faded the image can barely be made out.

Some are looking for fathers, others their brothers. Some are searching for their husbands and daughters and others their sons. 

The testimonials are broadcast every Monday night on Angola’s public television channel to millions of viewers across the country. 

The program Meeting Point started last year after a cease-fire accord was signed between the government and guerilla forces, suddenly ending forty years of continuous war.

The television program has now become so popular it is rebroadcast a second night and is the most watched television program in Angola. 

Every week virtually the entire nation sits enthralled before television sets watching and listening to the heart wrenching testimonials in the hopes of seeing a missing loved one. 

An estimated 4 million, one third of the entire Angolan population of 12 million, has been displaced by the war.

Scores of families were separated by fierce fighting between Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) government forces and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) rebel army.

Many communities were forcefully moved and others were compelled to flee the fighting for their own protection.

And both the MPLA and UNITA routinely kidnapped young boys to serve in their armies. 

Meeting Point provides a venue for reconciliation and catharsis for a nation in trauma, says the host of the program Luis Domingos, speaking through a Portuguese translator:

“The nature of the program is to bring people together so that in itself will serve to bring reconciliation throughout Angola.  And as you can see it’s irrespective of which party people belong to or which political ideology they pursue.  People from MPLA and people from UNITA all come here. The essence is to bring people together and once you see family members reunited that is reconciliation taking place.”

With the help of a Brazilian production team, thousands of messages have been broadcast on Meeting Point, many leading to tearful reunions facilitated by the Red Cross.

Domingos says it’s impossible to know how many reunions have taken place because many happen independently of the Red Cross, but he says the phones at the Meeting Point office ring continuously as people call in response to appeals.

But with an estimated 1.5 million Angolans killed during the endless years of fighting many appeals go unanswered.

These moments of ecstatic elation and profound disappointment are also shown on television: A seventeen-year old girl set free by rebel soldiers who had kidnapped her meeting her mother after three years; a boy collapsing after learning the mother he was searching for is in fact dead; and a mother fainting after finding her missing son. 

It’s heady drama, but for Angolans it’s their sad reality.

“The program is very important because peace has come to Angola but many of us do not have peace because we have missing family members throughout the country,” says Pedro Epalanga, hopefully and desperately holding a photo of his missing father.

