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I died as a mineral and became a plant,
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I died as plant and rose to animal,
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I died as animal and I was Man.
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Why should I fear? When was I less by dying?
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– Rumi


There is no vindication in one’s search for identity.


I have come to terms with the fact that I will always feel


in flux. In fact, that is my identity.


– Yassin ‘Narcy’ Alsalman, Text Messages









Prelude


Whoever said nature is still has not borne witness to the migration of the seasons.


Summer undresses herself like a shy lover, revealing the naked branches of a child’s arms – skinny and reaching upwards. The leaf of a tree browns and furls, exposing her veins. A stag quietly crosses a vast grassland, on his way to the silver wood which is opening its door to dawn.


Are migratory birds self-conscious about not being native to their land? A grey sky does not dwell on its oppressive weariness, but of the shivering droplets of rain forming deep inside.


What marks the moment of separation? Is it the tree’s roots being pulled from the ground? Or maybe it’s the moment my mother boarded a plane from Baghdad to London, looking down over the only home she had ever known – the one which war will make unrecognisable to her.
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Though for much of my life I have felt like a stranger in my own body, I have come to discover that there is ancient land inside of me. When I open myself up, I find dust and sand that settles in all the corners of myself. This film covers everything; it clings to me no matter how much I clean. I find the unyielding roots of fig and pistachio trees, spiralling and extending like the dedicated fingers of an elder gripping the soil. Within me lie the riverbeds, rocks and pebbles of the tumbling Euphrates, changing course with the current; and my banks are lined with reeds and bardi plants, rustling in the breeze of a golden dusk. Together with these parts of myself, I find an old, creaking oak tree, rattling conkers and the bridged walkway that leads from the station to the cinema – the one with the cafe and the slushy machine. I find the cottage behind the school where my best friend used to live, through the tall bushes that conceal it from the road and the winding path behind the battered wooden gate. The deer of Richmond Park canter over my ribs, the pavements of Baghdad broken into bits. I find the hills of Amman, thousands of cream-coloured and beige houses dotted on the sandy brown earth; jasmine shrubs, their smell dancing through the streets. There are the street dogs and cats of Cairo, the ones that you’re told not to get too close to, who howl and yelp while you lie restless in the humid night.


I am no longer reaching for home. This inner landscape is already a home and I feel at home within it. I am unearthing the stories we carry in our bones, in our blood, that maintain us through the constant transience of home. We must dig up the soil inside us to discover whose memories are buried there.


Memory is a landscape. Landscape is a memory.


I find comfort in the stories embedded in the honey-warm soils of a homeland and in the wet grasses of another land. In the liminal spaces where two distant places meet and come alive at once; where spirits pass through and ancestors still sing their harvest song. Where I can stand with one foot on the path leading ahead and another foot on the path leading within.


On this cold night, I let the hills of England erupt into giants. I see the Lamassu enter the ancient woodlands of the Surrey Hills. I beckon holy Inanna to bathe in the River Thames and sing.


We are always searching for meaning. Through remembering what we once belonged to, we can rest knowing what we are. We can blow away the borders which never existed except on maps – young, paper-thin, flimsy things – and know ourselves here. The search for what is yours and what is mine ends. Nothing belongs to us; we share ideas, histories and stories like we share the sea. We simply borrow, and return and return.









CHAPTER 1


Forests of Memory


I am at home among trees.


– J.R.R. Tolkien


THE OAK AND THE DATE PALM


The mist is so thick on this damp November morning that you could lick it off the back of your spoon. The earth beneath the English woodland takes a heavy sigh and breathes out through her great lungs. Dew collects like thousands of tiny marbles; prophetic orbs littered across the grass. It is morning and the trees – which there are more of on Earth than there are stars in the Milky Way – are stripped. Their boughs, which in summer were decorated with leaves that danced frantically in the wind, now hum with stillness in the frigid, iridescent light.


Winter passes and now, in a cool and leafy England, it is spring. An oak, an old friend of mine, at a fork in the path at Polesden Lacey, begins to rebirth its leaves. This tree, present in so many of my suburban-straddling-rural childhood memories, is what Jessica J. Lee would call ‘a symbol of enduring Englishness’. And she would be right – oaks are mentioned forty-one times by Shakespeare and appear in eighteen of his plays. ‘To the oak, to the oak!’ cries Mistress Ford in The Merry Wives of Windsor in reference to Herne’s Oak, which the plot centres around. Apparently, there are anything between 412 and 467 pubs in the UK called The Royal Oak, including the one in our village.


I walk a path I know well. I walked down it as a child, as a teenager and as I am today. I think of it as unchanging and unaffected by the years as I have been. But in its own way, it too has changed. One early May morning, as I come to visit the path after some time away, I am thrilled to see young oak shoots popping out of the grass with their distinct, wavy leaves. The trees are still stalks but there are a fair few of them. A small family has emerged in the empty space by the path – an example of how life empties itself to offer space for birth. I feel like congratulating the shoots on their arrival and offering my advice to these adolescent trees; I look over to their mother to show them how tall they will grow to be one day – perhaps even taller! I hold an acorn in my hand to show them that they will one day feed the squirrels who dart up and down the branches above my head. These little oaks are something old but also something new – a reminder that the ancient doesn’t stay in the past. The folklore and wisdom of the oak is passed down generationally. Stories are being written into the soil as we speak, as young trees root themselves.


In the South of England, I’m planting saplings to create hedgerows with St Ethelburga’s Centre for Reconciliation and Peace. We’re planting various types of trees and plants to create a rich tapestry of hedge which will act as a natural corridor for animals to move across fields safely, away from prying predators and hungry farm machinery. Every few metres, we must be sure to plant one oak, for the oak tree, we are told, will support the surrounding plants and trees with its mighty roots. An oak is also an indicator species; its wellbeing illustrates to an accurate degree the health of the soil below. Its reach extends outwards to the entire ecosystem within its orbit.


So much of a tree is what we cannot see: its roots. Roots are the most important part of the tree, stabilising it and giving it the support to grow upwards and outwards. The roots absorb the soil, safeguarding the secrets of the universe, taking mineral richness from land that was stardust. We talk about being ‘uprooted’ and ‘rootless’. We, who live as phantoms of an ancestry, distorted reflections of our native lands. But I have roots. I stand firm. No longer a purging or lost soul trapped in limbo, floating between the ethers of life and another life. My roots are twisted with the underbelly of this hedgerow and that’s what makes them strong.


Our stories recount how the oak was the first tree created and how it was from the oak that man sprang. It has an important presence in the Bible – it was under the branches of an oak tree at the site of Mamre in Palestine that Abraham received the angel of Jehovah. In Britain, the oak is a quintessential symbol of the heritage of the land. A dominant figure in the landscape, the oak was sacred to the Druid Celts who inhabited pre-Christian Britain during the Iron Age. As animists, believers that the natural world has a living soul, the Druids’ way of life is bound to the balance and harmony of nature. They worshipped the oak’s vital ecological role, believing it served as a conduit between the earthly realm and the divine. It is thought that the term Druid itself derives from a Celtic word meaning ‘knower of the oak tree’. The oak played a crucial role in their various seasonal festivities, such as Beltane (May Day) and Samhain – the festival marking the end of the harvest season. Oak wood was used to build fires for these celebrations, symbolising purification and renewal. The oak is also home to the deity Dagda, a god of fertility and strength.


Across the Irish Sea, in the origin story of the coming of the woodlands to Ireland, Eó Mugna – an oak which bore apples, acorns and hazelnuts – is one of the five legendary trees of Ireland. Myth tells us it was a son of the Tree of Knowledge, found in the biblical Garden of Eden, which supposedly straddled an area in today’s Southern Iraq. Eó Mugna was sacred; it made the strongest wood, it provided bark for tanning and dyes and the oak gall was used for ink, which all manuscripts were written with.


In all cultures around the world, from the Arabian horse in the Gulf States to the buffalo in the First Nations, the most practical gifts of nature are also regarded as the most sacred. The oak tree is part of the founding folklore of Britain because it contains centuries-old stories. Living to 1,000 years or more, we think of the oak as wise because of all it has witnessed. King Offa’s Oak in Windsor Great Park is at least 1,300 years old; making it potentially the oldest oak in the UK. This tree predates England itself, which was founded as a Kingdom in 927 ce, 200 years after King Offa’s Oak germinated. King Offa’s Oak has borne witness to the Roman conquest of Britain, King Henry VIII’s beheading of his wives, the Suffragette movement and Brexit. If a tree can pre-date or outlive a nation, what does that say about the countries we lay claim to? The oak tree is our most reliable truth-teller.
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Myths are the fruit of our trees, or, as the Irish writer Manchán Magan poetically puts it, ‘mythology is the fruiting body of the human unconscious’. Myths emerge from someplace primal, somewhere organic. They extend beyond the tree that gives origin to them and through the entire ecosystem that trees support, into the soil, up to the water’s edge and down to the ocean, stretching wide across geographies. The tree myths of each culture are rooted in particular experiences, born from particular experiences of pain and hope. As J.R.R. Tolkien put it, our myths ‘reflect a splintered fragment of the true light’. Our myths say something particular about home but also demonstrate our universal nature and interconnectedness, coded as they are with collective memories. And just as our myths change meaning from one generation and one place to the next, so do the geographical location of trees themselves change.


Oak trees are indigenous to the UK, but that doesn’t mean they don’t travel, just as their stories do. Individual trees are unmovable, but families of trees migrate across land and sea. ‘[Trees] move slowly. We’re so fast that we assume trees aren’t doing anything,’ says Chief Druid Eimear Burke. Beech and hemlock trees, for example, migrated into the Eastern United States after the Pleistocene Ice Age ushered them over, covering the whole continent. In 2017, a study found that these beech and hemlocks are now on the move again: American hemlock populations have migrated 8 miles north over the past three decades and beech populations have moved nearly 7.5 miles west. ‘It’s sort of like an old family being broken apart,’ said one of the study’s authors.


As the Earth warms, certain trees will migrate further north, especially those families in Earth’s fastest warming areas, such as the West Asian and North African regions. Some trees will not survive the journey. Many climate change ecologists, like John Gross who works for North America’s National Parks Service, have suggested human aid: park management has been encouraged to focus on connectivity, working with land neighbouring the parks and conservation areas to create migration corridors and pathways so that species can move. Trees move when under threat from pests, built environments, harmful species and fungal disease. The story of forest relocation is certainly not a new one. Trees have been moving for centuries. Humans are not the only ecological threat flora has faced; due to human activity, the earth’s atmospheric CO2 concentration is now the highest the planet has seen in 3.5 million years. In the Eastern United States, eighty-six tree species are currently on the move, including oaks, which are embarking on a westward pilgrimage.


Oaks have persisted in the material culture of modern Britain and its contemporary national identity in much the same way as the date palm has persisted in the Iraqi psyche. Both trees are masters of caregiving. They are also slaves to the earth and to life, constantly working to provide us with shelter, food and resources. The contradictory and fluid nature of these trees, who are both master and slave, enable us to understand the contradictory nature of the divine. In the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh – one of the oldest recorded pieces of literature – the tree on the bank of the Euphrates is described as having an ever-expanding, durable trunk which houses a snake, an Anzu bird and a phantom maid. Whilst the halub tree has no direct translation to any real trees we know today, some have interpreted it as the oak tree, whilst others suggest that huluppu means ‘date palm’.




At that primordial time, there was a single tree, a single halub tree growing on the bank of the pure Euphrates, being watered by the Euphrates. Five years, ten years went by, the tree grew massive; its bark, however, did not split.


At its roots, a snake immune to incantations made itself a nest. In its branches, the Anzu bird settled its young.


In its trunk, the phantom maid built herself a dwelling, the maid who laughs with a joyful heart.


– Lugalbanda and the Anzu Bird,


Epic of Gilgamesh





Though the land does not ask to be a part of us; in our myths, we are made from the land. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the goddess Aruru moulded humans from the earth. Later, the stories of Genesis and the Qur’an describe how ‘man we did create from a quintessence of clay’. God even named his first creation Adam, after the Hebrew word for earth, ‘Adamah’. Am I still made of the same earth as my ancestors?


My forefathers were farmers in Iraq; humble servants to the Fertile Crescent and indebted to her bounty. My paternal great-grandfather owned acres of farmland. I wish I could hear my ancestors speak to me through the plants they tended to. Here, in Britain, I can’t tell the beech from the elm, though I feel much more at home among wet soil and trunks covered in lichen than the arid land and thick air of Baghdad – more than I care to admit. Sometimes this feels like a betrayal. Sometimes I am ashamed to long to return to those cold mornings of early April, to the chorus of daffodils in the blue-green field, to the unmoving oaks. I wonder whether it is wrong to feel untethered in a place my ancestors made their home, an environment that they knew better than they knew themselves.


And yet there are whispers buried in my lungs, nestled somewhere deep under the bone.


Walking through a grey street in London, bumpy and loose with stones, a scent passes by me like a phantom. It takes me completely by surprise. It is humid, it smells of clay and I long for the dry streets of my mother(s)land. In the moment where that scent memory hits me, the only place I could be at home would be under the shade of a date palm. I dream of jasmine. I crave the feel of dust collecting between the lines in the palms of my hands.


Every Baghdadi house had at least one palm in its garden. As the old Mesopotamian phrase has it, ‘a house with a date palm will never starve,’ which inspired a cookbook of the same name by the Iraqi artist Michael Rakowitz. In his book, Rakowitz explains how the significance of the date palm in Iraq owes to all its elements: ‘the dates, the shade the tree provides, the fallen leaves for woven furniture, and finally, the wood that can be used to expand the house as the family grows’. Palm trees help create microclimates in their ecosystems. They make the ground around them cooler with their canopies, which support the wildlife and plants in their periphery. My mother tells me how, when they gathered in each other’s houses, her neighbours would compare what kinds of dates their palm produced. ‘Each family would try to convince the others that theirs was the most delicious.’ The significance of the fruits of the palm tree are even mentioned in the Code of Hammurabi, the first set of laws written in history from Mesopotamia. The section on date culture testifies to the importance of both date and palm tree in the agricultural life of The Fertile Crescent’s people.


My mother reminisces about nights spent on the roof to keep cool, hurrying back inside before the sun rose. During my own time in Baghdad, I walk around the Qishleh gardens and watch a father relax with his back against a young palm’s trunk, the leaves shading his wife and their baby daughter who stumbles curiously across the grass. Mesopotamia was the birthplace of the date palm. ‘The palm tree is simply a symbol of belonging to Iraqis all over the world,’ my mother tells me. ‘It is drawn by so many Iraqi artists and mentioned in most Iraqi poetry.’


Nazem al-Ghazali sings ‘Fouq al Nakhal’, one of the most iconic Iraqi songs about a young man who sings to his star-crossed lover ‘above the palm tree’. In the artworks of Betool Al-Fekaiki – my grandmother – and Suad al-Attar, among other contemporary Iraqi artists, the palm is a repeated motif, a symbol of Iraqi identity and pride. This is as it was in ancient Mesopotamian artworks, where a palm is a metaphor for the goddess Ishtar’s connection between Earth and Heaven; the crown of the tree in Heaven, the base of the trunk is rooted to earth. Babylonian cultures inherited Sumerian adoration for the date palm and inscribed it throughout their architecture. The ‘gish shirgal’ – the great tree, as the Sumerians called it – was a symbol of the fertile god Tammuz, in the myth of Ishtar (also known as Inanna in Sumerian) and Tammuz.


The date palm is one of the oldest cultivated fruit trees. Unsurprisingly, it is also the oldest known Tree of Life, a symbol of the generosity of the earth, which sprouted in Ancient Chaldea (an area straddling the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, known today as Iraq). Over time, the Tree of Life became repeated throughout the mythology and religious histories of many cultures, taking the form of many different kinds of trees. In ancient Mesopotamia it remained the tall, proud date palm. The Assyrian Tree of Life was carved into Assyrian palace reliefs and is one of the oldest surviving trees depicted in art. Its intertwined branches and nodes shoot off from a central base, where the tree is tended to by hybrid human-bird or human-animal beings. Thousands of years later, scientists today use the analogy of a tree to illustrate speciation – a process in which every organism on Earth diverged from one common ancestor. They represent the evolution of each species by adding another branch on the ever-expanding cosmic tree.


The Qur’an mentions the date palm in many of its suwar, including Al-An‘am, Al-Kahf, Ta-Ha, Al-Qamar, Al-Rahman and Al-Haqqah. ‘There is a tree which resembles a faithful believer … it is the date palm’, said the Prophet Muhammad. The date palm’s spiritual significance in the Qur’an echoes its presence in the Bible, where ‘the righteous will flourish like a palm tree’ (Psalm 92:12). Not only is the date tree itself a sacred symbol, but its fruit is also blessed. The date is a fruit of paradise alongside figs, olives, pomegranates and grapes.


As well as their spiritual qualities, the medicinal and nutritional benefits of dates are abundant. They are rich in minerals including potassium, iron and magnesium, and are beneficial to heart health. For these reasons, Muslims around the world break their fast during Ramadan with dates, while date syrup and paste are both a core ingredient in many of our traditional celebratory foods. In the Islamic account of the birth of the Prophet Isa (Jesus), Maryam Al Athraa (the Virgin Mary) goes into labour under a palm tree. She receives dates from angels among the tree’s boughs, which give her the strength to give birth safely. Today, doctors recommend dates for pregnant women, to enable the birth of healthy children and for postpartum health.


At our house in Surrey, a place distant from Baghdad, shaded by oaks and birches, it’s Eid and Mama (my mother) and I prepare the dough for ma’amoul and kleicha, ancient biscuits from Assyria. Mama pulls the huge cookbook from the kitchen drawer. The pages are falling apart, their edges are torn and the spine is held together with layers of duct tape. ‘I’ve had this cookbook since I left Iraq,’ she tells me. ‘It’s my mother’s.’ She flips through the parchment-coloured pages until we find the decades-old, rather obscure recipe:




3 cups of flour


1 cup of fat


1 cup of water or milk


1 tablespoon of baking powder


1 tablespoon of salt


1 egg


ground cardamom


ground cinnamon


walnuts


dates





Naziha Adib’s collection of recipes is a timeless cookbook. You can find a copy in every Iraqi kitchen. We squash the Basrawi dates down into a paste, ready to be stuffed into their pastry containers. Using a wooden spoon with intricate carvings, we press the dough into the mould, place the dates inside, and close it up again before flipping the spoon and dropping the small parcel onto a baking tray. The biscuits are baked and placed next to jars of candied nuts, a silver tray of basbousa dessert adorned with almonds and a large bowl of mahalabia pudding, more decoratively presented with flaked pistachios and dried rose petals. Preparing this sickly-sweet, syrup-drenched feast is one of many rituals we perform during Eid, when the date plays an important role.


Iraq used to be one of the largest growers of dates in the world, before a succession of wars and the despairing effects of climate change brought about the downfall of the Iraqi date empire. The amount of date palms in Iraq before Saddam’s war with Iran was famously close to 30 million. Post-war, the trees were pummelled to half their numbers. In the once-leafy suburb of Dora in Baghdad, hundreds of palms stand empty of fruit or leaves, their heads cut off. What used to be a date palm grove is now a construction site.


What stories do we forget when we cut down a forest?


In a country that is the fifth-most vulnerable to climate change, there is little heed of the warning. Construction – mostly illegal – continues due to both a lack of regulation and rife government corruption. The trees that once shaded Baghdad during the summer months when the city bakes are gone. ‘Being an essential component of Iraq’s landscape, the fate of the palm tree is akin to the fate of Iraqis. The destruction brought about by wars and climate change has killed and uprooted so many,’ writes Iraqi author Sinan Antoon. ‘Others are still standing and resisting.’


One tribal sheikh, Ahmed Salim al-Jabouri, who lives only a few miles away from the construction site of the Iraq Mall in Baghdad, refuses to leave because, as he puts it, ‘my land is my existence and my honour.’ He has resisted selling his ten-acre orchard, unlike many of his neighbours. ‘How can one sell his honour?’, he asks the New York Times. Despite laws restricting the development of agricultural land, grand malls are popping up along the banks of the Tigris in place of palm groves all the time. ‘If we’re taking a strict interpretation of Iraqi law, that mall should never have been built,’ journalist Yasmine Mosimann tells me. ‘It was a palm grove and all the legal requirements to build that mall were not fulfilled. So, there’s a law and then there’s also what happens.’ During her time in Iraq, Yasmine tells me that palm trees are ‘ever pervasive. [The tree] hasn’t lost its potency within the Iraqi imagination, despite it gradually disappearing from the Iraqi landscape.’ For Iraqis, palm trees are part of the family; they’ve gone through so much together and they care for each other. But though the attachment is strong, Iraqis today must remain pragmatic. ‘Farmers, or former farmers in Basra, for example, any day would choose to have a stable job over staying on land that they know is dying,’ Yasmine says. They’re ‘trying to adapt to how best they can support their families and live a dignified life.’


Myths are not all ancient – they are being made every day – whether that’s about who we are, what it means to be British, what an Iraqi looks and behaves like. Whose memory do we lose when we cut down an oak? What stories do we prevent from being told in the future when we unearth a palm? I admire the multi-purposefulness of the date palm and the special qualities of the oak tree at the same time. The oak and the palm used to confront me with my apparent inconsolable duality. Now, they show me both the deep symmetry between British and Iraqi history and heritage and the beauty in the differences between the two.
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As I stand in the ruins of Babylon – from bab-ilim, meaning ‘Gate of God’ in Akkadian – I look down at my dusty feet and then around at what is meant to be the remains of the world’s first civilisation. But the stacks of sandy bricks betray sinister inscriptions by Hussein’s regime, asserting that he was here and this is what he built. Imitating the bricks from the second Neo-Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II’s reign, the inscription reads ‘this was built by Saddam Hussein, the son of Nebuchadnezzar II, to glorify Iraq’. This Babylon is a farce; an attempt by Saddam to rebuild Iraq back to its former glory. Except that the rebuilding of such glory came at the price of minority communities in the region. Saddam’s violent perseverance to unify Iraqi heritage and identity cost Iraq – that is, him and us – everything. As I squint the day’s sun away, straining to read the faded Arabic on Saddam’s seals pressed into the bricks, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’ comes to mind:




Two vast and trunkless legs of stone


Stand in the desert … And on the pedestal, these words appear:


My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;


Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!


Nothing beside remains. Round the decay


Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare


The lone and level sands stretch far away.





The poem tells the story of the Pharaoh Rameses II, or ‘Ozymandias’ in Greek, who built a giant statue with a placard to proclaim his might, power and wealth for centuries to come. But in that lonely desert, only the crumbled statue remains. As I look over the walls of this fake Babel, I see the palm tree trunks visible through the many archways. They seem endearingly cheeky. ‘I remain,’ they say to me. The tree outlives even our greatest and most vicious empires.


The real Babylonian ruins are just outside this modern maze. I traipse the well-worn path past stretches of walls inscribed with genuine depictions of Mesopotamian life. Figures praising the palm tree pattern the walls. Further along, I am lucky to find a group of Western tourists being escorted by an Iraqi guide through the iconic Ishtar Gate; an uncommon opportunity. I duck under the sign prohibiting entry without a guide and follow the group and the Iraqi with the thick accent. I look up in awe at the carvings of mythical creatures, fruits and forests of palms. The palm trees that surround me both in art and in the ground connect me to people who shared the same land as my parents, who cultivated the very same palm trees that my family grew up loving and leaning on, in a land that I have been distanced from.


EXODUS OF THE SEEDS


In diaspora, we find both ruptured connections to our ancestral soil and the possibility for renewal. It is a sometimes profoundly uninhabited space to grow into; each individual’s diasporic space is a unique result of specific movements at certain moments in time by different peoples for distinct reasons. Humans are a dispersed species – our migrations are as old as ourselves. Still, diasporic people often feel a twinge of isolation, knowing that they do not fully embody or inherit culture in the same ways that our elders and ancestors did. You feel like a generational rupture, especially if your parents left their homelands out of fear for their safety – a broken bone in the body of a lineage that urgently needs healing.


1992.


Aberdeen.


You balance a tray on your belly, bursting with a brother. You pour hot coffee for park goers. You walk the twenty minutes home. Your street is a row – like teeth, all the same, but slightly different – of beige and grey bungalows making up the Scottish suburb. On the weekends, you travel to the Highlands with friends you’ve made with names like Susanne and Jack. The grainy film from your camera can’t quite pick up the shades of your deeply olive skin, but it certainly picks up the jet-black moustache atop your new husband’s thick lips.


Surrey.


After giving birth to my brother, you enter a dark house cloaked in late September. You’re alone – you know your mother should be here for a time like this, but she is in Baghdad. Saddam has closed the borders and they won’t be able to leave for another several months.


My mother’s name, Zainab, means ‘a fragrant tree or plant’. It’s a fitting name for a woman who speaks to the trees and plants as comfortably as she speaks to her children and siblings. Mama grew up in an Iraq with people that she loved, but in an environment that became stifling as she reached adulthood. She felt trapped under Saddam – forced to celebrate his birthday (cake and candles and all) and watch his executions on television.


Albion.


The ancient name for Britain. From the Latin albus meaning white, referring to the chalk cliffs along the South East coast of England. They say the sailor hero Stormalong’s great ship scraped the sides of the Dover straits as it passed through, creating the white cliffs of Dover. White cliffs steeped in myth; that is the first site to greet travellers weary of papers, passports and immigration officers. Alban, the protomartyr of Britain, who converted to Christianity and was beheaded for it, also takes his name from albus. St Alban is considered the patron saint of converts, torture victims and refugees. The first martyr of Britain; a patron saint of refugees.


If you could plot and trace out on a map every path you’ve walked, every journey you’ve taken, every road you’ve travelled up or down, every sea you’ve crossed or not crossed, what kind of story would this map tell? What kind of person is etched from lines drawn across the land? My parents’ journey took them from Iraq to Surrey to Plymouth to Luton to Aberdeen and back to Surrey. Iraq has a long history of migrations. A mosaic of people travelled through and settled in the Mesopotamian crossroads. It became one of the most diverse places in the world, like a rainforest brimming with biodiversity. But Iraq also has a long history of exiles. The 2003 invasion created at least 2 million Iraqi refugees to other countries. Iraq has seen the largest dispersal of any population since World War II.


In every migratory family there is a memory-keeper, a person who is unintentionally assigned (or inhabits) the role of collecting memories, like candies in a jar. We can imagine the memory-keeper in their emporium, shelves full of jars, their finger moving across rows of jars with labels for dates, or places, until they reach 6 February 1989.


My mother has never forgotten the day she arrived to live in the UK. She reminds us of the date every year, a mini anniversary. She remembers it as a peaceful moment. She remembers it as the ‘happiest day of her life’, though she also remembers that the border control officer at Heathrow Airport held her and her younger sister up for so long with his suspicious questions that her uncle, who had come to collect them, drove away. They had to hail a black cab.


Sick of the war with Iran that had raged for eight years, Mama was desperate to leave Iraq. Prior to and throughout the war, Saddam had ordered the forced migration of around 300,000 Iraqis of supposedly Iranian origin to refugee camps on the border, along with Kurds and Shi‘is. Thousands of men were also imprisoned. My mother was young and at the time in love with a neighbour of distant Iranian heritage. He was forced to leave overnight. She cried for months, her heart had shattered. She tells me that’s when her migraines began and never ceased.


I unbottle another memory; 3 March 1991.


Over a decade later, in England, after my mother had married my father, they both attended a protest against Saddam’s regime following the Gulf War, where she spotted a familiar figure through the crowd. Stopping dead in her tracks, she called over to him and her childhood sweetheart turned to face her.
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Integrate. From the Latin integer meaning ‘whole’. Migrate. From the Latin migrare meaning ‘to move’. Assimilate. From the Latin ad meaning ‘to’ and similis meaning ‘like’. Assimilare – ‘to become like’.


Language suggests that for the migrated organism to become whole, it must become like its adopted society. But a healthy forest is a diverse one. In fact, any forest at all is a diverse one, for it is impossible to have a forest without a diversity of life.


Beneath the forest floor exists a busy underworld, noisy with the chattering of the mycorrhizal network. Mycelium, tiny threads of a greater fungal organism, wrap around tree roots, connecting plants together to transfer water, nitrogen, carbon and other minerals. This is how a forest communicates. Woodlands are busy cityscapes just as our cities are concrete jungles. The working beetle, in his sharp and shiny black suit, scurries determinedly, purposefully, on his commute to chew through the day’s to-do list. He approaches his office – the oak tree – which he cannot work without and which cannot work without him. Beneath him, the fungus that connects trees together in a tightly knit community seeks out its own source of carbon. Carbon, a component of sugar, fuels the fungi which then collect minerals into the mycelium, to be transferred and used by the trees. By delivering carbon, the trees receive both minerals from the fungi and a vital ally in the fight against disease or intruders that might enter the woodland. And by offering their courier-service of nutrients, the fungi receive the sugar they need to survive. In a forest, everyone is giving some of themselves in order to receive – it’s a vividly symbiotic relationship. And trees are the pillars and temples of this delicate system which all other life revolves around.
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