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Praise for A. A. Gill




‘One of the finest writers of our time’


Andrew Neil


‘A. A. Gill was one of the last great stylists of modern journalism and one of the very few who could write a column so full of gags and original similes that it was actually worth reading twice’


Boris Johnson


‘A shining intellectual with a remarkable wit. There will never be anyone like him’


Joan Collins


‘A giant among journalists … His writing was dazzling and fearless, his intelligence was matched by compassion’


Sunday Times editor Martin Ivens


‘He trashed me for 20 years but always with magnificently eloquent savagery and an irritating kernel of truth’


Piers Morgan


‘Waspish and ruthless in his print persona, kind and genial in person … [a] golden writer’


Andrew Marr


‘Reading a Gill review was a 3D experience with stereophonic sound’


Ed Victor


‘A perception of him was that of the wit, the intellectual, but he was more than that. He was a deeply emotional man drawn to movement and imbalance, the cracks in the pavement where cultural shifts happen. His writing about refugees remains some of his best.’


Stephen Daldry


‘The Londoner everyone wanted at their table’


Rosamond Urwin
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Introduction – Colorado


I’m breaking the first rule of writing. I’m sitting at a small desk in front of a window – never try to compose looking at a view that competes with the one in your head. The only thing you should see when you look up are thoughts and memories . . . and this is a particularly siren vista, very little on the to-do list can compare with this scatter of nineteenth-century wooden cabins from a reborn mining town. The rusting tin roofs of the saloon, the bathhouse and the general store squat on the banks of a trout stream in the bowl of a high wildflower meadow that is quilted into the pine and aspen hills, under the great grey snow-streaked mountains of the Colorado Rockies. The sky is deep blue, the grass embossed in ox-eyed daisies, and I’m sitting in the little mezzanine floor of a log library with bear-skin rugs and a collection of books that lean against each other with a casual eclectic curiosity. How unfussy books are about the company they keep. They don’t care where their neighbour came from.


On the path below my window Nicola is teaching our twins to ride bikes. Isaac gets it almost immediately; after a few skiddy wobbles he pedals away from his mother’s protective hand and zigzags towards the horizon, shoulders hunched, legs swimming in air, discovering as we all must that riding a bike, like so much else, isn’t really about the journey, it’s about stopping with decorum and prescience where you actually want to be. Edith, his sister, makes



heavier weather of it. Exasperated shrieks and histrionic grasping of shins as the gimpy machine refuses to fulfil its calling. She is competitive . . . as long as she’s obviously best.


So I’m watching a circled date in family history. This is where the twins learnt to ride bicycles. This place, with its golden eagles and hummingbirds, coyotes and chipmunks, will always have a bicycle running through it.


I’m supposed to be writing about refugees. This collection starts with refugees. You’ll find them camped out in the first section. The Lines in the Sand are their stories. I don’t want to write about their stoical, desperate treks to some safer place, carrying their bags of tiny comforts and remembrances. They inevitably start with a lot of blankets and food, photo albums, school books, precious objects – as much of their lives as they can carry. Men stagger under suitcases, sacks and bags and then pick up children as a self-imposed Sisyphean punishment for not being able to protect their families. They stagger with tense, bleak faces, wanting heroic proof that they can still support them physically, lift their kids out of harm’s way. But as they go on, they leave the stuff. The inanimate once un-put-downable is now dead weight. Along the way, refugees slough great winding skins, their past lives that lie in the dirt at the side of long roads. By the time they get somewhere, they’re just holding the kids’ hands, a mobile phone and a secret warm and grubby fold of money that’s never enough, and represents the last value of their lost lives: the bakery, the surgery, the vegetable stall, the car. Why would you want to write about any of that? Why would you ever want to look up and see the lines of refugees in your mind’s eye, when you could be looking at your children riding bikes in the Rockies?


I don’t really understand what has drawn me over and over to this story, except that my trade as a journalist is to tell tales, and this collective, staggering, saga is the most compelling in the world. Refugees are the biggest tragedy of our moment. As we sit here,



there are 60 million displaced people in the world, carrying all they own on their backs, in their pockets, knowing that their children will never get the education they need or deserve. That they will never again practise as a pharmacist, a cobbler or an olive farmer. Maybe in a generation or two their line will be fluent in some new language, but they themselves will only speak with clumsy mouths. That the infant and the unborn will, perchance, prosper – become dextrous in new professions, learn new customs and breakfasts, dance to new music, sing new songs, support new teams. Will strive to join in, to belong to new people, and the skein of cultural identity that was twisted and spooled over generations will be cut and all that will be left will be its frayed end, the tint of a skin, the angle of a nose, a creased photograph, a few rote-learnt stories and a cluster of apocryphal anecdotes. This journey, which for everyone on it is the most epically momentous thing ever undertaken, will shrink to being ‘my grandparents came from Syria’, from Burma, from Congo, from Eritrea, from somewhere else.


All refugee journeys have the same prayed-for and fervently hoped destination. Not the capitals of the First World, not middle-class cul-de-sacs with WiFi and zoned parking, not the Burgs of full employment, agriculture, manufacturing – not next to you in the West. The dreamt-of, yearned-for, final stop would be back . . . back there . . . back where they started. Back home. To perhaps pick up the thread again, inshallah.


Once I started writing the refugee stories, I understood that I would never be able to put them down, because it’s a truth so many refused to pick up. The story of the Good Samaritan in Luke told by Jesus – you don’t need to be religious to understand this, it’s a perfectly secular parable – of a man beaten, robbed, lying at the side of the road. Worthy religious men, good men, pass by on the other side . . . but a foreigner . . . a Samaritan, who has no friendship for the Jews, stops and offers succour.


Only if you don’t stop and help can you continue to have a



level-headed, disinterested, balanced and measured opinion on the 60 million who lie at the side of the road. If you pause, just for a moment, and look at a single face, see the worn, cut and calloused hands, you can’t turn away. There is no dispassionate option. No ‘sorry for your trouble’ shrug.


I’m not a Samaritan, never have been, worked hard not to be. Nine times out of ten, I’m on the other side of the street with the clever, reasonable, purposeful folk with sanitised hands. But my job, my trade, took me to the refugees. And I can’t put their testament down. Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan in answer to the question ‘Who is my neighbour?’ Incidentally, there are now only 800 Samaritans left in the world – they are good, bad and indifferent – they have been purged and pushed and displaced for 2,000 years.


Through the window I can see Edith, who’s come back on her own to the bike. With a look of fearsome concentration, she’s picked it up and forced it, demanded, that it do its impossible balancing act at her command. She doesn’t know I’m watching. When she’s better at it than her brother, she drops the bike and goes back to her book. There is no allegory here, no parable, no slyly telling juxtaposition, no irony . . . only a determined little girl, blissfully with nowhere to go.


July 2016









LINES IN THE SAND
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Syrian Refugees


_______


Brigadier-General Hussein Zyoud settles himself into a chair. Fretting and plaiting his fingers, he needs a smoke. The lugubrious face sags around a drooping military moustache, the go-get-’em camouflage stands out incongruously in his large office with new multiple flat screens for PowerPoint presentations and CCTV. There are a lot of chairs: for his photographer who records his every handshake, for my photographer, for his translator and my translator and various aides and minders and staff officers.


The General is the custodian of Jordan’s borders, and the responsibility of standing on the edge of chaos without a cigarette weighs on his broad epaulettes. He does this a lot – meeting people. He’s a popular man with factfinders and international committees. There are hotel-reception flower arrangements and bright flags of the sort young men are supposed to die for. One boasts a large peregrine’s head with a map of Jordan in its eye. The kingdom’s awkward outline is the reason we all come here: this semi-detached nation is surrounded by the neighbours from half a dozen heretical hells: Israel, Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and a watery sliver of Egypt. A waiter serves cups of coffee; the General capitulates, and fires up a ciggie.


Jordan’s borders leak refugees. Throughout the nation’s short history after its duplicitous colonial creation in 1946, it has taken in next door’s unwanted cast-offs: millions of Palestinians in the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s, then Iraqis, and now Syrians, who are, even



by this ’hood’s high standards, fleeing a peerlessly vicious and indiscriminately vile war. As I write, more than a million of them have left the country to claim thin and desperate sanctuary.


I ask the General why he has kept the border open. He shrugs. ‘It is our history, we take in refugees. It’s what we do. I will show you. I will show you everything. You can go wherever you like, to understand.’


Not only has Jordan kept its border open, but its army actively helps refugees. No other state’s armed forces do what the Jordanians are now doing for their neighbours – and nobody dares calculate how much they might be risking by being the Middle East’s Good Samaritan. As we leave the office for his 4×4 with a flag on the front, the General pauses: ‘We had your Prime Minister Cameron here, you know? I have a photograph.’ And there’s the PM sporting his best jut-jawed Dave of Arabia face.


Jordan is an arid country, but as we drive north it turns into beautiful rolling green farmland, olive groves and grazing. In the late-afternoon light it looks like a Victorian academy painting of an idyllic Holy Land, with the addition of countless black plastic bags. An oily pall of smoke smudges the horizon. We stop to admire a tourist’s view of the border, and the General points out that we can see three countries from here: Syria, Israel and Lebanon; over there is the Golan Heights. It’s tranquil, but the hot air carries low thuds, like heads hitting carpet. Mortars. ‘They are coming. They are beginning to cross,’ says the General. ‘Do you want to see? Perhaps it’s more dangerous.’


The United Nations High Commission for Refugees has warned us that the official danger level for the border has risen to five. Tom, the photographer, points out that this doesn’t mean much unless you know what it can go up to: is it like Spinal Tap and goes up to 11? ‘No, it’s five out of five,’ says the UN official, with a tightly thin smile, and: ‘Could you please sign these waivers?’ It is, just for this moment, the most hazardous border in the world.


As the light dies we turn onto a rocky track through olive trees and halt in a narrow valley: on one side, a sloping hill; on the other, broken land. The car lights are extinguished and we stand in the blue shadows and cooling dust. ‘That is the border,’ says the General. I stare at the distance. ‘No, no, here. Here in front of you.’ The track peters out and half a dozen steps away is Syria: dirt, rock and shrubs that crumple into night.


And then, as I watch, figures appear out of the darkness. It’s a shock, I hadn’t believed we’d see anything but, bent double under sacks and stumbling across the uneven ground, men and women clutching small children and the flotsam of their lives heave with the scuff and grunt and sighs of folk who are trying to hurry silently in fear. Families hold hands, they move past us like heavy ghosts, not looking to the left or right. Among them now are Jordanian soldiers in full combat gear, helmets and body armour strapped tight, with automatic weapons. In front of them is a long, steep hill; on the far side, in its protective lee, is a makeshift reception centre. This is the last leg of one of the most dangerous journeys on earth. The bare slope faces Syria: it has no cover, just pale scree. At the summit there are already silhouettes on the skyline, moving like a drunken conga, a dance of death against the star-bright sky. I watch for an astonished minute as the flow of refugees rising out of the night increases from a trickle to a migration – they’ll have waited for the veil of darkness to make for this invisible line in the sand.


The sound of not-so-distant artillery goads them forward. A woman struggles past me tugging a child – a girl in sandals, little more than a toddler. The mother wrestles a suitcase that swings like a pendulum, and in her other hand she has a large bag. I take the bag from her; she lets go without a murmur or a glance. The soldiers all carry luggage or a child, everybody shares the weight – the General, the translators, Tom, the fixers, the minders and the staff officers, we all grab something and together we struggle up the moonlit hill. This bag is heavier than any case I’ve packed since my school trunk.



The handles cut my hand, the weight wrenches my shoulder. The summit recedes, the ground is uneven and rolls underfoot. I can’t possibly put the bag down or hand it back. This woman has carried it for so long, along with the weight of her responsibility and circumstances. So I crab behind her, arms numb. The skyline remains stubbornly distant, the back of my neck prickles as the ordnance rumbles, and then finally, finally, we’re there.


I look back down at Syria, malevolent in the moonlight. On the other side, below us, is a hurried and huddled collection of Portakabins and tents, and the hum of a generator. I drop the bag beside the exhausted mother and her hollow-eyed child and attempt an insouciant smile. She nods. Hala, my interpreter passes, hugging a suitcase. ‘Can you ask this lady what she’s got in the bag?’ There’s a short exchange. ‘Oil, cooking oil.’ She’s lugged a gallon of olive oil from Syria to Jordan, the world’s thirteenth-biggest olive-producer. I don’t say that aloud, I just wish her and her daughter luck: ‘Inshallah.’


We have all wondered what we would rescue from the burning house. Photo albums, the jewellery box, a Damien Hirst drawing. What people whose houses really are on fire or blown up take are blankets and shoes and cooking pots and radios and the tools of their trade and their papers – deeds, licences, the proof of who they are or were – and mobile phones. Nobody trains you to be a refugee, there are no helpful government pamphlets.


These newborn refugees are learning as they go; as they sit in family groups there is no sense of joy or even relief, just an exhausted, subdued misery. Tolstoy pointed out that all happy families are alike, but every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. He was wrong. There is a terrible, bland sameness in despair. Their stories are told in a repetitive monotone, almost banal in their sadness. ‘My grocery shop was crushed by a tank. We have nowhere to live. Our house was blown up with a bomb. My family’s in prison. My husband is dead. I don’t know where my brothers are. We were forced to leave.



We have nothing. Everything is lost. There is no water. There is no food. There is no help. There is no hope.’


There are a few tears, no histrionics, precious little anger, and there’s no ‘making the best of it’, no community singing – this is way, way beyond any Blitz spirit – just a blinking, passive capitulation as the tireless Jordanian soldiers move among them handing out clean water, cartons of juice for children, and biscuits, and their own rations – the officers have trouble getting their men to eat. And there’s no gratitude. This isn’t a salvation, it’s not a new start, it’s not a lucky escape when a man, a widow, a family, a village are forced to make the choice to be refugees. It is an unconditional surrender, not just of the house you live in or your profession, but of your security, community, your web of friendships, your dignity, your respect, your history and your future – not just yours, your children’s future. The middle-aged man is never going to get his grocery shop back; the mechanic is never going to return to servicing Mercedes.


A bowed gent stands exhausted with three daughters in the queue to register. How old are they? ‘This one is four, this one 12 and this one six.’ In a whisper, he adds the school years they were in. Earlier, a Palestinian told me that the refugees may think they’ll go back in six months, or a year or two. They all bring their house keys. He added: ‘I still have the keys my parents brought from Palestine. There are no more doors left to open.’ An ancient woman bent almost in half and shrouded in black is helped by two boys, her grandchildren. They forced her to leave their house. She fought them, she wanted to die where she’d lived, but she was the last person left in the village. They say she is 100 years old, older than the country she’s been forced to flee.


At the edge of the little reception camp is a hut on stilts, the size of a potting shed, decorated incongruously with peeling wallpaper patterned with butterflies. A soldier in helmet and flak jacket looks at a black-and-white television screen plugged into a geeky box. He has a little joystick and a series of buttons. Behind him is a rough,



hand-drawn map of the border. This is the night-sight camera post, panning over Syria. As clear as day we can see an army camp, men walking about, a road with cars, a tank emplacement – and here are refugees dodging down the last track. We look.


‘Look,’ says the soldier as he zooms in on a small hill. At its crest there are two dark dots.


‘Ambush.’ A pair of snipers.


‘How far away?’ I ask.


‘Close,’ he replies matter-of-factly.


This night there are a handful who have made it across with bullet wounds; they are taken away by ambulance. The rest of the refugees are put on buses that glow magically in the desert like mystery tours. They should be used by the army to take soldiers on leave, but every day the military gives up 450 vehicles to the refugees. On board, the passengers sit in an exhausted stupor, children flop across adults, nobody asks if we’re nearly there yet. It’s getting late and cold as the dusty luggage is stuffed on board. Something is pushed into my hand. A child has given me a wilting posy of white wildflowers; her mother beside her is the woman whose oil I carried. She says, ‘For you, a piece of Syria,’ and they get on the bus that bumps its way down the track back into the night.


The refugees don’t think the Zaatari camp is in Jordan at all, they talk about Jordan as out there somewhere. This is a limbo, an unplace, as detailed an image of purgatory as you are likely to find on this earth. It has about it an ethereal whiteness: the UN tents and prefab huts are white, the sky is white and the ground it all sits on is white. The Jordanian government offered a lump of desert to keep the refugees, but it was so dusty that it posed a serious respiratory-health risk, so the UNHCR imported tonnes and tonnes of white gravel to lay on the sand. People are reduced to ants on this vast, pale sheet, a dystopian science-fiction set holding more than 100,000 souls – the population of Blackburn or Exeter – 70 per cent of them women and children. The logistics of building it in a number



of weeks are numbing, and there is no water – Jordan is chronically parched. Imagine the sanitary needs of 100,000 people. Try to imagine the condition of the Portaloos – they make Glastonbury look like The Ritz. The Jordanian police won’t patrol the camps, it’s too dangerous. Military gendarmes lounge at the perimeter in armoured cars in case of serious trouble – there are sporadic riots. People can’t come and go; there is a perimeter fence and security supplied, worryingly, by G4S. It isn’t a prison as such, but desperation, utter poverty and powerlessness make de facto prisoners of the refugees, particularly the women.


The cost so far for Jordan is over £465m; contributions from other countries amount to £140m. The UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR, calculates that it needs half a billion dollars to run the camp and look after the Syrian refugees, and that will have to come from donations. But the half-billion will only keep the camp going until June. This is a Herculean undertaking, like a space programme in the desert, and there are 14,000 new arrivals every week. The UNHCR offices are a series of Portakabins cordoned off at the edge of the camp, surrounded by an angry clamour of supplicants. A woman presses against the wire gate. Two small children cling to her chador, and she is alternately begging and demanding from the G4S guard. Finally, someone pulls her inside, the children like limpets. She’s taken to an office where veiled women interview her. She arrived three days ago with four children under 12, she has no husband, she has no extended family, and here she begins to weep. They are alone; the children press against her like bookends, and she says she is also six months pregnant and doesn’t want to have her baby here, in the white desert. She draws a deep breath, angrily wipes her eyes and whispers: ‘I am humiliated.’


Anger blooms in the camp, domestic violence rages as men bereft of respect take it out on their wives and children. A man came into the UNHCR demanding that they do something for his wife – make-up, hair, better clothes – because she was becoming



unattractive and he didn’t want to have to divorce her. The staff gave him short shrift. Others have asked for another tent so they can have a sex life away from their children. The staff say there are more important things to be concerned with, but privately they agree that, if it is your sex life, there probably isn’t. There are also reports of daughters being married off to men who have money or access to outside, who might be guides for the family to a new life. If they’re married, they’re somebody else’s responsibility, and it is also protection against the stigma of rape. There are short-term marriage contracts, a sort of Madam Butterfly prostitution, usually involving older women or desperate widows. The camp is prey to gangs, to politics and vendetta. It feeds liverishly on boredom. Children go feral: there is nothing for them to do, no trees to climb.


A refugee camp is a community with everything good and hopeful and comforting about community taken out. There is precious little peace, no belonging, no civic pride. There is, though, still the gossamer web of human kindness. Villagers who left Syria together collect together to form protective huddles; in one kitchen block, a group of women who have known each other all their lives cook rice, aubergine and a little fried chicken. The smell is wonderful after the camp. They tease me, confident in their togetherness.


Outside, a man beckons me to his tent. He has a generator and is charging mobile phones; it is a little business. He asks me in. He’s a big man in a cloth cap and he pushes me hard. I fall through the door and his wife laughs. He says he’s a communist and ‘in our village we buried the last illiterate person in 1974. Now, look,’ his voice rises. ‘These children. Will they ever read and write? We are going backwards.’ He offers me coffee, insists with anger, insists. To him, hospitality is more than a politeness, it is a hold on the last threads of dignity and self-respect. It is important to accept it from people who have nothing. People give us things all the time, sweets, advice, good wishes, smiles, lectures. There are street stalls where you can buy expensive smuggled goods, from underpants to microwaves



– Syrians are famous entrepreneurs – and even somebody making vivid-pink candyfloss in this desperate desert.


We watch a boy shimmy up an electricity pylon and gingerly attach wires to steal power. Men gather and wave their arms and look at the white sky. They want Scuds to come and kill Assad. ‘Where is NATO?’ someone shouts in my face. ‘Where is your NATO? It is because we are Muslim they don’t come. In Europe you treat animals better than we are treated here.’


Refugees are the collateral damage of wars, they are the pieces that have been taken off the board. The hot news story is the conflict itself; this intransigent, complex headache of unwanted, awkward, lumpen people doesn’t have the dynamic interest of global politics or the screen-grab of smoke and bodies and Kalashnikovs. Whatever the outcome in Syria, these people have already lost, lost everything but despair and a gut-churning sense of injustice that will fester. Lacking power or influence, swept aside by events that were not of their making, they will slowly turn to dust, go from unconsidered to unremembered, their grief evaporating in a region where every handful of dirt is someone else’s calamity.


In Amman, Jordan’s capital, old Iraqi men smoke hubble-bubbles and play cards. They were much younger men, with futures and hopes and aspirations, when they dealt the first hands here. They are served by Palestinian waiters who have never seen their homeland. In the camp, a small boy in a red tracksuit is trying to find medical help; he needs a shot for his asthma. His father comes over and says he saw us last night on the border. He starts to tell the story of his village, Deir Ba’alba. ‘It was surrounded, burnt and shelled for months. The people couldn’t escape and it was destroyed and everyone was killed. The whole village.’


He comes to a ragged stop as he tries not to weep in front of foreigners and his surviving child and his dignity. ‘Remember Deir Ba’alba. Please, it’s important. Remember Deir Ba’alba.’


A refugee camp reminds you, if you need reminding, that you



are your brother’s keeper, but he is heavy. So perhaps you might remember Deir Ba’alba. I only wrote it down phonetically, so say it out loud to someone else.


March 2013
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The Congo


_______


The broad, brown, bloated Dungu River slips with a clotted lethargy through the silent bush, as if it were too hot and humid to do anything more than roll over and float past the mango trees, where squadrons of bright ibis squabble over nothing. The still air begins to collate clouds for the afternoon deluge; the temperature trudges up with a practised ennui. It is the end of the rainy season. The river rolls on to meet the equally stupefied khaki Kibali, and here is the small town of Dungu. This is close to being the very heart of Africa, the dark heart of the dark, dark continent. The Democratic Republic of the Congo is the byword for everything that is irreparably, congenitally wrong with Africa. All the bleak white fears, the nose-tapping, knowing racism, the comfortable schadenfreude about the ancestor continent, are all comfortingly wrapped in the dark horror of Congo.


Of all the places I’ve travelled, I have never had such dire and unanimous warnings against setting foot in a country.


Six-thirty in the crepuscular morning and the Catholic church fills up for communion. Three priests in Roman finery offer the mass in the fluting local tongue. In place of an organ, there are drums. African voices hymning over their rhythm is one of the great spine-tingling, ear-pricking sounds of this continent. A fresco of the Crucifixion shows a white Christ on the cross; his mother is black, a parable of Africa: the white boy rises again and leaves to take over



his father’s business. The black woman is left to mourn and make the best of it. There are a lot of bereft mothers in the pews.


This is officially the most dangerous country in the world to be a woman. Up here, in the north-east, there is a war being fought by such a world-winning array of militias, rebel groups, renegade deserters, carpetbaggers and mercenaries that the list reads like the combatants in some slasher computer game: the M23, the Interahamwe, the Mai-Mai and the Congolese army. This constantly simmering conflict is taken out on the civilian population. No military group is strong enough to hold ground for long, so they rule through projecting terror and inflicting an inflation of creative humiliation.


There is a pandemic of rape, often the most diabolically and physically debilitating type, and proxy-forced rape, where captured boys are made to abuse or murder their neighbours to crush any sense of community and give them nowhere to escape. There are constant kidnappings of children to be taken as slaves and recruits and, therefore, a concomitant increase in despairing domestic violence. In communities that are traumatised and permanently terrified, the true figures can only be guessed at, but they are without parallel. This is effortfully the worst place in the world.


Angélique, a middle-aged woman, says her departing prayers, crosses herself and rises, beaming. She has a smile that belies all other emotions, all anxiety, and transfigures not just her face, but everyone’s it bathes. Angélique is a nun, an Augustinian. She doesn’t wear the wimple or robes of her order, but the elegant home-tailored costume of local cloth, a turban and DayGlo, acid-green, Apple-logoed flip-flops. Her skirt is printed with the face of another nun, a local woman who was martyred in a previous war by the Simba for refusing to marry a colonel, who stabbed her to death for pointing out that she was already betrothed to Christ. Angélique is a singular and powerful force for good in Dungu, which has grown to be the terminus at the end of the line for hundreds of displaced



people driven from their homes, not by the ruling factions of power, money and mining, but by that darker embodiment of collective psychopathy, the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA): the oldest and most conceivably sadistic terrorist group in Africa.


When I first came across them a decade ago in northern Uganda, they were known as the Rebels Without a Cause because no one who had met them had lived long enough to discover what it was they wanted. Driven out of their native Uganda, they have bled into the ungoverned badlands where Congo, South Sudan and the Central African Republic meet: these are three remedially dysfunctional nations. The LRA wages a campaign of calculated terror, not with governments or other armies, not for diamonds or gold or political gain, but specifically and systematically for survival. They loot and rape and mutilate and murder and kidnap without aim or motive, just a nihilistic imperative to keep going.


The town is poor, a collection of mud huts that hide themselves in the jungle, a few modest municipal buildings, a street of colonial market shops. Beside the single-lane bridge is a derelict hydroelectric plant. There is no electricity. There was once going to be a railway to take abundant farmed produce to Sudan, now there is barely a road. This is a town, a state, a nation, that isn’t just slipping, it’s been shoved back into the dark. I’ll tell you how poor this is: it’s so poor there is no advertising, no painted signs for Coca-Cola or mobile phones; so poor there is no rubbish, no blown plastic bags that litter the rest of Africa; too poor even for beggars: no child or destitute widow or cripple ever asks me for so much as a mouthful of porridge or a biro.


This place was besieged and preyed on by the LRA until the UN set up a small, protective force, a detachment of Moroccan soldiers with their armoured Humvees and blue-bereted boredom. It was enough to offer a cordon of stability, a candle of hope, and refugees ebbed in. The UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR, responsible for the displaced, came to help them. Angélique hadn’t meant to become involved;



she was a reluctant lifeguard. One day she was in a hospital, and a young woman who had just given birth told her that she knew she was going to die and that someone must look after her infant. Angélique said she would find someone, but there was no one. She saw the dying woman in the street and asked why she wasn’t in the hospital. The mother said it was because she was desperate to find someone to save her child.


Angélique, who was preparing to join the refugees herself, said she would go to church and she prayed and agreed to take the baby, and the woman died. Angélique, a middle-aged nun without a family, now had a baby, and for eight months she held it and tended it and then it too died, and people started to bring her babies. She said she couldn’t do it again, not after the death of the first, but she did and she found foster parents. She would cajole family members with promises of help and milk and sugar. She got the hospital to give her medicine. Now she lives in her modest hut by the river with six toddlers who clap and gurgle when they see her and climb and hug her legs with beatific expressions like glossy putti, and Angélique’s smiles fall on them like a beneficence.


Goodness has a habit of growing in the deficit of its need. Like greatness, some are born to it and achieve it, but the best, like Angélique, have it thrust upon them and reluctantly step up to it. And so, after the orphans came the teenage girls with the children of rape and forced liaisons with soldiers.


Lois is a quiet child with her hair cropped. She’s lost two teeth. She was taken from the fields by the LRA when she was just 14 and given to a soldier as his second wife. She speaks of it in a quiet monotone. His other wife hated her, living in the bush was terrible, the constant marches to the Central African Republic and South Sudan, the attacks from the Ugandan army, the brutality of the guerrillas, the executions, the beatings. She bore her rapist husband two children and then, in Sudan, he was scouting for a new camp when he met the Janjaweed, a Muslim militia quite as ruthlessly



terrifying as the LRA. They killed him. Lois says she was sad when he died because, she says, ‘I would eat sadness.’ There was no one to protect her or her infants. The LRA threw her out and she walked through the bush with two tiny children, not much more than a child herself. She doesn’t know if her family are alive. She lives in a little camp of refugee women that Angélique has set up. The children play in the hot earth, she constantly watches them, and though she would be accepted back into town life, it won’t be so easy for them. I ask what she felt about this man who was their father. She looks up with an expression that is too deep to read and says with a pure, stern finality: ‘They are my children and the children of a wild animal from the bush.’


Angélique has formed the women into a collective. They fry doughnuts to sell in the morning, cook catfish lunches for the NGOs, she has charmed and begged and demanded sewing machines so they can start a business, she’s opened a school so these young women can take back some of the rudimentary education that was stolen from them along with everything else. They have been given some land to grow food on. Angélique has bought some soya and they plant maize and manioc, pondu – a spinach-like leaf – and peanuts, as a basic protein. The fields around Dungu blend into the jungle with their plantain and palms and mango trees, full of birds and butterflies. They look like Victorian paintings of a savage Eden. This is a miraculously fertile country: they get three harvests a year without fertiliser by rotating crops; no one starves. Children suck on maize cobs contentedly, and why Congo isn’t feeding Africa, feeding Europe, isn’t so much a mystery as a terrible, sinful shame. But these fields are also the places of most danger. This is where the LRA came to steal women and boys and kill their men.


Here is Pascaline, whose two boys were taken from the fields two years ago. One was killed for being too weak and too young, the other has, against all prayers and odds and hope, returned. He surrendered to the Congolese army, but has been shot and lost a hand.



Pascaline is racked with conflicting emotions: ecstatic to have him home, desperately sad for his loss. ‘He is 18,’ she says. ‘I have to dress him. It’s not right to be crippled.’ Here, where all life is physical and dextrous, it is a sentence to charity and uselessness. She says he has changed – he’s dark, it’s difficult. But these girls, these women, are not broken reeds. They don’t behave like victims, they work together with mutually gleaned strength and energy; they laugh and there is not just a single person bent over a job, there is always company, there is always another hand. The children are looked after by each other and by all. There is one young woman who is obviously severely subnormal. She lives with her sister’s family and sits on a small stool while the village works, grinning and counting her fingers, but every other girl takes a moment from their work to wink or to wave, to joke and include her. They fold into each other, like the dough they knead, all rising together. The collective resilience and power of women in this continent is a constant source of speechless admiration.


The UN keeps track of LRA attacks on a map, collated by a friendly and excitable Indian tracker. The red pins cluster in what they call, with a bureaucratic understatement, the Triangle of Death. The village of Ngilima is at the apex of this triangle. Its population has already decamped to Dungu and filled again with ever more desperate refugees from more remote communities in the bush. The UN says the hour-long drive is too dangerous without an escort, so the Moroccans have agreed to accompany me with an armoured car, but I’m woken in the morning to be told there had been a little hiccup. The Moroccans say they can’t come after all because it’s Ramadan – but never mind, a contingent of Congolese police have agreed to ride shotgun. They are a fabulous force of desperados straight from some Hollywood central casting: dark glasses, berets and bits of uniform, Kalashnikovs and ancient Belgian FN rifles. They all carry looks of obsidian menace and malevolence. We’re not entirely sure that they’ve got actual bullets and I rather hope that they don’t,



because they keep pointing their guns through our windscreen. You can get a phone signal almost everywhere in Congo, you just can’t physically get anywhere. The lack of access makes everything else – government, security, health, news, trade – virtually impossible, so the UN is building roads, which will do more for the country than a squadron of Hercules full of fact-finders and politicians’ conferences. Already a little business is being driven in from Uganda on a new safe route and here, on the red-earth road, we pass occasional diggers and crews of navvies protected by Nepalese soldiers opening up the interior. But we leave them behind, and the road that began broad gently narrows until the jungle crowds in, tapping the windows, dousing the light. We drive along a cratered, waterlogged path that looks like tikka masala. The police hunch their shoulders and stare manically into the wall of green, the engines howl and wheels spin, the tension ratchets up, the turned LRA boy soldiers say they watch the trucks from the side of the road. Finally we run into a clearing that is the little village of Ngilima: a row of shops, churches, a smatter of mud huts.


I’m taken to talk to Jean. She bends through the low door shyly, sidling into the room that smells of smoke and damp. She’s nervous, weary, she’s barefoot in a faded dress, with a headscarf and eyes that reflect a terrible, resigned pain. The bottom half of her face is a coarse lump of wrapped tissue, as if sculpted by a child, with a cloacal hole poked in it. It is the primeval disfigurement of rage. She sits and talks quietly, her mouth opening and closing like a sea creature out of water. She was in the fields with her husband, the LRA came out of the bush and beat him to death in front of her; she knelt on the ground cradling him and they came for her with a machete. But the officer said no, not the machete, not the gun. ‘He asked, did I want to live or die? I was crying, holding my husband. “Kill me,” I said. He was angry and said, “You’re mocking us,” so they took a razor and cut off my mouth.’ She draws her finger around the lump of scar. ‘It fell in my lap like a doughnut.’ What? ‘It fell in my lap



like a doughnut. I went to pick it up. They cut my mouth then each side, cheek to ear. “Go and tell the soldiers,” they said. “Tell them to come and get your husband.”’


Nobody knows how many LRA soldiers there are: they split and they split and they split into smaller and smaller groups. They have 25 years’ practice in inflicting the most atrocious and fearful horror. Terror is a force multiplier: it moves thousands; it paralyses a land the size of Britain. Nothing that the sated imagination of Hollywood or what the trolls on the internet have constructed is as powerful or prehistorically, shriekingly effective as the living nightmares that stalk the hot darkness of Congo. The women come and tell me their stories one after the other. I don’t interview them, I just ask them to talk as they see fit, and they speak with a disconnected matter-of-factness as if to distance themselves from the words; they look away from the images they conjure of themselves. Amenisia: her brothers were killed, she escaped into the bush with five children, one died. Marie is 34; her husband, father and uncle were killed in the fields. She is now the second wife of a man who doesn’t support her; she misses her father. ‘If I say more, I will cry.’ She stops. Her 14-year-old daughter is pregnant.


Clementine: Clementine lost her mother and father, fled with six siblings and her four children. Another Marie had a disabled sister and a blind brother; both were murdered. Her husband abandoned her with four children. Florentine doesn’t know her age but she was born within the time of the Simba. Her brother was killed on his bicycle; he left nine children, who she looks after; her own marriage is unhappy and barren. Laura is 25; her family name translates as ‘I had to go through a lot’. Her fields were burnt, her neighbours slaughtered, she ran with her small children to hide in the jungle, her sister and brother were killed. The Congolese army tried to stop her running away but she persisted, pushing through the roadblocks with her children and an orphan she collected on the way. Vivien, whose surname means ‘What’s new’, has 10 children. Her daughter



was kidnapped and is gone, lost; her husband got sick and has died. Now she has 11 children. Another Marie: she escaped from an LRA camp where she had been repeatedly raped.


I walk out of the hut, just for a moment, just to collect myself, because I don’t trust my emotions or my face. It isn’t the pity that gets you, it’s the intense dignity of vulnerable bravery. I come across a family of pygmies, they shake my hand and I suppose them to all be Yoda-ishly wise. Someone points at an ill-made, collapsing hut. I duck inside and there, on the floor, a man is dying. He smells faintly of piss, he’s wasted away to faded skin wrung over a rack of bone; his hands, with their long yellow nails, are crossed on his chest. He opens his malarial eyes and smiles, revealing his last tooth. A niece sits in the shadows to see him on his way. She asks if I could spare a little sugar. It is a surprisingly calm and comforting human meeting.


In the square in the heart of Ngilima, the displaced and the bereaved and the lost have all collected together to build a marketplace. Hundreds of people carrying baskets of red earth: they dig trenches, cut posts, carry water for workers; a man with a bullhorn directs the crowd, who sing and clap. This endeavour is an act of immense optimism, like the climax of a Russian realist film: build it and they will come, the market will come, the fear will be banished. I go to see Pascaline’s son, who returned from the LRA but lost his hand. He has 11 brothers and sisters; he is the most traumatised of all the victims I see. He has bouts of terrible rage and then periods of silent depression. He sits and talks in whispers and three-word sentences: he was taken with his brother to be porters and given impossibly heavy burdens to carry through the forest. There were hundreds of boys used as slaves. The youngest and weakest were taken away and killed with machetes and sticks. His younger brother complained and was slaughtered. After two years, Felicite was the only one of the boys who’d started who was still alive. Then, one day, they were ambushed by the Congolese army and he surrendered and shouted he’d been kidnapped and was shot in his raised hand – he doesn’t



know by who. I ask what is the worst thing he’s done and he pauses for a long time and his family watch him miserably. ‘The looting,’ he says quietly. There is no joy in the returned son, there is just a different fear and worry. Later I’m told that without his family there, Felicite has said that the LRA made him kill and rape, and there is the wordless worm of suspicion that this lost boy may have been forced to murder his own brother.


The night before I have to start the long journey back to London, Angélique comes to say goodbye. Hard times in bad places are invariably where you find good people and, over the years of travelling, I have met a bright few, but I can’t remember anyone as inspiring as Angélique, an embodiment of Agape, the charitable love of humanity: an exceptional woman, called to a place of exceptional torment. This nun has now been awarded the Nansen humanitarian medal by the UN. Congo is the terror that hides in the jungle at the edge of our world; Congo is the name of the bogeyman, the apocalyptic dark heart of the black continent that has fascinated Europe with its distant horror for centuries. But let me tell you, it is also one of the most moving and beautiful and uplifting places I have been to. Not despite its torments, or our shuddering fascination, but because of them. Angélique gives me a doll that the sewing collective have made for my daughter. She says they thank me for coming all this way to hear their stories. Of course, it’s not really me they thank, it’s you for listening. She smiles and holds up the rather gimpy thing. ‘We don’t make dolls for children,’ she says. ‘But maybe we should start.’
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Lampedusa


_______


On the morning of 3 October, a fishing boat leaves Tripoli. It is a small wooden boat, like a child’s drawing, with a high wheelhouse. It is old, worn out, no one can remember its name. Fish are scarce, and its owner would have been happy to get rid of it for a handful of sticky notes. On board are 520 passengers; they pack every inch of the hold, a biblical human catch, and they stand crammed on deck. Each has paid about $1,600 for the one-way trip. It is a calm, warm day, the tideless Mediterranean is blue, the rickety engine warbles and chokes, slowly pushing north. Its destination is Lampedusa.


This is the last journey, whatever the outcome. The boat is a disposable barque with a disposable cargo: Eritreans, mostly, some Somalis and Syrians, with a couple of Tunisians, men and women and children. There are 41 unaccompanied minors – the youngest is 11. They look back at their last view of Africa. The distinction between an economic migrant and a refugee is simple: are you running from or to? All these souls are escaping.


Lampedusa is a crumb of an island that has fallen off the end of Sicily. It is closer to Africa than it is to mainland Europe. It is our Ellis Island, where the huddled masses – the tired, the poor, the wretched, refugees, hopeless and tempest-tossed – come to be free. On a rocky southern shore above a crumbling coastal gun emplacement there is a modern sculpture, a slab with a door called, grandly, the southern gateway to Europe. It’s not a very grand monument;



it’s not a very big door. Lampedusa is the year-round home of about 5,000 people. Once it lived off fishing, but the fish are all eaten, the coral dead. Now it catches tourists. A baking-hot summer getaway, one and a half hours from Rome, set in the most iridescently clear sea. Someone with nothing better to do has designated one of its beaches as one of the most beautiful in the world. You reach it down a long, rocky path surrounded by wild thyme, marjoram and fennel. A kestrel darts overhead. It’s a short curl of soft white sand, where the turtles lay their eggs and the dolphins and whales come up for air. Next to the beach is another bay. This one is surrounded by a steep wall of cliffs and it was here, on the night of 3 October, that the old fishing boat, with its exhausted passengers, ran out of steam and fuel.


They wouldn’t normally have expected to get this far: as a practised rule, the Italian coastguard tracks and picks up the trafficking boats at sea and transfers the refugees to the small port in the town. These arks usually call ahead on satellite phones or short-wave radios. It is an organised and familiar run, except not this time. There was no call and somehow no one noticed the blip of 500 Africans on the radar. The boat began to drift towards the cliff. Someone set fire to a blanket to attract help. They could see lights on the shore. The passengers were tired and frightened and so close to the promised land that they panicked and moved to one side of the ship, which swayed, yawed, lost its slippery balance and capsized: 368 Africans drowned.


Giusi Nicolini, the mayor of Lampedusa, spares me a couple of minutes. She’s on her way to Rome to talk to the prime minister about the refugee crisis. She smells strongly of nervous cigarette smoke and the frustration of someone who’s not been listened to. ‘This is not a new crisis. It is not a crisis at all,’ she says, emphatically. ‘We have been taking in refugees every week for 15 years. They are not the problem. They are not the fault.’ Nicolini is exasperated with Rome’s maudlin and politically opportunistic reaction to



the sinking. ‘It’s all very well to be moved by nearly 400 coffins,’ she says, ‘but how do you deal with the survivors? That’s what matters. It’s not tears for the dead, but tears for the living.’


Lampedusa has a remarkable and surprising relationship with its immigrants. They care about them, they wish them well, they hope for the best. They don’t resent them or complain that they don’t learn the language or customs. When, at the start of the Arab Spring, in December 2010, around 5,000 Tunisians turned up uninvited, outnumbering the indigenous population, stealing chickens and setting fire to the reception centre, the locals called the rocks on which the Tunisians camped the Hill of Shame. Not the Tunisians’ shame, mind, but the Italians’ shame: the shame of making the desperate and the needy sleep out in the open.


The people of Lampedusa are good – if slightly unusual – Europeans. When the refugees turn up dead, and an awful lot of them do, the locals bury them next to their own fathers and grandmothers in their little cemetery, as unnamed sub-Saharans, with numbered wooden crosses, and year after year, each has flowers laid beside them.


It’s not a sentiment that’s shared by the Italian authorities in general. When the refugees are brought ashore they’re given a medical check and their names are taken, then they’re bussed to a camp on the outskirts of town that’s been pushed into a thin, dead-end valley: two-storey blocks of dormitories and an administration building, surrounded by a chain-link fence. There are Italian soldiers with side arms and clubs guarding the door and it’s patrolled by riot police.


The dormitories are packed, there is barely enough room to walk between the beds, the walls are covered in hopeful, religious graffiti and names, the place smells of sewage and sweat. There are no dining facilities; refugees squat in the open or eat on their beds. There is a small area set aside for nursing mothers, otherwise there is only one lavatory for 100 women.


A Syrian complains that she hasn’t been able to go to the loo for days because the door doesn’t have a lock and there are always men there. Sanitary towels are difficult to get and are handed out, two at a time, usually by a man. There is no sewerage system on the island and no standing water. A bowser comes daily from the desalination plant. This facility was built for 200 refugees who would spend no more than 48 hours here, but it is now inhabited by more than 700. Most have been here for nearly a month.


The men sleep on sodden foam rubber in caves outside, under shreds of plastic, wrapped in paupers’ blankets, dressed in the bright polyester tracksuits that are given to them. They look like a school production of Montagues and Capulets. They also have a coat, a child-sized blanket and cigarettes. The fags are a bribe to forestall arguments. The North Africans seem, in particular, to suffer nicotine withdrawal, according to the camp’s bureaucrat. But they don’t get detergent. It’s wet and it’s cold, the wind snaps and flaps at the hastily tied plastic tents. There is nothing to do. Boys cut each other’s hair into silly shapes out of a deathly boredom.


Technically, they are not confined, despite the presence of soldiers and the police – they have committed no crime. However, the authorities won’t open the gates, so the inmates escape through a convenient hole in the fence, to walk aimlessly around the blustery, paperblown, bordered, pedestrianised, wet town, dreary in the off-season – Margate on the Med, without the slot machines. Little knots of Eritreans and Cameroonians huddle over their mobile phones in the empty streets, or stare at the brown football pitch beside the graveyard of dead and splintered freedom boats piled in a tangled, rusting pyre of flip-flops, life vests, like the sad bones of beached sea creatures.


The Africans stamp their feet and shout and wait without explanation or expectation. This is as bad and ineptly septically organised a camp as I’ve seen – worse than Syrians can expect in Jordan, worse than the Sudanese camps in Chad, or for Afghans in northern



Pakistan. It’s not run by the UN, because technically it’s not a refugee camp, it’s a reception centre. The UN is here, but only to inform the newly arrived of their rights and how to claim political asylum.


The Italian bureaucrat in charge is young, blinking, bad-tempered, self-important and further out of his depth and disorientated than his charges. He insists I sign a waiver agreeing that I will identify no one and nothing, see nothing, say nothing. I refuse. We compromise on something that says I have understood what he is asking.


Newspaper headlines constantly refer to these people as illegal immigrants. They’re not, they’re refugees. They are already victims, most in ways that sear you with pity and shock. A group of Eritrean boys in their twenties, survivors of the shipwreck, lounge on their beds, flicking lighters, sharing fags, and they tell me how they got here. Natneal Haile carefully writes his name in my notebook. He is a delicate and handsome boy with a bright smile. He speaks good enough English. He left Eritrea, like his friends, to escape the army. The paranoid military dictatorship conscripts all men from the age of 15 up until they’re 50. You could spend your entire life in uniform waiting for a war or a coup, for barely $20 a month.


After five years, Natneal deserted, crossed into Sudan and worked his way down to Juba, capital of the new Southern Sudan, where he laboured for two years. Then he paid traffickers to smuggle him into Libya across the Sahara. In Tripoli, he was jailed for being the wrong person with the wrong religion. ‘They are terrible people, the Libyans,’ he said. ‘So violent. It was very frightening. Everyone has guns. People have guns in their own homes, can you imagine that?’ His eyes are wide with astonishment. His friends nod and smile ruefully. ‘They have no pity.’


Natneal remained in jail until his family back home paid a £1,000 bribe to have him released. This is a common story. Most of the Eritrean men I spoke to have been imprisoned in Libya or held hostage in the Sahara, all beaten, all tortured. They knew others who had died of thirst, of beatings, of starvation, the girls who’d



been raped, whole families abandoned in the desert, disappeared under the sand. They tell the stories with a matter-of-fact fatalism. ‘Please,’ says Natneal, ‘tell the world about our people in Libya. They are dying in prison.’


He got a place on a boat to Lampedusa. The boat sank. All told, the journey from home cost $6,000. This figure is corroborated by others. On average, it takes four years to make this journey. Natneal wants to be a civil engineer. Where would he like to go? ‘Norway,’ he says. ‘Or Switzerland.’ He smiles with a shy optimism, as if admitting the name of a girl he fancies. Really? ‘Yes,’ he beams. Switzerland has taken a high proportion of those escaping military service in Eritrea for asylum, but you have to claim asylum in Switzerland. Norway is the most popular country at the reception centre, deemed by Africans a country of liberal opportunity and safety, if not friendliness. Some say England, because they can speak English, and it’s partly, I think, out of politeness to me.


These journeys are far more intrepid and dangerous than climbing a mere mountain or trekking to a pole. They are made by some of the poorest people in the world, who leave their villages, communities, cultures and families knowing, in all likelihood, they will never see them again. They are funded by parents who understand they are sending their children away for ever, that they will never hold their grandchildren, and that they may hear nothing but silence for ever. But still, no one wants to stay in Italy, and that’s a problem.


The EU Dublin convention stipulates that people claiming political asylum must remain in the first safe country they land in – you can’t pick and choose (although Greece, Spain and Italy claim this is unduly onerous on them). Refugees have to be fingerprinted to be processed, and most of them refuse. Not being criminals, they can’t be forced, so there is a stand-off. Some of the refugees have gone on hunger strike, and not all nationalities are treated the same. Syrians are now almost automatically taken in by other countries because the civil war is hot politics. There is a group of Syrians camping in



a makeshift tent underneath rocks: they’re cold and furious; each buttonholes me with his grievance then shows me a bullet wound. Everyone has been shot. It is left unsaid that they are deserters from Assad’s army. France is very keen not to encourage any more North Africans, while Britain doesn’t want this UKIP dinner-gong subject on the agenda.


A few years ago, Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi came to an agreement with Colonel Gaddafi that the Italian coastguard could simply tow migrant boats back to Tripoli, even though this was illegal and deeply immoral. No other European raised a complaint, or even an eyebrow. The reason the refugees don’t want to stay in Italy is because this is the most overtly, casually, critically, racist country, given the least opportunity. It is also operatically sentimental. The sinking of the boat was the cause of a hand-wringing bout of pathos in the Italian press. The centre-right Interior Minister, Angelino Alfano, famous for instigating the law that put the holders of the top four government posts above prosecution, decreed a state funeral for the tragedy that had befallen Italy and held it in Agrigento, which happened to be his home town and constituency. But he wouldn’t permit the survivors, their families or friends to be there, nor the coffins either. He did, though, invite members of the Eritrean government from which they had fled. It was a state funeral without any bodies or mourners, a photo opportunity for a politician and an allegory for Europe’s engagement with its most needful neighbours. The people of Lampedusa were embarrassed, upset. They held their own service with the survivors and the seekers of asylum on a rocky bit of their island, which looks out to sea. Each planted a tiny tree for every drowned soul.


Mohammed is still angry. His delicate Eritrean features are set in a worried frown of sorrow, shock and a sharp, righteous ire. He’s come to tell me what happened that night in the bay. He speaks halting but good English, softly. He would like to be a translator. ‘When everyone moved to the side of the boat, it went over quite



fast,’ he says. ‘They said on the news we set fire to the boat on purpose, but that’s not true. People fell and slipped into the water. They were holding on to each other, grabbing your legs, standing on top of each other. I had to push people away. It was terrible. The noise, the sound of screaming and crying.’ He pauses. In the silence, he is hearing it again. ‘It went on and on, the shouting, the screaming, for five hours. Five hours. We swam and swam. Parents held up their children till they couldn’t hold them any more. We could see the lights in the distance but no one came. It was cold, so cold we were numb. People beside me in the dark said, “I can’t swim any more, tell my family.” We didn’t know them, so they said the name of their villages. “They’ll know me,” they said. And they would stop swimming and weren’t beside me any more. Do you know how hard it is to swim for five hours? You’re thinking you can’t go on, there is no end. You can’t go on so you drown. And then there was a boat. Two boats came and they saw us and went away. One sailed right round us and went away. How could someone do that?’ He pauses and looks at me for an answer, as if it might be a European habit. I don’t tell him that it is. The identity of these boats is a mystery. There will be an inquiry, but sailors in the Mediterranean are instructed not to stop for refugee boats. There was no call, no message to the coastguard. Mohammed was finally pulled from the sea by a local fisherman. He needs to find the man to thank him.


We are joined by Costantino, 56, a local construction worker, originally from Puglia. He has a pleasure boat, and he went fishing with friends at 7.30 a.m. and he sailed into the bay at about the same time as the coastguard got there and there were bodies everywhere. He picked up 11 survivors and thought there was no one else alive. ‘And then I saw this girl in the water, dead, but her hand seemed to move. She was covered in diesel oil. Almost too slippery to pull into the boat . . . I cleaned her face with fresh water. She was alive. She was the last person to be saved.’


Costantino is very affected by her; she was very young. He went



to the hospital to see how she was. Her name is Luam. He gave her some money and a phone, made sure her parents knew she was alive. She had damaged lungs and was transferred to a hospital in Sicily, from where she discharged herself and slipped away, disappeared into the great diaspora of refugees in Europe. This is what most of them do: vanish to continue their journey illegally in the hands of traffickers and gangs who exploit, enslave, rape and bully. Costantino says he knows where she is, but he won’t say. She asked him for one last favour. Her friend, a girl she travelled with, perished in the sea. Could Costantino make sure she was remembered at the service? He took the number recording her death off the small tree and replaced it with the girl’s name, Sigerreda.


Mohammed and Costantino make an unlikely couple, sitting side by side, tensely distracted by the unresolved horror and sadness of that night, the bodies floating beside one of the most beautiful beaches in the world. ‘Knowing what you know, would you do it again?’ I ask Mohammed. Misunderstanding, he says people are doing it now. ‘They are at sea right now.’ No, would you go through it again? He looks at me with a pitiful disbelief. ‘No, no, I couldn’t.’


‘I can’t help thinking about it,’ says Costantino. ‘You know, we were meant to go out fishing at 6.30 a.m., but I was late, so we went at 7.30. I can’t help thinking how many more could have lived if I’d been on time.’


The reason the Lampedusans are kind and good to these desperate visitors is because they can be. They’ve met them and they see them; the reason we can talk about ‘them’ as a problem, a plague on our borders, is because we don’t see them. If any of these refugees knocked on any of our front doors and asked for help, we would give it. We would insist they be protected and offered a chance to be doctors and civil engineers, nurses and journalists. We would do it because we are also good and kind. It is only by not looking, by turning our backs, that we can sail away and think this is sad, but it is not our sadness.


The divers went down to the deep wreck and the boat revealed its last speechless, shocking gasp of despair. The body of a young African woman with her baby, born to the deep, still joined to her by its umbilical cord. In labour, she drowned. Its first breath the great salt tears of the sea. The sailors who formed a chain to bring the infant to the light, used to the horror of this desperate crossing, sobbed for this nameless child of a nameless mother that was born one of us, a European.
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The Rohingyas


_______


Nabin Shona comes into the small room carrying an air of worn disappointment. She offers me her hand. It is limp and light and dry, like briefly holding an autumn leaf. She’s been waiting for over an hour, but in a refugee camp every wait is merely the twig on a tree of waiting. She sits opposite me on a plastic chair and arranges her headscarf. She is dressed with a sober, threadbare modesty and tells me her name and her age: 42. She looks older, her eyes are dark rings; in her nose, the tiniest gold stud.


The room is shabby, a clerk’s office made of plaited bamboo and corrugated iron. The air holds its breath and hangs like a hot hand towel waiting for the imminent monsoon. A fan creaks in the ceiling, when the emphysemic generator has the energy. I say what I’ve said many times today. ‘All I want to know is what you want to tell me, your story, what happened.’ She speaks in a reedy whisper, the translator leans forward: ‘They came in the night, the army. They wanted to steal my goat. I was beaten.’ I think beaten may cover a more intimately shaming truth. A lot of the women say ‘beaten’ as if the word tasted of bitter medicine. ‘I was taken to the army camp and my legs were trapped between bits of wood.’ She calls them kinda, a sort of stocks. ‘I was seven months pregnant. I had to leave three small children at home by themselves. My husband had already fled to avoid being used as forced labour by the soldiers.’ Her legs still hurt. She shows me the scar. When a bribe was paid she



came here to the refugee camp. She was 18.


Nabin starts to cry, rubbing away the tears, collecting them between her finger and thumb because she doesn’t want to leave them to fall alone in this place. She has been here, waiting, for 24 years. They took her 12-year-old daughter to prison for avoiding repatriation. She’s had four more children in the camp. She fades to a halt, sagging under the humiliation of her emotion. I ask if there’s anything else she’d like to say. She takes a breath and looks up, fierce in her despair, her voice suddenly clear and brittle: ‘Why don’t they poison all of us? Or drag us into the sea?’


This isn’t an exceptional story. I’ve chosen it because it is so typical, so ordinary, so banal. Kutupalong is a refugee camp in Bangladesh on the Bay of Bengal, a couple of kilometres from the porous and fractious Burmese border. It has been here for more than 20 years; so have many of its inhabitants. The camp hides off the main road in a landscape of neatly square paddy fields, salt pans and fish ponds. Officially there are 12,000 refugees here, and a further 18,000 at another camp, Nayapara, about 30 kilometres away. Unofficially, there are an additional 200,000 unregistered refugees, many living in makeshift shelters that have mushroomed around the two camps.


These refugees are the Rohingyas, a poor rural minority from Burma. According to the UN, they are the most persecuted people in the world. Think of that: how pitiful your lot must be to contend for that fathomlessly miserable accolade. They have been systematically preyed upon by the majority Burmese: beaten, raped, murdered, abducted for slavery, their goods looted, their crops and land stolen, they have been hunted by mobs, excluded from all social and political life in a systematic and prolonged campaign of intimidation and vilification that is not simply ignored by their government but actually sanctioned, encouraged and inflamed. The most widespread and heinous abuses are perpetrated by the military and the judiciary. It is, though, pretty much ignored by the rest of us. Not only is this the worst, it is the least-known and -reported pogrom in the



world today. Compared to all the other degrading and murderous bullying on earth, this has one startling and contrary ingredient: the Rohingyas are Muslim, the Burmese are Buddhist. The gravest, cruellest, state-sponsored persecution of any people anywhere is being practised by pacifist Buddhists on jihadi-mad, sharia-loving Muslims. It doesn’t really fit in with the received wisdom of how the world works. The Burmese say the Rohingyas are dogs, filth, less than human, that they are too ugly to be Burmese, that they are a stain, a racial insult and that, anyway, they are Bengali – illegally imported coolie immigrants, colonial flotsam.


In the last census, they were not allowed to call themselves Rohingyas; only if they admitted to being Bangladeshi could they register as existing. Burma does recognise more than 100 other cultural, racial and religious minorities, just not the Rohingyas.


The truth is they have lived peaceably and happily alongside Buddhist peasants for hundreds of years. It is said they derive from early Arab traders who converted the locals to Islam before the Mughals ever got to India. They had their own language, they were a part of the ancient Arakan Empire and they are very similar to the Bangladeshis along the border because, under the British, the border between India and Burma didn’t exist. The current military government, as if wiping dog shit off the sole of its shoe, decreed the Rohingyas were no longer Burmese and they were made stateless. Consider that: what that means. You have no rights, no access to law, to education, no healthcare, no protection from the police, the army, the courts, no passport.


Abu Kassim was beaten by soldiers who took his ID card, confiscated his fields and his house and gave them to a Buddhist. He went to the administrator, the magistrate, and asked for fairness. The judge took him by the neck and threw him to the ground and said: ‘Your home is in the clouds.’ He cries at the memory.


The stateless have no voice, no civil rights at the tap of the computer key, they were made unpersons – vulnerable, despised and



loathed; criminals in the only home they’d ever known. Their children are never safe, their daughters are objects of careless lust, husbands and sons are feral beasts of burden. They can’t complain to international law, only God listens. It is a humourless mockery to know that technically making people stateless is illegal.


Amir Hamja is 77, an old man with a long beard, a white skullcap, funereal eyes. He remembers colonial Burma. ‘Things were better with the British. There was law. When the Japanese came, we Rohingya fought with the British. The Buddhists wanted independence. They thought the Japanese would get it for them.’ Amir was beaten and humiliated. Humiliation is a word that comes up repeatedly. For people who have very little, respect and dignity grow as precious possessions. He too begins to cry: ‘They humiliated the imams. They made them lie down and the soldiers walked on them. They stripped them and did their washing on their backs. Men were made naked so they said they would be more like humans.’ Still, two decades later, this casual theft of dignity is more than he can bear.


Orafa Begum is 19. She was born in the camp. She wears the hijab that covers her face. More and more girls are wearing full veils and long black dresses – it isn’t their tradition, but fathers are insisting, frightened of the awful humiliation of a molested or raped child – and they are being made to stay in their tiny, dark hovels.


Orafa pulls down her veil so she can speak face to face. She has a beautiful young face with dark eyes. She helps in the school here. She had a brother who died from an eye infection, another brother has an untreated urinary infection, her mother is deaf, her father – an imam – was beaten and is now mentally handicapped. Orafa supports them all. In her beautiful eye, she has a cataract.


The camp itself is a miserable, collapsing, higgledy-piggledy, stinking sty of a place. The huts are tiny, made of mud and blistering corrugated metal with ripped, rotting, plastic-sheet roofs, augmented with leaves. Along each of the little alleys that separate



the dark huts are deep gutters of sewage, in which chickens and bulbous, mangy, muscovy ducks dabble for sustenance. Come the monsoon, it will be an impassable mire of filth that seeps into every room, clings to every foot.
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