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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


ESCAPING GAZA


“Sad and shocking. I never knew.”


Caitlin White (17 years old)


“The scale of this tragedy will haunt the world.”


Michelle White (Counsellor)


“This true story reveals the cruelty of war!”


Louisa Harding (Mental Health Nurse)


“Sad, strong, honest.”


Steven Rees (Mental Health Nurse)


“Helps us to understand the damage of war.”


Conan Thomas Hammett (Army Officer)


“Enlightening. Helps people to understand what a refugee goes through.”


Lianne Lynch (Red Cross Worker)


“A riveting read. You feel as if it is your own story.”


Mitchell Chadwick (Hotel Industry Worker)


“Compelling reading about the horrific journey of a refugee.”


Diane Spick (Gas Connection Specialist)


“Sadness and tragedy interspersed with hope. The resilient human spirit shines through.”


Denise Zammitt (Psychologist)
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Raed Zanoon


Raed, who speaks Arabic, is from the Gaza Strip of Palestine where he lived for 29 years. In 2013, he came to Australia as a refugee. Now Raed lives in Darwin in the Northern Territory where he works as a Red Cross volunteer, attends the Darwin Baptist Church, is learning to drive a car, and is fast becoming a well-known character in the community. Due to his lifelong exposure to war and being shot by an terrorist, Raed still experiences medical problems, physical disability, and depression and nightmares so bad that sometimes he must stay in hospital. Raed would like to open a kebab shop one day and cook Middle Eastern food for people. A devoted father and son, Raed is very keen to give his family a better life and his dream is to reunite with them one day. Raed wants people to know that most refugees who come to Australia are “not terrorists; they are trying to get away from them.” No matter how traumatic life has been, Raed says, “it is important to get on with everyone” in the world.
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Dr Julie-Anne Sykley


Dr Julie-Anne Sykley loves adventure (both outdoors and inside the imagination). Julie-Anne is also an Australian Psychologist with more than 25 years professional experience helping people to deal with a wide range of mental health issues. From inner city Sydney to the remote Territory outback, she has assisted young people, adults, offenders, prisoners, traditional Aboriginal people, and refugees from the Middle East, Asia and other places. Julie-Anne wants to increase people’s power to overcome hardship, which is why she co-wrote this book for you. Julie-Anne currently assists people with depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, suicidal thinking, and other mental health issues in the Northern Territory where she lives with lightning, cyclones, and crocodiles.




Raed’s Acknowledgements


Thank you Australian Navy – you saved everyone on the boat and gave us food and water. Without you, I would not be here to write this today.


Thank you Australian Immigration Department – you gave me a chance to live in peace and you help many refugees.


Thank you IHMS (International Health and Medical Services) – you were very kind and caring.


Thanks Serco – for watching over me when I was sick and for playing games with me like snooker and cards. You made me feel safe for the first time in my life.


To the Australian Red Cross – thank you Sarah Kavanagh (Manager), Constanze (“Tani”) de Greenlaw (Store Manager), Lianne Lynch, and many others.


To the Darwin Baptist Church and Pastor Warren Douglas – thank you for sharing Christian messages about hope, love and peace.


Many Thanks also to:


Seyed Hossein Mousavi (Marine Engineer, Iran/Australia)


Ameer Younan (Assyrian/Arabic Interpreter, Australia)


Gail Davison (Mental Health Nurse, Australia)


Tania Ferguson (Australia)


Julie Zanoon (Gaza/United Kingdom) – for all your checking, editing and research.




Raed’s Family


Raed’s Parents


Abdul Hakim Zanoon (Father, 1961–) + Alia (Mother, 1961–)


13 Children altogether. In birth order, these are:


1. Izdhar (sister, 1981–1986)


2. Amira (sister, 1983–)


3. Raed (self, 1984–)


4. Izdhar2 (sister, 1986–)


5. Ayman (brother, 1987–)


6. Achraf (brother, 1988–)


7. Anhar (sister, 1990–)


8. Amjad (brother, 1992–)


9. Adham (brother, 1994–)


10. Inas (sister, 1996–)


11. Abdulla (brother, 1999–)


12. Saddam (brother, 2002–)


13. Nada (sister, 2009–)




Raed’s Timeline


My country of birth: Palestine


My language: Arabic


My official nationality: Stateless


I lived in Gaza almost my whole life.


At the age of 29 years, I left Gaza forever.


Age (years):


0 – Born 27th May 1984 in Rafah Refugee Camp (inside the


Gaza Strip).


1 –


2 –


3 –


4 –


5 –


6 – Attended Rafah Preparatory School, inside the refugee camp (6 years).


7 –


8 –


9 –


10 –


11 –


12 – Worked in a metal factory (6 years).


13 –


14 –


15 –


16 –


17 –


18 –


19 – Married Asma. Started working in a clothes store (2004).


20 –


21 – Worked for the Palestinian National Authority (2005 for 6 months).


22 – Shot in arm. Unable to work. (Received government pension for 6 years.)


23 –


24 –


25 –


26 –


27 –


28 –


29 – Left Gaza forever (3rd May 2013).


–Taxi to Cairo, Egypt (1 night stay). Bought plane ticket to Indonesia for $700.


–Flew to Doha, Qatar (1 night transit).


–Arrived Jakarta and travelled through Indonesia. Drove through forests to a secret beach location (1 week).


–Sailed with 150 people on a fishing boat (6 days). Six days at sea – no food or water during the last 4 days. Boat started sinking.


–Arrived Christmas Island Immigration Detention Centre (stayed 6 weeks).


–Transferred to Curtin Immigration Detention Centre, Western Australia (1 week).


–Released into the Australian community (11th July 2013).


30 – Celebrated my 30th Birthday in Darwin (27th May 2014).


31 – Moved from Darwin to Sydney (30th May 2015).




Welcome


“Hello,” said a soft, sweet voice.


“You help refugees?” the voice of a tall, dark stranger with bright brown eyes continued. He was standing behind the counter of a Red Cross Charity Shop. His eyes gleamed as he scrutinised my dark blue uniform.


“Yes, I am a psychologist and I help refugees,” I said smirking to myself at his boldness to ask.


“I am refugee!” said the man.


“My parents were refugees too,” I responded.


And that is how I met Raed Zanoon.


Raed is a 30-year-old Palestinian refugee from the Gaza Strip, a small crescent of coast in the Middle East that has been embroiled in terrible violence for decades. The Department of Immigration and Border Protection granted Raed a Temporary Safe Haven (Subclass 449) Visa in Australia on 11 July 2013. But by the time I met Raed in Darwin a few months later, he was already a popular community figure. Working as a volunteer at the Red Cross, Raed has spent most days sorting, hanging, ironing, and selling pre-loved clothes to raise money for charity. As for Raed’s cooking, well – that was a real surprise. Although traditional Arabic culture tends to keep men out of the kitchen, Raed has proved himself to be a “Middle East Master Chef”. In any case, Raed and I quickly became friends. After all, he was a refugee and I helped refugees. He was the son of refugees – and I was a daughter of refugees. He lived near the Middle East and I am East European, and so on.


Soon after meeting Raed, I visited his home in Darwin. It wasn’t the best accommodation for a newcomer to Australia. Sure, the two-bedroom unit was tidy, large and clean. But it was lonely and expensive. When Raed moved in, he was sleeping on a tile floor in a room that had no bed or any furniture at all. He felt so alone there that he couldn’t sleep at night and his nightmares got worse. He was living with people who didn’t even talk to him. Hardest of all, Raed was receiving a Red Cross allowance of around $225 a week but he was paying $200 a week rent. That left Raed with just $25 a week for food, medicine, clothes, bus fare, emergencies, and everything else he needed. I found Raed a cheaper and better place in Darwin and bought him some furniture – a bed, a small table, chair, floral curtains, a rug, and lots of cushions. Raed liked the carpet and cushions the most. “This is how Arab people sit together,” he told me. After living there for a while with a few housemates, including other refugees, Raed didn’t feel so alone anymore in this big, brown, sunburnt country.


It was not long before I noticed Raed’s Gazan ‘get-up-and-go’. Raed was very creative – constantly coming up with good ideas. “Julie-Anne, why don’t you do this… ?” and, “Julie-Anne, why don’t you do that… ?” Raed was also very kind – cooking people meals and helping agencies with charity events. In particular, I noticed community values were important to Raed. When he cooked, he cooked for everyone. And it didn’t matter if you had eaten or not. “Come on, food ready, come and eat please!” he announces to this day. There’s a mad rush to the table because everyone is so keen to taste his delicious Gazan dishes. What’s more, Raed loved telling stories. He would talk about his family, life in Palestine, the Gaza War, his worries, dreams and more.


At this time in Australian history, the processing of refugees is a hot current affair at the centre of international attention. This makes Raed’s story totally important and timely. Whilst Raed is grateful to live in a country where there is no war, no terrorists stalking him with machine guns, the Government’s “No Advantage Policy” is considered a dark mark in Australia’s immigration history. Many academics, lawyers, and health experts say that current immigration policies are harsh and inhumane. Even worse, more disturbing dangers might lie ahead for Raed – and for all of us. After all, some Australians seem to hate refugees, especially the ones who come here by boat. “Stop the boats,” politicians campaign. “Let them drown,” a chorus of Aussie voices follows. How healthy and helpful is this attitude? Who does it really hurt? As debate about asylum seekers peaks, Raed’s story washes up on our shores tackling the biggest questions asked about “boat people” today:


Why did Raed leave his country to come to Australia?


How did he get here? Why did he come by boat?


What do refugees like Raed want here?


If refugees live in Australia, what does this country lose? Gain?


How does the refugee hate debate affect society? People like us?


Can refugees like Raed really achieve the happiness, freedom and peace they are seeking? That they have always dreamed about? That they risked their lives for?


Not only will Raed’s exciting true life story increase your insight into these important issues, you will also get an insider’s look into a top secret world that few have seen – daily life inside the deadly and dangerous Gaza Strip from a ‘local’s’ point of view. Further, Raed’s story is instructive: it reveals powerful survival skills. Whoever you are – rich or poor, young or old, man or woman, Indigenous-Australian, a Settler from a distant land, or recently arrived Refugee – you are bound to find rich treasure from Raed’s journey across the sea.


The idea of capturing Raed’s exciting story in a book was both of ours. But the story is Raed’s – seen through his eyes. Since Raed’s English is not fluent, I merge Raed’s experiences with my writing style to bring his story to life. Given that Raed left and risked everything to come here by boat, if his story helps to:




• Describe current affairs in a way that advances society


• Bring people closer together


• Promote peace


• Inspire you to follow your dreams, no matter what well then, Raed the refugee emerges as an ‘ambassador for humanity’ bearing a bright message of hope that can only “advantage” you, me, Australia – and the world.





–Dr Julie-Anne Sykley




Trapped




Day after day, day after day,


We stuck, nor breath nor motion;


As idle as a painted ship


Upon a painted ocean.


–Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834)





I notice the hot air hanging heavily around me.


It alludes to more humid weather ahead as does the cloudy horizon.


This tropical climate is choking me now and wearing down our boat.


Today is the 15th of May 2013 and I am in deep, dark trouble.


A quick scan of the sea supports my growing fears. The waves are low and grey, the tide steady and strong, and slow vultureish currents circle beneath the steely surface of the water. The sea has cruel plans for me today. I sit on the edge of the wooden boat and watch the waves troll by. My muscles tense every time our boat tilts even a little. At this moment the atmosphere is so thick I cannot breathe. It is as if the ocean is trying to kill me… silently, stealthily, slowly. Of course, my racing thoughts just make my sense of dread worse. I shudder with fear.


I have always tried to be a good person, a good Arab, a good ‘Gazan’. But my life has not been easy. All I have ever wanted is to be happy, healthy, and free. But this is not possible where I come from: the Gaza Strip in Palestine – the ‘valley of death’. This part of the world is ripped apart by war and terrorism. The fighting is fierce, disturbing, and constant. There, I have seen enough hunger, hatred, death and despair to make my nightmares live on forever. So I had to flee the deadly Gaza Strip just to stay alive. Now I fear for my life all over again as I sink in eerie silence into the sea.


Our fishing boat is just a tiny blue speck – if that – floating on a still, dull surface known as the Indian Ocean. I’m sure we haven’t moved an inch for the past five days. It is like I am stuck inside a painting, condemned forever in grey. As a poor and simple man, what match am I against the forces of nature or angry sea gods? What chances do I have of surviving this endless stretch of open empty water? Nevertheless, due to a mix of choice and chance, I am here. Trapped at sea. About to rest at the bottom of a liquid tomb. The sea looks keen to swallow and stew all 150 of us today – men, women, children and babies – all crammed together tightly on a boat. “Why?” I sob. “Why me? Why this?” I ask myself. I do not know how to answer. Deep down in my heart, however, I know that the boat will not stay afloat for much longer. Soon, I will drown.


It is true that your whole life comes to mind just before you die. The day I thought I would drown, thoughts and feelings – good and bad, happy and sad, words and pictures – all these appeared vividly inside my head. My life movie, made with sights and sounds from the past, just kept drawing me deeper and deeper inside myself. For instance, I saw my mother’s bright brown eyes gazing down at me kindly, warmly, with love. I saw, very clearly, the dear faces of all my brothers and sisters too. Especially Amjad, my favourite brother. Amjad’s bronze cheeks and big white grin glowed as he nursed me back to health with water, medicine and stupid jokes just after I was shot in Gaza. Then, I could hear Amjad screaming loudly in his sleep, which he often did long after the Hamas Terrorists in Palestine released him from their brutal prison. Other images lit up my mind. I will never forget the orange glow of Gaza as it fell to the ground in fire and flames after Israeli forces bombed Palestine. Sometimes the most horrific memories of all would play out in my head. A Hamas soldier dressed in black would be standing right in front of me and pointing his gun into my face. Then headless people and half-bodies flashed through my mind. An arm here, legs there, red blood pooling on a concrete floor. Choke! I feel sick. I want to vomit, but I can’t. I have had no food and water for days, so my shrivelled stomach is useless.


More recent memories are dim, obscure, unclear. My trip to Indonesia just a few days ago invokes strange shapes and sinister ideas. I must be remembering the people-smuggling trade. This underground business is so dodgy, you never know what people will do to you. Or what will happen in the future. Will you get that boat ride you paid for? Will you get to your destination safely? Or will the smugglers just steal your money and leave you lost in Asia somewhere? Sometimes, not knowing your future or wondering whether you will make it out alive or not from the jungles of Jakarta is far worse than the sure hell you are trying to flee. After a while, my life story fades away. I have had no food, no water, no shade, no sleep… for how many days now? It doesn’t really matter anymore. I am too tired to care, too weak to go on.


As night falls, our little boat sinks deeper, and I can feel it moving down into the dark, warm water, inch by painful inch. What do you think about when you are going to die? Now I know. I glance up at the sky and smile. Throughout my whole journey, I have talked so much to God already:


“God?” I say, gazing at the lovely night, searching the black sky above.


“I am sorry, God,” I say. Salty tears dribble down towards my cracked lips. Or maybe it was sea spray, or Heaven crying, or all of these. My miserable thoughts continue:


“If I die, please God, forgive me.


Maybe you can give me a life in Heaven.


I have already lost my life in Gaza, you understand?


I lost my childhood. I lost my freedom. I lost the chance to have a good life.


I lost my country, my home, my family and my friends.


I lost everything in Palestine because of war.


Why did I leave everything I know and love behind me?


Because I am looking for peace.


I – just – want – peace.”


Shadows beneath the surface of the water swirl more greedily now. But my worst enemy has stalked me all along. There, deep inside my brooding mind, my saddest thoughts start to torture me. In a fleeting moment of weakness, the darkest thought rip grabs me. My most chilling ideas pull me under… drowning me in despair. My body is already so tired that I don’t feel like fighting anymore. Well then, why not? Why not stop the pain?


For a moment, the thought of being wrapped inside a warm wreath of seawater makes the idea of death enticing and exciting in a way:


“I think it is better if I die, God.”


The relief is instant.


I feel a huge weight lift off my shoulders… off my heart.


“I am a failure, God.


I have failed as a man and as the oldest son in my family,” I moan.


“I have never looked after my family properly. And now, I will never be able to help them. Why? Because I am going to die in this stupid ocean!” I continue, sobbing more strongly now. “Look at me, I am crying like a baby – so unlike the man I have always wanted to be. I am not good enough for this world. I am no good to anyone at all,” I sigh heavily.
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