


Childhood and the War1

One morning in 1961, as the war for Algerian liberation raged, there was a knock on the door of my family home. I was 10 years old and living in Pointe Pescade, a seaside suburb of Algiers. Although we were Algerian, my family and I resided amongst a slew of Pied Noirs (translated as “black feet,” the name given to European settlers born in Algeria, French citizens whose ancestors had come from countries such as Italy, Spain, Malta, and Germany),1 many of whom swore allegiance to France and opposed Algerian independence.

My father opened the door and found a frightened Dr. Kollen, the local physician, waiting for him. The Organisation Armée Secrète (OAS), a secret army of French military deserters and Pied Noirs, was carrying out a reign of terror.2 They were assassinating educated Algerians. Dr. Kollen told my father we were next on the list of families to be killed.
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Years before this pivotal knock, before the war, on April 12, 1951, I was born in a village in western Algeria, called Nedroma. Local legend claimed the name meant “against Roma,” in the spirit of a village that had fiercely resisted all invaders since Roman times. Nedroma was nestled at the feet of Mount Fellaoucene, and in the distance, miles away, one saw the shimmering blue waters of the Mediterranean.

Of the estimated 12,000 inhabitants, most were Muslims (Islam was the religion practiced by most Algerians), and the rest were Jewish. Like many North African cities, Nedroma was influenced by Moorish culture, which was shaped by Muslim and Jewish refugees who arrived during the Middle Ages after being expelled from Spain. They brought back an extraordinarily rich heritage from Andalucia, with its music, art, cuisine, and science.

Although influenced by Andalucia, my family were indigenous to North Africa, and their Berber origins were embedded in its history. Our ancestral home was in Morocco, and the village my family came from was Moulay Idriss Zerhoun, not far from the haunting, crumbling ruins of the ancient Roman city of Volubilis.

How my ancestors arrived in Nedroma, hundreds of miles away, was a mystery. Documents and memories traced our presence in the village back to 1740. Prior to that, it was possible that our tribe joined the invasion of Spain in the eighth century, only to be expelled back into Algeria when the Spanish Christians reconquered Andalucia.
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My earliest memory of life—and my only one of Nedroma from those days—was a vivid image of my nine-year-old brother Moustafa riding a bicycle. I was two or perhaps two and a half years old. Soon after, in 1953, we left the village.

My father took our family to Algiers, the capital city. He bought an old house in Pointe Pescade, where he would teach middle school math and physics.

With its lovely beaches, Pointe Pescade was a resort a few miles west of the capital. Our two-floor house was near the beach. My second-earliest memory was inside it. My mother was sitting on the floor, peeling a boiled egg for me. The room was white. The floor had hexagonal red tiles.

As I grew and became more conscious of the world around me, much of it remained beyond my understanding. France had invaded Algeria in 1830 and gone on to settle the country with Europeans at the expense of the indigenous Algerian population.

Pied Noirs made up the majority of Pointe Pescade. Aside from the wealthier residents, most of these Europeans were not ethnically French. Some were Spanish, Italian, or Maltese families who had lived in Algeria since colonial times. Others were Jews who had been there for centuries.

My family was one of only a few Algerian Muslim families in the town. The others resided in poverty in the hills above. Algerians generally worked menial jobs. They were day laborers and servants. In the land of their birth, they were deprived of a better future. At the time, I didn’t understand how unjust the situation was or how much worse things were in the countryside. I was just a child being raised by two gifted parents.
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My father, Mohamed, had a strong, stocky build and a powerful voice. His serious, piercing eyes were set amidst an olive complexion. He was always in good health, and he had a remarkable memory to go along with a sharp, analytical mind. He taught physics and mathematics and was articulate in Arabic and French. His students loved him. He was a magnificent teacher. Although a stern man, like many Algerians, my father also had a sense of humor.

Born in Nedroma in 1914, my father faced early tragedies. His mother died when he was eight. His father was a weaver who went blind and could barely support the family.

As a child, my father grew up in a Nedroma ruled by the French. French occupation had two faces: one of domination, expropriation, and ethnic cleansing and another of bringing “civilization” to indigenous Algerians. French laic and religious educators led efforts to establish schools around Algeria. One such teacher, Mr. Cordell, became a legend in Nedroma, as he established the first Western school in the town. He convinced my grandfather and the elders that my father and the other children would have a better future if they received a Western education.

The elders agreed that Algerian children could attend Mr. Cordell’s French school as long as they were not taught religion and continued their traditional Arabic and Koranic education. This meant my father had to attend traditional religious classes from 5:30 to 8:30 in the morning, followed by French schooling until late afternoon. After a quick snack, my father returned to traditional Algerian schooling until the last prayer of the day, which was before bedtime.

My father excelled in his studies. Among other feats, he learned to recite the Koran forward and backward.

He disliked the Koranic teachers, however. They tended to physically punish their pupils in the name of discipline and perfection. My father felt the pedagogy they used was retrograde at best. It encouraged obscurantism, and it was a disservice to the true principles of Islam. He would never allow me or any of my brothers to attend such religious schools.

In contrast, my father enjoyed the methods of his French teachers, who encouraged curiosity and problem-solving. French instructors like Mr. Cordell trained a generation of Algerian students like my father, who then educated the next generation of Algerian leaders.

Unfortunately, the French colonial government did not allow Algerian students to graduate beyond the equivalent of tenth grade. At this time, a few were selected to attend collegiate programs to train them to either teach or otherwise serve the French administration. My father was chosen for the teaching program, yet he resented how European students were given opportunities he was denied.

One of his greatest regrets was never being able to attend university. As a result, he poured all his focus into making sure his seven sons engaged in rigorous education and study en route to pursuing higher degrees. Not much mattered to him beyond our success at school. He spent countless hours coaching us. We had to be first or second in our class. We were not allowed to fail.
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My mother, Yamna, was beautiful. Her nickname was Houbaya, which meant “the lovely.” Like my father, she also wanted her seven sons to receive a strong education.

She had been deprived of one beyond the third grade. The village school for girls had accepted only Europeans or daughters of families that were friendly with French authorities. Despite being a good student, my mother was expelled. To the end of her life, at the age of 92, she mentioned this injustice with tears in her eyes.

My mother educated herself with my father’s help. He taught her how to read French. He brought her books to study. She also followed along with our homework. In time, my mother became well-read. She breezed through novels, plays, and other works. She was able to dissect and discuss them with ease.

My mother had an extraordinarily intuitive form of intelligence. She did not follow common wisdom. She had her own way of understanding people and situations. Not surprisingly, she had a strong, independent streak. Never one to conform, she was fearless in the face of adversity.

“Why not try something different?” she’d assert (although it usually had to be her solution).

She was always ready to deflate those who inflated themselves too much. And she had a sharp sense of humor that could leave us all laughing.

Yet my mother also carried a deep sadness over the loss of her first child. During World War II, my sister, Chahida, died of measles. She was only 18 months old. My mother prayed to have another girl. Instead, she had seven boys in a row: Ahmed, Chahid, Moustafa, Boumediene (he would go by Diden), myself, Adnan, and Moulay, in that order.

To remind her of Chahida, my mother required that us boys keep our hair girlishly long and braided until we were old enough to begin schooling. Then our hair was cut. Throughout the rest of her life, my mother kept our severed, braided locks.
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In 1956, at the age of five, my long hair and braids were cut, and I began my schooling. My father had me start a year early. In his mind, if I ever had to redo a year, I would be even in age with my classmates. His decision impacted the rest of my life. I would always be the youngest in every class I attended.

My first-grade teacher, Mrs. Torres, was kind and affectionate. She distributed stick-on gold stars for good behavior or improvements in reading or recitation. Most of my classmates were Pied Noirs, and we were taught that our ancestors were the ancient Gauls of France. It was an attempt to erase Algerian history and identity. Yet I did not see myself in the image of the blond kings of Gaul. Except for Pied Noirs whose parents were of French descent, no one else did either.

As first grade continued, so did the war for independence, pitting the French against Algerians of the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN). Trucks filled with French soldiers were a frequent sight. The conflict had begun in 1954. From 1956 to 1957, the Battle of Algiers, in which countless Algerians were tortured and murdered by the French, would erupt close to home and lead to an FLN defeat in the capital.3

Wider support for the FLN and their will to fight for Algerian freedom could not be eradicated, however. Among the horrific crimes the French had committed since their invasion in 1830, Algerians would never forget the Sétif and Guelma massacre on May 8, 1945, Victory in Europe Day.4 Many Algerians had peacefully marched for liberation, brutal conflict had ensued, and, in the aftermath, thousands of Algerians had been murdered.

After this, many Algerians had lost hope of reaching a modus vivendi with the colonizers. It was freedom or death. As for the French, after losing in Vietnam, some were determined to keep Algeria. It was a matter of honor. Also, many French still considered Algeria an intrinsic part of France, destined to be forever French.

I was mostly unconscious of these tensions and would be until the age of eight or nine. Meanwhile, my parents held differing opinions of the war. My father believed the French would eventually recognize equal citizenship rights for Algerians under fair and democratic rules. My mother thought the French would never relinquish their oppressive policies. It was our duty to fight them to the end.

The French themselves held opposing views of the conflict. While the violence against Algerian rebels was welcomed by some Pied Noirs, soldiers drafted from France would object to the inhumane and unjust war. Returning to their country, they shared stories of atrocities committed against Algerians. Many in France began to see the war in a different light than the Pied Noirs.

Additionally, some teachers who had come from France did not support their country’s side in the war. Their mission was to uphold equality, fraternity, and freedom. This conflicted with the cruelty that governed French Algeria. These teachers were attentive to the Algerian students, whose only option was to study harder and be better than their domineering and racist Pied Noirs classmates.
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Although the war thundered on, I greeted summer with a smile. Summer in the Mediterranean was magic. From June to September, I went to the beach every day, yet only after I had done my chores, part of a rigorous schedule my mother established for her boys. At the beach, I played with friends or went snorkeling and spearfishing along the rocky coasts, catching octopuses and all sorts of fish. The joy of entering clear, turquoise waters was imprinted in my brain, to be the subject of dreams forever after.

I fell in love with the sea. It became an intrinsic part of me. Every morning, I would take in its beauty. I was fascinated with the way that the water’s color changed with the weather. Sometimes it was so blue and so flat that there were no waves. When it was like this, we called it a sea of blue oil, or “mer d’huile bleue.”

I learned to swim quite early in life, developing an amazing capacity to dive and hold my breath. A problem with my knees made it easier to swim than run, so I naturally chose the former. In the water, I thrived and explored, not unlike Jacques Cousteau, whose documentaries I consumed.

From the morning until late afternoon, I lived amongst the coral reef and its fish. Afterward, I returned to land, starving. Thankfully, my mother always had food put aside for me.
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At home, we spoke French and Arabic. While I was in second grade, a new rule forbade students from speaking the latter. One day, an Algerian classmate, Kefous, came to me with a look of mischief. He wanted to play a prank on someone, and he asked me, in Arabic, to help. I responded in Arabic, not realizing that our teacher, Mrs. Calatayud, was listening. She punished us by striking our fingers with a metal ruler. The blows were heavy and painful. As she hit us, the Pied Noir students cheered her on, hatred in their eyes.

In my class, I was far outnumbered by Pied Noirs. I was also the youngest and not the strongest physically, and I often perceived things differently than others. Not surprisingly, I was bullied. The jabs could be racist.

Yet I found ways to stand up to my adversaries. I was better at swimming than any of them, and I would settle scores by taking them on in the water when they went swimming. This strategy proved successful, as it dissuaded many from picking fights with me. It was my first lesson in understanding the balance of power in hostile relationships. You needed to find your high ground, fight from there, and impose a dissuasive cost on your opponent.
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The year 1958 proved to be a turning point in a war that was omnipresent. In France, the Fourth Republic fell, and General Charles de Gaulle became president of the newly formed Fifth Republic.5 At school, we had to attend a flag-raising ceremony. The French national anthem, “La Marseillaise,” was sung. Several Algerian students only pretended to sing it. One of them told me to silently sing the Algerian resistance anthem, “Kassamen,” instead. Despite the risk of punishment, I ended up mumbling the anthem with my fellow Algerians, keeping to the tune of “La Marseillaise.”

When it came to trying to end the war, Charles de Gaulle used a “stick and carrots” approach. The military campaign was escalated, and reform of socioeconomic conditions and civil administration was overseen.6 It was too little, too late. Most Algerians no longer believed or trusted that any solution aside from complete independence would work.
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At the age of nine, my father sent me to a six-week summer camp in the Pyrenees Mountains of France, where it was safer. Because of the war, I had never spent a summer away from home.

I crossed the shimmering sea on a passenger ship, surrounded by porpoises. I loved it. I arrived in Sète, along with the other Algerian children, and was surprised to not see soldiers. I had grown accustomed to living in a war.

Buses took us into the sharp-peaked Pyrenees. Out here, there was peace. We arrived at a tiny village called Estarvielle, not far from the Spanish border. We were housed in refurbished barns, converted into dormitories, able to fit all 100 of us Algerian children. As we settled in, preparing to go to sleep, no one mentioned the war.

The first weeks were full of discoveries. I experienced mountain life, exploring forests, prairies, and streams. I saw cows and even bears. I was far from the world I knew. We visited nearby towns with beautiful stone buildings and castles bearing scars from a bygone age. I learned to appreciate the true France.

However, after the third or fourth week, I became homesick. My father had signed me up for two consecutive sessions of three weeks. Considering I had never left my family, this was a long time. I missed them—and the sea.

Later, after camp had ended, as I sat on the bus back to Sète, I couldn’t wait to see the Mediterranean. At a high turn in the mountains, it appeared, peeking over the horizon. I cried. It was magnificent. My sadness lifted. I was going home.
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In the Mediterranean, one saw hefty, big-mouthed groupers come in from afar to breed. I was 10 years old, spearfishing with a friend in the waters off Pointe Pescade, when I saw a colossal grouper arrive. It was likely 100 pounds. Speargun in hand, I swam down until I was right in front of the fish.

I cocked my weapon, hesitating. The grouper was so massive that if I speared him, he might drag me deep into the sea and kill me. Yet it wasn’t just my survival I was concerned about. As I stared at this giant, magnificent creature, its globular eyes brimming with life, I felt my grip on the gun loosen. Why should I kill it? Why should something so beautiful die?

I lowered my weapon and let the grouper pass on.
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While I had mastered life in the sea, on land, and in the classroom, there were things I struggled with. One issue was my poor handwriting. My father and brothers had beautiful, calligraphy-like penmanship. I could barely read mine, and I received demerits because of it.

One day, in fifth grade, my class took a math test. I was quite proficient in mathematics, and I swiftly solved each problem. I wrote the answers as neatly as possible. After finishing, I read it all over. I thought my penman-ship looked amazing for a change. Proud of my work, I handed in the completed test.

The day arrived when my teacher, Mr. François, finished grading them. He announced that I answered every question correctly, yet because of my poor handwriting, he would impose four penalty points. This put me behind a classmate I was competing with.

I was so hurt, I cried. This was insanity. Understanding something and correctly solving a problem was far more vital than having handwriting that resembled calligraphy.

As I walked home, sulking and distressed, I felt a new determination sweep over me: I would no longer let my poor handwriting stand in my way. Yet how would I overcome this problem? Despite my best efforts, I’d failed to improve my penmanship. I needed to find a different way.

I forced myself to mentally visualize and logically organize whatever was being taught. This lessened the amount of note-taking I did while allowing for more focus and attention on what was being said. By discovering and using an alternative method, I began to synthesize and grasp reality differently. It would prove to be a great strength throughout my life. My physical handicap turned into an intellectual advantage.







The Blue Night2

Wanting to end an increasingly onerous and unpopular war, de Gaulle moved toward allowing Algerian independence, while Pied Noirs clung to the hope of Algeria remaining French. In 1961, rebellious generals tried to oust de Gaulle. The putsch failed.

The newly born, merciless terrorist organization, the OAS, targeted those in favor of negotiations with the FLN, including French citizens. They also tried to prevent any indigenous intelligentsia from emerging. Algerian doctors, writers, and teachers were assassinated. My father was scared.

Daily bombings destroyed government buildings, hotels, and schools. The explosions culminated in a terrifying evening of destruction in which an estimated 120 bombs were planted in Algiers. It came to be known as the “Blue Night.”

On this night, the city shook. My family and I hid under our beds, hearts pounding as the explosions came closer and closer, until the post office 200 meters away was destroyed. Would we be next?

Slowly, the explosions faded into the west side of town. We were alive, for now.
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School was often closed, forcing us to stay home. My father let us leave only for essential errands. My brothers and I taught ourselves the subjects we would’ve studied in class. As a result, I developed an independent approach to learning that served me well throughout my life.

Yet my studies could not distract me from the world beyond my home, which was crumbling into unspeakable violence. The OAS was killing every Algerian in sight. Women who worked as cooks and handmaids were shot on their way to work.

My two oldest brothers, Ahmed and Chahid (then 20 and 19 years old, respectively), had gone away for boarding school. One night, while they ate in the cafeteria, an OAS commando entered and opened fire, killing a few students. My brothers escaped and eventually arrived at our home. They stayed rather than returning to their school.

Soon after, a morning came that changed the course of our lives. A knock from our local physician, Dr. Kollen, brought my father to the door, and we discovered we were next on the list of Algerian families to be murdered.

“You’ve got to leave.” Dr. Kollen begged, “Please, please, please, Mr. Zerhouni. Please leave!”

Dr. Kollen was French. He was a kind man who gave us immunizations and kept us well. While he wasn’t part of the OAS, other neighbors were. One of them had told him we were on the list.

My father, then acting principal of the school, couldn’t believe the parents of the children he cared for could kill us. Dr. Kollen told him the assassination squad wasn’t coming from our neighborhood. They would arrive from far away and not know or care about who we were.

As the news sunk in, my father decided to act. We needed to leave immediately. There was a problem, however. My mother and my brothers, Diden and Moulay (the latter was just a baby), were visiting our ancestral village to attend my maternal grandmother’s funeral. They were to return in the coming days, unaware of the danger. My father decided he would wait for them, while the rest of us (Ahmed, Chahid, Moustafa, Adnan, and myself) would journey to Nedroma, which was around 350 miles away. Once my mother and other brothers arrived in Pointe Pescade, they and my father would depart.

My father gave money and instructions to Ahmed and Chahid. We were to go by train and bus. We were forbidden from stopping in large cities. That’s where the OAS was strong.

The next morning, we took a taxi to the train station. It was driven by Mr. Rosello, a Pied Noir who respected my father. We would one day learn that Mr. Rosello was part of the OAS. We believed he was the one who informed Dr. Kollen we were next on the list.

During the ride to the train station, I wasn’t frightened about what was happening. I was 10 years old, and in my mind, we were having an adventure. Although it was dangerous, we were going to survive.

I had my older brothers with me. Who could beat us? And my father was going to be fine. He was so strong and smart. Who could possibly harm him?

Mr. Rosello dropped us at the train station. We entered and ran into my mother, holding my baby brother, Moulay, in her arms, with Diden (who was 12) by her side. My father told us that if we ran into them, we were to instruct them to come with us. We relayed his orders. My mother refused. She wouldn’t leave without her husband.

“Go ahead without us. I’ll go get him, and then we’ll come,” she insisted.

We pleaded for her to reconsider, but to no avail. My mother left, taking Moulay and Diden with her.

We took a train destined for Oran, a large coastal city in the northwest, around 260 miles from Algiers. We stopped for the night in a village outside Oran, called Misserghin. OAS commandos had infiltrated the community. Thankfully, one of my father’s friends and former colleagues, who was French, looked after us. We spent the night in a horse stable and woke up early the next morning. We traveled by train to Tlemcen and then by bus to Nedroma.

The contrast between Nedroma and Algiers was jarring. I had left the dangerous, urban, heterogeneous world of the city for the relative safety of this homogeneous, rural village. I saw no Pied Noirs speaking French. Only Algerian Muslims and Jews conversing in Arabic.

Horses and donkeys clopped through the marketplace. My nostrils smelled wool being worked to make carpets, part of an economy of arts and crafts. Andalusian music filled the air. I had traveled back to the fifteenth century. Walking the narrow streets, my mouth watered from the scent of delicious Moorish dishes.

Nedroma did have touches of the modern world. It had a post office, electricity, and telephones. The latter were owned only by the wealthy and the French administrators.

Staying at our grandparents’ home, my brothers and I were well received. First cousins, second cousins, third cousins, aunts, uncles—all warmly welcomed us. I was able to get to know them.

Not all of them were from the village. Some had also escaped the cities like us. And our family was not the only one in the middle of a reunion. Other refugees were arriving, met with the embrace of their relatives.

Outside this oasis, the reign of terror raged in the cities. We had no way of communicating with my parents, Diden, and Moulay. We didn’t know if they were alive. My older brothers, who fully understood what was going on, were worried sick.

One day, a villager ran up to us, bringing wonderful news. Our parents had arrived. They were at the bus station with Diden, Moulay, and our faithful dog, Znouka. On seeing them, I cried.

My parents had hid in our home for a few weeks, giving the impression everyone was gone. Neighbors surreptitiously delivered bread and other necessities until my mother, father, and brothers escaped with the help of the taxi driver, Mr. Rosello, who, apparently, had told the assassination squad commander that our entire family had left town.
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In Nedroma, my father was asked to take over the school, as many of the French staff were gone. He agreed, under the condition we could live in the apartment of the French principal who had left.

My father reopened the school, and under his care, an institution that had been falling apart was put back together. The village was grateful. Classes started, and my education continued. These were happy days, where I forged lasting friendships and spent time with family.

I adapted to life in Nedroma. The smells, sounds, and sights of the village became familiar. I realized my education and upbringing in Pointe Pescade had left me in the dark about some of my roots. For example, I had a granduncle who was a musician and a poet. His poems were sung in Nedroma, and the local conservatory, el Mossilia, performed his works. I was touched that my family had helped shape the unique Moorish-Andalusian culture of the village.

I also learned that Nedroma had a somewhat democratic government run by elders that maintained law and order with a transparency that French rule lacked. In addition to this democracy, landownership was fundamental to the structure of the village.

My mother explained, “We own lands in the mountains, in the valley, where every year we get almonds. We get the fruits of the production of these lands as our share, which is divided by the inheritance rules amongst myself, my sisters, my brothers.”

When someone died, they could also give their land to the community. These land grants were managed by the village council to serve communal needs and take care of the poor.

Many years before my birth, under French rule, this system was violated. The communal lands were taken and divided up amongst Pied Noirs settlers. Additionally, one of the Algerian managers of the non-communal lands owned by my mother’s family decided to run them for himself, keeping the spoils. The French helped him.

Meanwhile, my maternal grandfather died at age 49 of what seemed to be a heart attack, leaving my grandmother to raise her eight children (including my mother) alone. Since the Algerian land manager would no longer pay what was owed to my grandmother’s family and because the communal land was controlled by Pied Noirs settlers, there was nothing to stop my grandmother and her children from descending into poverty. My mother never forgot the hunger of those years.

In time, the Algerian manager had a severe stroke. His children and advisers told him that he was being punished by God for having sinned against a widow with children and no means. The only way he could be free of his punishment was if he begged the widow’s forgiveness. They put the man in a horse carrier and took him to my grandmother’s home, bearing gifts.

Barely able to speak, he said, “Please … forgive me.”

“I’ve suffered. My children have gone hungry,” my grandmother responded, a quiet rage in her eyes. “What you’ve done is not forgivable by me. You can only be forgiven by God.”
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One of her sons, Djillali, joined the fight for Algerian liberation, fueled by the pain of his childhood. As an uncle, Djillali would play an invaluable role in my life. While working as a doctor in France, he joined the FLN, which desperately needed physicians. My uncle was sent to a region near the center of Algeria. He ran an FLN war hospital in caves underneath the mountains.

When the French attacked, my uncle was badly wounded. The FLN tried to sneak him out of the country on the back of a donkey through the desert. He and his guide became lost. To survive, my uncle had to drink his own urine. He almost died. By chance, he was found by an FLN unit heading to Morocco. In Morocco, he was taken in by the Swedish Red Cross.

My uncle had a limp for the rest of his life. He would try to hide it, walking in a way that looked somewhat elegant. Forever carrying a reminder of the war.
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With the war nearing its end, a free Algeria was on the horizon. My classmates and I were told we would be the future. We needed to excel in our studies.

“Your country is going to need you,” my father said to us.

Thousands of Algerian students had been killed. When the war ended, there would be few alive with a university education. Nedroma was unified in its effort to prepare the next generation to fill this void.

Although there may have been unity on some issues, Algerians had divisions that ran deep—divisions I became more aware of. Age-old separation existed between those in the mountains and those in the villages and cities. It was a love–hate relationship.

The people in the mountains were Berbers who stuck to their ancient roots and culture. The people in the villages and cities tended to be Berbers also, yet they were more Moorish in culture. Many in the mountains saw them as invaders who had taken over the country and sold it to the French, collaborating with the colonizers.

When it came to the war, the people of the mountains had borne the brunt of it. In 1962, I visited the mountain where my mother’s adopted half sister, Kheira, lived. She spoke a Berber language. Outside her home, Kheira had a garden. Her son, Hocine, who was my age, took me into it.

“I want to show you something. But you can’t tell anybody,” he said, voice hushed.

He revealed a large cave where his family hid their valuables and food and escaped raids. They lived in constant fear of both the French and the FLN. The latter insisted on having their support.

The cave was big enough for Hocine’s entire family to hide in it. When the French would come, the FLN could hide there as well. It was part of a tunnel system. Not far from it, I saw the tombs of freedom fighters.
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On March 18, 1962, the French and FLN agreed to a ceasefire. FLN troops came down from the mountains and entered the villages and cities. Other FLN soldiers and refugees arrived from Morocco. Meanwhile, the French army progressively left.

With the arrival of the FLN in Nedroma, lambs were sacrificed so that welcome meals could be prepared. It was a triumphant moment. I saw and felt joy.

Yet there was also rage. Wounds inflicted by the French still bled. Many wanted revenge. Algerians who collaborated with the French tried to flee the country. Some were killed before they could. Pied Noirs took part in a mass exodus, with hundreds of thousands leaving Algeria. Many abandoned the Algerians who had helped them.

In a country starving for vengeance, my family had connections to both the freedom fighters who had won the war and the French. A deceased granduncle had received the Legion of Honour. He helped provide supplies to the French army in World War I.

His actions were honorable, yet he died with a reputation of having worked with the French. It was a mark on the Zerhouni family in Nedroma. It would be one of the reasons why my father eventually had us return to Pointe Pescade. He did not want to remain involved in the emerging, intense politics of revenge.

One day, my father didn’t return home from the school. An FLN commander had rounded up all educated Algerians, including him. The commander believed they had all collaborated with the French, even though many had left the cities to escape atrocities. The commander brought them to a farm and roughed them up
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