

[image: Cover: Scattered, The making and unmaking of a refugee, by Aamna Mohdin, published by Bloomsbury.]



Scattered




For my Mama and Baba


Aamna Mohdin

SCATTERED

The making and unmaking of a refugee


[image: Scattered, The making and unmaking of a refugee,  by Aamna Mohdin, published by Bloomsbury Circus, London, Oxford, New York, New Delhi, Sydney.]





Contents


	Author’s Note

	Part One

	1A Fine Line

	2When Faatma Met Mohamed

	3The Great Escape

	4The Making of a Refugee

	5The Separation

	6Finally in Europe




	Part Two

	7A Journey Back in Time

	8You Were Once Amina

	9Lunch with the Youth of Mogadishu

	10The Permanence of Exile

	11The Past Isn’t Dead

	12Welcome Back to K-Town




	Part Three

	13Girlhood on Two Fronts

	14Black and British

	15The Trauma that Binds Us

	16We Were Girls Together




	Glossary

	Notes

	Bibliography

	Acknowledgements

	A Note on the Author








Author’s note

I was a child who lived through the refugee crisis in East Africa in the 1990s and a journalist who reported on one in Europe twenty years later. It was only after going to Calais in 2015 that I started to look back, and learned my parents’ full story.

The story they told me threw the options that had been open to them into stark relief. If my parents hadn’t made the decisions that they did, the three of us would likely not have survived.

This is a personal book – it’s about me and my parents, and it’s about the very limited set of choices that they were handed by circumstance, and how those choices shaped our family and their lives. But it’s also universal.

It’s not hard to see which things have stayed the same between 1992 and now: governments and how they treat refugees; the media and how it reports on refugees. Former British home secretary Suella Braverman warned of a refugee ‘invasion on our southern coast’, an unprecedented comment from a government minister,1 while media commentator Katy Hopkins likened refugees to ‘cockroaches’ and ‘feral humans’ in The Sun, one of Britain’s most widely circulated newspapers.2

When twenty-seven people drowned in the English Channel in November 2021, the deadliest disaster in the Channel for more than forty years, former prime minister Boris Johnson said he was saddened by the tragedy, then announced a plan six months later to send all asylum seekers who enter the country ‘irregularly’ to Rwanda. When people drown in the Channel trying to reach the UK, they are often called ‘migrants’, their deaths reported passively.

The choices my parents made – leaving their home in Somalia to escape a deadly civil war, undertaking risky crossings, and putting themselves in the hands of other people who exploited their desperation – are still being faced in the present by displaced people from old and new conflicts. There are nearly 27.1 million refugees across the world, a staggering 41 per cent of whom are under the age of eighteen, according to the UN refugee agency.3

The truth stays the same, and so does the failure to accept it. There are currently no legal and safe routes for refugees to come to the UK unless they are from Ukraine or those from Afghanistan who can prove they are in danger as a result of working with the British government, according to Amnesty International.4 The human rights charity believes the government is forcing people wishing to seek asylum in the UK to rely on dangerous journeys. This needs to change.

It is my hope that in telling my story this truth is recognised.




Part One






1A Fine Line

Faatma and her husband Mohamed are arguing about who suffered more from the Somali civil war. This back and forth is familiar terrain for their children. The couple shout over one another at their kitchen table, teasing each other as they debate their compelling cases.

‘Who had more damage from the civil war?’ Faatma asks. ‘I have seen more suffering than you. No question.’

‘But did someone with a gun put you against a wall and try to kill you?’ Mohamed quips back. They both laugh as the sparring reaches a crescendo.

Faatma shakes her head. ‘No, that’s nothing. I was pregnant! Can you imagine? I was alone and in pain. I didn’t speak the language. Anything could have happened.’ She is now breathless with laughter and indignation.

Mohamed does not have a retort to that. Faatma, sensing victory, says: ‘Exactly, chill out!’

Faatma returns to the story she was telling before the argument broke out. An undocumented refugee, she had been stranded on the Belgian-French border in 1999. Faatma had been trying to reunite with her eldest child, while pregnant with her second.

Her six-year-old daughter had already been safely smuggled into London months earlier. She was living with Faatma’s sisters. Her daughter sounded happy on the phone, but Faatma was still worried. She hated being so far away from her daughter.

The plan was simple enough. Faatma, Mohamed and their daughter had been in Germany before they arrived in The Hague, and before then had lived in a refugee camp called Kakuma in Kenya. Faatma’s daughter had made the journey from the Netherlands to the UK first – and now Faatma was attempting the same.

Faatma’s daughter had left the house excited, too young to understand the magnitude of what was going on, and all that could go wrong. Faatma was meant to join her weeks later, but she kept failing in her attempts to leave The Hague and reach the UK.

During her first attempt, Faatma embarked with her husband’s aunt on a ferry that was due to leave Rotterdam for Harwich in the UK. They were caught on the ferry before it departed, arrested and briefly detained. To their surprise, the two women were let go, but they were no closer to their goal.

Faatma’s second attempt took place a little while later. She paid someone $500 to get her from The Hague to France, through the Channel crossing and to the UK. They had driven from the Netherlands to Belgium. When they arrived at the French border, Faatma was told she would be in London soon enough. She just needed to reach the French port, either Dunkirk or Calais, and then travel across the Channel.

But the car was stopped by border officials. Faatma and the driver were taken out of the car and questioned. They were told to show their papers. Faatma remained silent. The driver said he was just helping a family friend who didn’t have a car and that he didn’t know Faatma’s documents were fraudulent. She went along with what the driver said, knowing that if she outed him for what he was they would both be in trouble.

The driver was allowed to return to his car. Before he left, he told Faatma she was on her own. ‘The man said, “That’s it, I can’t do anything else for you. I have to go. If you manage to find a phone, call your husband or family to help you.” Then he left me there,’ she recalls. ‘I sat down for a moment and felt unwell because I was pregnant.’

Faatma didn’t know where she was. She didn’t have any money or food. She tried to push back the tears blurring her vision and ignore the thoughts that she had made a terrible mistake and that she would never see her daughter again. The years that led up to and followed the Somali civil war had been terrible, but she had always been able to find her way back to her child.

She was detained and taken to a nearby reception centre. She had managed, with the little English she knew, to tell the police officers that she was pregnant and in pain. They brought a doctor who checked on her and her baby with a scan.

‘The doctor kept trying to make me smile. I didn’t need to speak the language to understand human kindness. He was talking to me in a nice way,’ Faatma says. His manner was a stark contrast to the staff she first met at the receptionist centre, who she said were cold. She was detained but she wasn’t sure for how long. It was difficult to keep track of time. She remembers being given a cheese sandwich, but only managing to eat half of it.

She was then put on a coach, but she didn’t know where it went. It was there that she met a young Indian man. ‘I spoke to him in Hindi and told him what happened. I said I was caught by border guards and needed to return to my family in Holland. I told him I didn’t have any money or food on me,’ she says.

The man, who looked about twenty-four years old, told her to get off the bus and took her to a nearby cafe. He bought her food and drink, which she wolfed down. He then scolded her. “He said, “When you’re pregnant, you shouldn’t travel long distances without any food for yourself and your baby.” ’ He gave her money to use a payphone and call her family.

The Indian man paid for a ticket to get her on a train that would take her to the Netherlands. He took her to the train station. When her train came, she said goodbye and got on it. She couldn’t remember how long she was on the train before the police got on and asked people for their passports.

‘When they asked me for my paperwork, I just said no passport. They told me to get off the train and I got off. They were two male police officers and one woman,’ Faatma says.

She was in pain again when they asked her where she had come from. She grabbed onto her stomach. ‘One of the men said “baby” and I said yes. Then he put me on the next train to The Hague,’ she said.

While on the train, she sat beside a young African man. She tried to speak to him in English, but realised he only spoke French. Somehow, through their broken English, he understood she was trying to get to The Hague and return to her family. He told her he would help.

‘I was so young, I didn’t know anything,’ she says, sounding astonished at what she had gone through. ‘When we got off the train, he saw I was in pain and held my hand and carried the small bag I had on me.’ She almost blushes when she says this, as if admitting to some significant impropriety. ‘I was very young and I didn’t know what to do, but he was a good man. He called my family using a payphone and waited at the station with me.’

Faatma’s husband Mohamed and his family arrived in a car shortly afterwards. Mohamed looked stricken, ‘like he was looking at a ghost’, Faatma says between giggles. Her blush deepens. Faatma had been missing for over twenty-four hours when she and Mohamed were finally reunited.

Whatever joy Faatma felt when she was returned to her husband was shortlived. Her daughter was still waiting for her in London. Faatma feared what her daughter would have thought of her and her husband. Did her daughter feel like she had been abandoned? Would her daughter reject Faatma when she finally came to the UK?

‘I was so scared I would never see you again,’ she tells me. I smile at her: my Mama. She looks different to me, she always does at the end of one of my interviews. Sometimes she looks incredibly vulnerable, other times she has an almost superhuman strength.
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I’ve been interviewing my parents since 2020. There have been a lot of difficulties in writing our story, but I always love this part; I never get bored of sitting them down, getting my notebook out, and listening to them tell me about the past. I am hungry for every new detail.

I am a correspondent for a national British newspaper and writing the word ‘I’ still makes me cringe. It doesn’t come naturally to me. I can’t tell people I’m writing a memoir without making fun of myself for doing this.

But every interview with them reminds me of why I am writing this book. I want to understand who my parents are and who they were. I want to understand the country we fled, Somalia: what it was and what it is now. I want to understand how and why we are now British, looking at the refugee crisis I was a part of as a child in the 1990s, and the European one I reported on as an adult from 2015. I want to understand what we had left behind once we gained and grew into our new identities in the UK.

I write because it is always the way I have made sense of the world. I do it now to make sense of us.

My mum made it into the UK just in time for my seventh birthday. We celebrated in a McDonald’s in East London. Her fears never materialised. We bounced back easily into our loving relationship once we were reunited. My father joined us a few months later, just before my brother Aamir was born.

She turns her sharp eyes at Mohamed, my dad, my Baba. ‘He never expected me to find my way back to Holland,’ she says.

On that, my father agrees. ‘You’re right, I didn’t expect you of all people to manage as well as you did. You who grew up in a bush part of Somalia.’ This sparks another riotous argument and I watch them, trying not to laugh.

Two decades had passed since my mother’s ordeal. The three of us sit in my parents’ council house in East London. It is in this house where the past is returning to us, bit by bit. We are sat together on the couch in the open-plan kitchen and living room. My mum gets up to start cooking lunch. My brother Aamir walks in and we’re eventually joined by my other brothers who live with my parents, Ibrahim, Hamid and Hussein.

I want to reach for my mum and dad, but I don’t know how to close the distance between us. I had reported extensively on Europe’s refugee crisis, written dispatches from refugee camps in Calais and Dunkirk in France, and explored why people were risking their lives trying to reach the UK. I did this while largely ignorant of my family’s own desperate journey in the late 1990s.

I get up and join my mum in the kitchen. I ask if she needs help and she shakes her head and tells me to sit down. I see my mum smirking as I walk back towards my dad.

‘You think you suffered more. You’re dreaming!’ Mama yells.
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I first visited the refugee camp in Calais, a depressing port city in Northern France, in October 2015. It was a day of many firsts: the first time I’d crossed the Channel on a ferry, the first time I’d been to that part of France, and my first major assignment as a news reporter.

I was twenty-three years old and completely out of my depth. I had trained to become a science journalist and had graduated with a Masters degree in science communication a year before. I worked for different science publications, often writing viral stories. My favourite was about male Caerostris darwini, a species of spider that dramatically reduces its likelihood of being eaten by orally lubricating the females’ genitals.

But as we entered summer in 2015, I couldn’t ignore the extraordinary number of desperate refugees, largely Syrian, ending up on European shores. By then, like most people in the world, I had seen pictures and videos of desperate refugees reaching Europe, their boats crashing onto our shores. I had seen reports of refugees dying in their hundreds, the totality of their lives reduced to a single sentence in an evening news bulletin: ‘More than 750 migrants are thought to have died when the boat capsized…’

I wanted to report on the refugee crisis, despite not having any experience in non-science writing. I was able to land a job at Quartz, an online news site, in September 2015. To my surprise, I was sent to Calais a month into my new job.

I started the day trying desperately to avoid making eye contact with a woman peeing in front of her car. The peeing woman, a tall and animated volunteer for a British aid group that provided vital supplies to the camp, had agreed to let me join them on their latest trip. I sat in the back of the car, while another volunteer, Rachel, a human rights lawyer and close friend of mine, was in the front passenger seat.

I was shuddering all over. We had left the UK just before midnight and arrived in Calais long before dawn. It was freezing and almost pitch black, the streets desolate as everything was closed. I was told we would have to wait several hours before the rest of the volunteering group arrived. I closed my eyes in an attempt to sleep, but couldn’t. I tried to steady my heartbeat with deep breaths, but it beat on erratically.

We were parked less than a mile away from the refugee camp infamously called ‘the Jungle’, which at its peak housed nearly 10,000 asylum seekers from all over the world.1 The volunteers arrived with donated food and clothes, which we packed into plastic bags once the sun rose over us. I came with my pen, notepad and phone, keen to talk to people, to ask them what or who they were fleeing, let them tell me about their hopes and dreams. I wanted to humanise the people being referred to as ‘Europe’s refugee crisis’.

I look back at my notes now and can’t help but smile at how ferociously determined I was to make a difference.

On a clear day, the British coastline can be seen from Calais. For those of us with the right paperwork, the journey across the twenty-mile-wide Channel takes around an hour and a half by train or ferry. It is far more dangerous for refugees. Children had died trying to get into vans and lorries. Others were killed by high-speed trains while walking along the tracks.

When we arrived at the camp, I was taken aback by the media circus that was already there. Photographers and volunteers swarmed over a young boy who was wearing slippers that were far too big for him. He looked at me, confused. I walked around the entrance of the camp on edge, already regretting wearing all black as the sun beat down.

Two young Eritrean women who looked around my age watched me as I walked awkwardly in a circle. I smiled at them and was buoyed by their warmth when they waved back. They agreed to show me around the camp and said I could interview them so long as I didn’t use their names or publish any pictures. I agreed and we walked in. They asked me as many questions as I asked them while they showed me the school, church, restaurants, library (called ‘Jungle Books’), cafe and theatre that made the camp resemble a small multicultural town. Just about everything was covered in bright blue tarps that shone against the dull mud of the ground. They took me to the unofficial section for women and families. I saw a young mother washing her baby in a tub, a father hanging up clothes.

The young women invited me into their tent, where I heard of their harrowing journey to France. One of the women was called Yohanna. She told me she had joined the huge number of young people fleeing from Eritrea, searching for a better life. She had decided at a young age that she would resettle in the UK.

Yohanna had been captured by rebels in Libya, in the midst of a devastating civil war, and put in jail, where there was little to eat or drink. She endured almost daily beatings in her eighteen-month-long confinement. She escaped and made it onto a boat heading to Italy. She knew the risks of the boat sinking, and her drowning, but she insisted she had no other choice. She would describe the next few days on the boat as some of the worst in her life, jammed close to other refugees, as a rancid smell hung over them. Other women who joined us in the tent told a similar tale. So did men who agreed to talk to me.

But the interview that has stayed with me the most was the young Somali man I spoke to just before leaving the camp. I got lost and walked towards a British volunteer handing out food to a line of men, but he barked at me to get to the back of the line before I could ask for directions. I would be mistaken for a refugee in the camp twice more.

When I walked away, the Somali boy with a bike, who looked around eighteen, ran after me and offered to walk me to the entrance. I accepted and we walked together, him dragging his bike along the dirt road. He wore an easy smile.

‘Were you born in Somalia?’ I asked him.

‘Yeah.’

‘When did you move out of Somalia?’ I heard how stupid the questions sounded as soon as I asked it.

‘You’re Somali, you understand,’ he responded, almost incredulously.

‘The civil war in the 1990s,’ I quickly filled in, ‘That’s when you left?’

‘Yeah,’ he said, again. I nodded my head.

I didn’t know it then, but these were my first steps in truly understanding the impact the Somali civil war had on me. My discomfort during this one encounter stands out to me as I go through my reporting notes and interviews. I felt guilty. We had escaped the same war, but I was allowed to go in and out of the camp as a British citizen while the undocumented Somali asylum seeker walking beside me was trapped there.

I wrote that I felt weighed down by the British passport in my pocket, and this was true. But I felt a lot more than survivors’ guilt then. I felt like a bubble; one that was floating away from who I thought I was, growing larger and painfully engorged.

When I got home, I struggled to sleep for many months, but I had an overwhelming urge to write. There was a pressure in my chest and melody in my mind that wanted to explode out of me, a bubble about to burst.

I wasn’t exactly sure what yet


























































































BLOOMSBURY CIRCUS

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK

29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, Ireland

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY CIRCUS and the Circus logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2024

Copyright © Aamna Mohdin, 2024

Aamna Mohdin has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: HB: 978-1-5266-5256-0; TPB: 978-1-5266-5257-7; EBOOK: 978-1-5266-5259-1; EPDF: 978-1-5266-5261-4

Typeset by Newgen KnowledgeWorks Pvt. Ltd., Chennai, India

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘A gifted storyteller with a compelling story in which resilience
and humanity triumph over tragedy and displacement’
Gary Younge

Aamna Mohdin

SCATTERED

The making and
unmaking of a refugee






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
BLOOMSBURY CIRCUS






OEBPS/images/line.jpg





