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About the Book

Human Cargo is a remarkable oral testament. Caroline Moorehead has visited war zones, camps and prisons from Guinea and Afghanistan to Texas and Italy. She has interviewed emigration officers and members of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees in Geneva while investigating the fates of the 17 million people currently displaced from their homes. How can society cope with this diaspora of the twenty-first century? Is there a difference between ‘good’ asylum seekers and ‘bad’ economic migrants? What happens to those whose applications are turned down? The difficult questions are asked, the horrible issues faced. But, above all, Human Cargo celebrates the courage and will to survive shown by ordinary human beings.


About the Author

Caroline Moorehead is the author of Martha Gellhorn: A Life, of which the Daily Telegraph reviewer wrote: ‘Shows an overwhelming sense of what it is to be human, and you can’t ask for more than that, can you?’
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Permissions

I would like to thank Eva Hoffman, for permission to quote from The New Nomads; Mandla Langa, for permission to quote from The Naked Song; Random House, for permission to quote from Giuseppe Lampedusa’s The Leopard. Parts of the prologue are based on an article that appeared in the New York Review of Books in 2001. Every effort has been made to trace the holders of copyright material and any omission or error will be put right in future editions.


Definitions

Asylum-seeker: a person who is in the process of applying for asylum.

Refugee: the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to Refugees defines a refugee as a person who, ‘owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country …’

Migrant: a person who leaves his or her country of origin voluntarily, in search of work, to join family, to study.

Illegal immigrant: a person residing in a foreign country without permission.


A Refugee Story

One day a man in a country in Africa was arrested and accused of belonging to an illegal opposition group. He was sent to prison and tortured. In his cell was a very small window. By standing up very straight in the far corner of the room, he could just see a field outside. From time to time, cows came to graze in it. As the weeks passed, he grew to recognise their shapes and colours. One in particular pleased him, and he gave her a name. From that day on, whenever she passed his window, he talked to her. He told her about his wife and children who had disappeared, about his house and his parents, and the village where he grew up.

The day came when he was freed. He left his African country and went into exile, taking his cow with him. In his new country, he was offered an appointment with a doctor to talk through his experiences. On the first day, he arrived in good time, leading his cow behind him. When the receptionist ushered him into the consulting room, he made sure the cow had plenty of room to follow him. Week after week, the man and his cow attended sessions together.

Several months went by. One day, the doctor suggested that the moment had come for the man to bid farewell to his cow. He replied that it was too soon. Several more months passed. Then the morning came when the man accepted that he could keep his cow with him no longer. That day, he was extremely sad. He brought the cow with him as usual, and then, crying, told her that the time had come for her to go home. Saying goodbye to his cow made him weep more than he had wept for many years.


Prologue: The Lost Boys of Cairo

Refugees live in a divided world, between countries in which they cannot live, and countries which they may not enter. Elie Wiesel

When Musa Sherif arrived at the house of his friend, a tailor from Sierra Leone, early in February 2000, he found no one there. He was surprised because his friend was nearly always at home, waiting for him with his supper, but he reasoned that the tailor might have had to make a long journey to the other side of Cairo for a fitting with a client. The room looked unusually neat and empty, but his place was laid, and there was dinner in a pot on the stove. On the table sat a brown paper parcel, tied with string. Musa sat and waited. When some time had passed, he began to grow anxious. He needed to eat and leave so that he could find somewhere to sleep that night; as a Liberian asylum-seeker in Egypt he had no money for a place of his own. And, this being his only meal of the day, he was hungry. Finally, he ate, sitting uneasily at a corner of the table. Then he waited some more.

It was now that he suddenly noticed that the brown packet had his name on it. He opened it. Inside were a newly made pair of trousers, a shirt and a tie, folded neatly, with a letter on top. ‘Dear Musa,’ it said, ‘here is a present for you. Forgive me. I have wanted to tell you every day for many weeks now, but I have been too cowardly. I was chosen for resettlement in Canada. Today I am leaving.’ Musa took the clothes his friend had made for him, put them on, threw away the frayed and filthy ones that he had been wearing for many months, and went back to the streets. Unlike his friend, he had not yet even been recognised as a refugee.

Musa is one of the ‘lost boys’ of Africa. Though the phrase has come to be used specifically for the young Sudanese separated from their families during their flight from the civil war of the 1990s, who grouped together and eventually made their way to the United States, Cairo is full of lost boys, though most are no longer boys now, but young men, from Sierra Leone and Liberia, Ethiopia and Eritrea, Sudan, Guinea, the Ivory Coast, Rwanda and Burundi. Over the last ten years they have come to Cairo by a hundred different paths, on foot, by ferry, in aeroplanes, on trucks and trains, by camel and horseback, believing that, for all its horror, life was still worth living, that Egypt would be the gateway to a future, and that their past, as victims of the savagery of civil war and modern conflict, was somehow their passport to that future. If the lost boys have something in common, beyond a look of stunned and mistrustful defeat, it is that they have all witnessed acts of unconscionable cruelty, which they alone, out of their large families, have inexplicably survived. Fate – luck – has a particular meaning for them.

I met Musa Sherif for the first time in the late afternoon of 5 February 2000, shortly after his friend’s departure for Canada. It was my first day in Cairo. I wouldn’t have noticed him – for he was one of fifty-six young Liberians gathered in the office of the African Studies Department of the American University in Cairo – had it not been for his pressed, almost starched new trousers. He was also the only young man in a tie. Later, I would see him in very clean denim dungarees, and in a baggy suit of trousers and bomber jacket, in a fashionable military colour, with striking emerald-green leather trainers: clothes, for Musa, as for many of the other young men, were a symbol of possibility, of belief that there was some order in a profoundly disordered world, and still some hope of being able to make an impression on it.

On this afternoon in early February, Musa had followed the other young men to a meeting called by Barbara Harrell-Bond who, as Emeritus Professor in Refugee Studies at the American University and long a defender and protector of refugees, had become a point of reference for asylum-seekers in Cairo. They were sitting on the floor, pressed closely one next to the other, for the office was too small for such gatherings, in a room of faded elegance, its ornate latticed doors and decorated tiles remnants of Cairo’s earlier grandeur. Musa was one of the young men who spoke. His English was good and his voice clear and precise. With his shirt and tie and his overly big glasses with their round frames, he had the look of a bookish, eager accountant or librarian. What I didn’t then know was that Musa had been a schoolteacher until the nightmare of his current life overtook him, and that, as the brightest and most promising in a large family of sons, he had been selected by his father as the one to study and make his way in a world beyond their farm and village. Nor did I know then that peculiar-looking little Abdullai, with his bright pink woman’s quilted jacket and children’s furry earmuffs, to which were attached wire antennae which quivered as he moved his head, was not yet fifteen and living in a derelict car abandoned beyond the airport, and that he was often hungry; or that Abdularam, sitting crosslegged in the front row and asking a stream of highly technical questions about the Refugee Convention, spoke such unfathomable English because he had no back teeth on either side from years of violence and neglect. Later, all these Liberians would become people familiar to me. I carried their stories around with me in my head, stories of murdered parents and burnt-out homes, of terror and flight. And I slowly pieced together – fragment by fragment, offered tentatively as bits in a vast, uncompleted jigsaw in meetings or calls late at night from public telephone boxes – the map of each one’s particular odyssey. In the same way, Liberia itself would later become a real place for me, a country of rivers and mountains and towns, but also a place of war and violence, of military commanders, rebel checkpoints and random, hideous brutality. Unschooled, and for the most part on the run and lost for several years, these young men turned out to be keen historians of the civil wars that had destroyed their families and their childhoods.

That late afternoon in February, as the winter sun went down, as the light in the small cramped room faded, and the noises from the narrow street of car-repair shops outside began to grow faint, the Liberians talked on and on about themselves and their fears about what was happening to them. It marked a particular moment in the lives of these fifty-two young men and four girls. Until that afternoon, these young people had been drifting along the margins of Cairo’s immense refugee population in search of help, teaming up sometimes, like Musa, with other asylum-seekers from other African countries, but for the most part totally alone. After this time, they would become a band, with the rivalries and animosities inevitable among people so anxious and so destitute, but a band nonetheless, looking after the interests of the others, so that when Abudu was the first to be accepted for resettlement in the United States, and Amr went to prison on obscure charges of spying for Israel, these events would be personal in the lives of each one of them.

It was on that late February afternoon in Cairo that I started to keep notes and that this book began. I wanted it to be about the refugees and asylum-seekers whose stories I had been hearing over twenty years of writing about human rights. It would be, I hoped, a record of what happens to people when their lives spiral out of control into horror and loss, of the lengths they will go to in order to survive, of the extraordinary resilience of ordinary men, women and children when having to accept the unacceptable, and also an account of how the modern world is dealing with exoduses that far exceed in complexity and distance anything the world has known before. I covered both those who travel to flee torture and persecution and those who move to escape poverty and failed lives. And as the months went by and I got to know the Liberians, and then travelled to other places in search of other refugees, the book grew to take in their journeys and their expectations, their former lives, their destinations, and the experiences of those working with them and struggling to formulate coherent policies for the future. I started with no preconceived ideas, beyond a recognition that among the asylum-seekers there are certainly people who have no history of persecution, and that not everything said to me would be true. Without attempting either to cover all parts of the world or all facets of the subject, I listened to their stories and followed wherever they led: the whole journey of exile, from flight to resettlement or return home. I described only what I saw and heard.

Among the young Liberians, Musa’s story is remarkable only for the remorselessness of the horrors that overtook him. The brightest boy in a Mende family of four wives and a prosperous farmer in Grand Capemount County, he was sent away to Sierra Leone to train to become a teacher. He was studious and learnt good English and Arabic. When he was seventeen, he went home to teach in the local school and to prepare to succeed his father as village elder. In the photograph taken of him at the time, which he has carried with him all these years, he looks absurdly small and young: short, stocky, with a very round face and an almost jaunty manner. Musa was at home in the large family compound with his new, pregnant wife, sixteen-year-old Zainab, when in 1997 Charles Taylor’s second wave of civil war brought marauding killers to Grand Capemount County. Taylor’s soldiers wanted no elders and no educated Mendes in the new Liberia. The killing was slow and deliberate. First the women and the girls, after raping them; then the elders, using machetes to chop off arms and legs; then the young men, shot with Kalashnikovs. Musa, in a line with four of his brothers, was the last. By the time the soldiers reached him, an officer had arrived. The killing was stopped. His brothers were all dead, along with his mother, father and sisters. Musa was alive.

He fled. Three days later, at the border with Sierra Leone, he found his wife; she had been raped twice but had not been killed and had not lost the baby. They crossed the frontier and wandered in the bush, eating grass and roots, with his wife’s mother and a little girl of five found abandoned along the way, whose parents had been murdered in front of her. One day rebels – bands of soldiers roamed both sides of the border – caught his mother-in-law as she was gathering berries; they raped and mutilated her, and, in great pain, she died. Then Musa was captured, slapped about and scarred with the blade of a bayonet. But Zainab hid in the bushes with the little girl, and their baby, a boy, which had been born under a tree shortly before and survived. Musa escaped and found them and they pressed on, hiding in the undergrowth, begging food from villagers. At last they reached a refugee camp, but they were turned away: it was full, and those who ran it by now feared that all young Liberian men might be killers with tribal scores to settle.

And so they wandered on, stopping from time to time to rest, until one day, on the outskirts of Liberia’s capital, Monrovia, they met a friend of Musa’s father, a Lebanese trader. Knowing that Musa could not survive for long in a country run by Charles Taylor’s men, then hunting down all they suspected of being rebel fighters, he bought him a plane ticket and a visa for Egypt. Musa’s wife, first child, adopted daughter and their new baby found refuge with an aunt. Musa was now twenty-two. In Egypt, he believed that he would find asylum; the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) would surely grant him refugee status and bring his wife and children to join him. He flew to Cairo, expectant, exhausted by months of fear and frantic with worry about his family.

That was in 1999. By the time I reached Cairo in 2000, Musa was still alone, stateless, without papers, work, a home or his family. UNHCR had neither interviewed him nor recognised his claim to be a refugee. He had lost touch with Zainab and his children; he believed they had fled over the border into Guinea, where the camps for those who escape Liberia’s continuing carnage are renowned for rape and casual murder. The politics of the modern refugee world are not on Musa’s side. He arrived in Egypt too late. By 1999, all Africa seemed to be on the move, running from the civil wars that are consuming the continent, and many other desperate people had been drawn north by Egypt’s open-door policy, not knowing that the country has neither the means nor the intention of looking after those they so hospitably allow in, and that the rest of the world has few plans to give them refuge either.

Over the next three years, shocked by what he felt to be betrayal, Musa slowly shed his hopes one by one. He accepted that he had nowhere to sleep, but had to move from week to week to the floors of other refugees’ rooms, always hiding, and knowing that if he was picked up by the police without papers he might be deported or imprisoned. He understood that he would have to wait, perhaps for years, for UNHCR to decide whether or not what he witnessed and endured amounted to the ‘justified fear of persecution’ that alone would grant him refugee status and the possibility of resettlement in the West. He accepted that he would find no work other than an occasional day as a labourer in the black economy, for as an asylum-seeker with no papers he could not officially work. He concentrated only on one thing: finding his wife and children and bringing them to live with him on the streets of Cairo.

Among the small community of Liberian lost boys, Musa was seen as a loner; he preferred to put his energy into his dreams, alongside which Cairo, with its overcrowding and its incessant noise, its poverty and racism, its bullying police and indifferent aid workers, was a passing nightmare. The boyhood image he had of himself as a teacher and future village elder remained as real to him as it had ever been; he could not and would not give it up, just as he would not learn Egyptian Arabic, for to do so meant that he had accepted that he would never leave. And so he preferred not to seek out the company of the other Liberians with similar pasts, young men like Abdula, who made jokes in an American accent learnt from the tourists who used to come to Egypt before the spectre of terrorism destroyed the holiday market, and who once saw rebel soldiers burn his father over an open fire before hacking him into little pieces, or Mohamed, a tall boy with a moon-like face and frightened eyes, who watched as his godmother’s head was kicked about like a football, or Abu, the boy-soldier whose rite of passage included the slitting open of a pregnant woman’s stomach. What these lost boys have seen and been forced to do is not something others care to hear about.

In autumn, the early mornings in Cairo are almost cool. The pollution, which normally hangs over the streets like a heavy yellow blanket, is light and at this hour the city is still and quiet. Long before it is properly day, the asylum-seekers gather at the gates of the offices of UNHCR. There are the Dinkas from Sudan with their very long legs, and the elegant, high-cheekboned Somalis; some of the Sierra Leoneans have no arms or hands, their rebels having decided that mutilating civilians is an effective way of terrorising those who might be tempted to support the government. Then there are the Ethiopians, whose ancient allegiance to Haile Selassie has branded them as traitors to the new regime, and men and women from Rwanda and Burundi, where massacres became a way of life, and other Sudanese, dissident survivors of torture in Khartoum’s security headquarters. They come at dawn to wait, in the hope that their names may feature on the new lists of those called for interview, to hand in documents, or to jostle for a slip of paper with a date on which they can collect a form which will allow them to apply for an interview, many months, even years, into the future. Documents of any kind, even scraps of paper with a number on them, are infinitely precious: they suggest identity, a possible existence. Tattered high-school certificates, old driving licences, envelopes with addresses on them, preserved against all odds during flight, are guarded and produced with pride. At UNHCR’s gates all fear that they may learn that their appeal has failed and their file is closed, so that the future contains only statelessness or deportation. ‘CLOSED FILE’, the terrible words that signify the end of this particular road, are written in large black capital letters.

Since the middle of the 1980s, Egypt has opted for the solution – adopted by forty-one countries – of having UNHCR interview its asylum-seekers in order to decide whether their fear of persecution is well-founded, with the result that the UN body, once revered for its mandate of protecting refugees, is, in Egypt, both prosecution and defence, an anomalous and uneasy position it occupies today with growing prickliness and paranoia. In 2000, 3,057 refugees left Cairo for new lives in the United States, Canada and Australia, the vast majority to the USA. But after 11 September 2001, President Bush declined to fix a quota for the year’s intake, thereby closing the door not only to the refugees who hoped to win places, but also to all those who had already been accepted but had not yet left; they have now been told they need to be vetted again for possible terrorist links. No one really thinks that the United States will ever again be very welcoming to those persecuted in other lands.

Inside UNHCR’s offices, where only those called for interview ever penetrate, there is an embattled air. It is not easy to be a gatekeeper to the future of so many desperate people; nor is it easy to keep in mind the intricacies of the civil wars and political repression across much of the African continent. Not all the young Egyptians employed to vet cases enjoy pronouncing on whether the violence suffered and remembered constitutes a degree of persecution extreme enough to make return too dangerous. In this daily listening for the nuances of deceit – the little lies that will mark a claim as false – something of UNHCR’s noble mandate is being lost. But it is perhaps wrong to blame those who listen, for hour after hour, to these tales of bloodshed and torture. There are too many cases, too much suffering, too little time. What is happening in Cairo today is happening all over the world, and as the funds are cut, the number of asylum-seekers keeps on growing and the West becomes more fearful and more isolated, so those who man the gates in Cairo are under pressure to search ever more keenly for lies and inconsistencies. And so the refugees despair.

Fear, memory and expectations, endlessly deferred, rule in the quick-sands of Cairo’s refugee world. Psychiatrists say that it is important for peace of mind to live in the present, to come to terms with daily existence, and neither brood about the past nor attach too much meaning to the future; but the refugees trapped in Cairo today, haunted by terrifying memories of loss and savagery, seduced by a longing for a world they perceive as stable and fulfilling, cannot accept the present. Cairo is a prison sentence, to be endured because there is no option. They simply wait. ‘The problem for refugees here,’ a young man told a church-worker not long ago, ‘is that they have no real existence: they live in their head.’ Like Musa, no African will consider learning more than the few words of Arabic they need to live: it is too potent a symbol of failure. The few lucky enough to have the desperately desired blue refugee card are not always the happiest. Gone are the terrors of sudden arrest, but resettlement is never automatic and it can take many years; the waiting becomes almost too painful as the image of the West becomes more glorious month by month. There have been suicides, people unable to wait any longer; they have no courage left, having used it up on their torturers and the long, frightening journeys to safety. When the refugees decide to die, some do so by jumping from the balconies of Cairo’s tall buildings; a ten-year-old boy killed himself this way not long ago.

Cairo is not just one of the most polluted cities in the world; it is dirty, intensely overcrowded, broken down and full of rubble, with roads built up on legs above other roads in an attempt to dispel the traffic jams that paralyse the city for all of the day and most of the night. Occasionally, between the brick and the cement, you catch glimpses of filigreed minarets, delicately carved porticoes and arcades, stately facades and the traces of sumptuous courtyards, earlier Cairos of the Islamic master-craftsmen and Coptic merchants, when the city was a splendid place of pleasure gardens and cool palaces, civil servants in their red fezzes strolled along tree-lined avenues and visitors drank sherbet in famous tearooms. It is the utterly derelict nature of the city today that partly makes possible its absorption of so many refugees – 200,000? 500,000? No one can say for sure. Around the city’s edges, entrepreneurs keep constructing identical breeze-block buildings in ever widening circles, leaving the top floor unfinished so that other floors can be added year by year. From the top of the buildings along the Nile, on the rare moments when the smog evaporates and the setting sun lights up the horizon, you can see the Pyramids at Giza, framed by the jagged edges of yet more unfinished blocks. Wherever the buildings are most derelict, the electricity supplies most sporadic, the water least reliable, there the refugees live.

Donzo is another young Liberian, an almost jaunty, good-looking Mandingo with deep regular gashes along both his cheeks. He was one of the first of the young men to bring me his testimony, so that I could turn it into a formal application for refugee status with UNHCR. When he was sixteen Donzo was caught by Charles Taylor’s men. They didn’t want him for a boy-soldier, but they wanted information about the Mandingos. He had none to give. Before letting him go, a soldier took out his knife and, getting his companions to hold the boy still, carved slits across both sides of his face. Six years later, having lost his grandparents, parents, seven brothers and sisters, several aunts and uncles, and many cousins, he fled to Cairo and went to live with eleven other young Africans on the seventh floor of what must once have been a fine apartment block. This was soon after the meeting in the offices of the African Studies Department at the American University in Cairo in February 2000, when the young Liberians took to living in groups and I started visiting them at home so that they could show me, with a mixture of pride and embarrassment, how they were coping with their lives.

In two high-ceilinged rooms with cornices and the remains of parquet floors, these eleven young men have two broken beds, two chairs, three blankets, a light bulb and a very old, erratic television set. The glass in the windows up the staircase has long since broken, leaving a few splintered edges. A lift, its mahogany doors wrenched off, dangles from one rusting pulley. Rubbish fills every corner and down the wide marble stairs, chipped and blackened by filth, trickles an open sewer. The banisters have gone. It is almost completely dark. Donzo and his companions live on $40 a month, the allowance received from UNHCR by the one Sierra Leonean recognised as an official refugee. At the beginning of the month when the money comes, Donzo tells me, they eat rice and some vegetables cooked in oil; by the end they are down to just bread. They seldom leave the building for fear of arrest, preferring to spend the months of waiting in the semi-dark, almost comatose with boredom and inertia. Izako, Donzo’s friend and a former customs officer, had left a wife and two children in Monrovia after he had been tortured and raped by Charles Taylor’s soldiers: he worries, during the long empty days, about whether they are still alive. If the figures of acceptance by UNHCR remain the same, I write in my notebook after this first visit to their rooms, seven of these eleven boys will never leave Cairo.

Asylum-seekers with families, like the thousands of Sudanese who have arrived since the war intensified in southern Sudan in the late 1990s, prefer to live in shanty towns on the outskirts, where widows share rooms without light or water. TB among these families is endemic; the children have open sores and scabies; they cough and scratch constantly. They do not go to school, for school is not available to asylum-seekers, and a whole generation is growing up illiterate. When the Sudanese women find work as maids, they lock their children for safety into the almost empty, dusty, box-like rooms, where they lie on blankets on the dirt floor. Apart from the shafts of light that filter through cracks in the door, it is dark; they stay there all day. At Arba Nos, where the desert begins, 300 Sudanese families live and wait. At least 200, I work out, will never get away.

Over the next three years, between the spring of 2000 and late 2003, I went back to Cairo four times with Lyndall Passerini, a writer friend. We returned to help set up a legal-advice centre for asylum-seekers to prepare their submissions and their testimonies for their interviews with UNHCR, and, with money from friends, to start a number of small educational projects among people for whom schooling is often the only symbol of a possible alternative future. We found the money to provide teachers for classes of young Somalis, held in the homes of those fortunate enough to have them, to fund a nursery school at Arba Nos for Sudanese children up to the age of four, giving them food and medical care and somewhere to spend the days so that their mothers did not have to leave them locked in dark and airless huts, and to support English classes for adult Sudanese who, hoping for eventual resettlement in Australia, Canada or the United States, knew that speaking English was a first step to getting there. But it was the Liberians who, day after day, brought us their stories and proved the most engaging and demanding students.

By the spring of 2001, exactly a year after my first visit to Cairo, a flat had been rented in one of Cairo’s poorest and most distant suburbs, two classes formed with blackboards and plastic chairs, maps of Africa pinned to the walls, and books brought out from England. A teacher had been found, and Mohamed Bafalie, a tall, responsible young man who had been a teacher in Monrovia before having to flee, was appointed director of the school. Bafalie’s wife, Khalidatou, who had followed him to Cairo after being persecuted by soldiers, was forced to leave their small son and daughter behind with her mother.

From the first day the young Liberians were absolutely clear about their school: they wanted to learn everything. Asked to make lists of what they wished to be taught, they wrote down: engineering, psychiatry, car maintenance, political science, economics, media studies, philosophy, law, history, medicine, creative writing. Most could read and write, but very few had completed more than a couple of years of elementary school. They accepted with good grace when offered English grammar, literature, a little modern history and politics. Given their fares by bus to this distant flat, they came assiduously, though their journeys, as the only black people in crowds of often hostile Cairenes, were frightening: Mohamed, the moon-faced boy, was attacked one day on a bus by a group of teenage boys, who beat him about the head with a stick with a nail in it. Early gatherings were polite, subdued; as the months passed, as they felt safer, the young men began to challenge and argue. They began to want things. They were always polite, but they were now also firm. In class, they asked questions, demanded tests; they wanted, always, more: more homework, more classes, more information. They wanted the internet and new computers, they wanted certificates, they wanted assurances that they would not be abandoned.

And, slowly, they advanced up the uncertain and interminable queue at UNHCR. By the time of my third visit, in the spring of 2002, all fifty-six had had their first interview, and five had been accepted for resettlement in the West. Their pleasure, their relief at such good fortune, spread through the group: it had happened to five, it could happen to them all. Though they were still living on the edge of destitution and subject to occasional casual racist attacks, the mood within the group began to change. It became lighter. They gave out a sense that the future had opened again. Now, emailing me when I was back in London, they tentatively asked for things, impossibly ambitious, often, but a sign that they imagined a life in which they might really become engineers and lawyers. Kabineh, a short, very young-looking boy, with cropped hair and a childish grin, wrote: ‘I am sleeping from place to place with a lot of disturbance. 2 books I really wished you could send for me: (1) mass communication, (2) Business Management.’ Bility, who always wore a brown woolly hat, whatever the heat, wondered whether he could have a shortwave radio to listen to the news from Liberia. All longed for computers.

Then, in the autumn of 2002, something happened that changed the Liberian story. One of the young men, Amr, was arrested. For a while, no one could discover why. It became known that he had been taken to the Mogamma, the ministry of foreign affairs, a vast ugly building that faces Cairo’s fine Museum of Antiquities in Tahir Square. There were rumours that he had been tortured. At a first court appearance, he had bruises on his face and neck, and he appeared confused and fragile. Then it transpired that the security police had spotted him outside the Israeli Embassy, decided that he had been spying for Israel, and further suspected that he was involved in a money-laundering operation. The charges were absurd; but in the volatile world in which Cairo’s asylum-seekers exist, they were terrifying. If the Egyptian police could really imagine that a Muslim Liberian was helping the Israeli secret police, then which one of them might not be a target next?

Other arrests followed. One of the first was Kono, a short, thickset, phlegmatic boy of twenty, one of the group’s only two Christians. He was solid, slow moving and very sad. I knew Kono from my first visit to Cairo, when he came to my flat one day and described his childhood: how he was the only son of parents who had both worked for Samuel Doe, President of Liberia until ousted by the rebels, and how, when the rebels closed in on the presidential palace, they arrested everyone they found with any connection to the dead president, and killed both his parents. Kono had then gone to live with a much-loved uncle and aunt, who brought him up as their son, until the day that his aunt went to the market and was captured by rebels and raped before being killed. His uncle survived for a while longer, but then he too was seized in one of the frequent outbreaks of violence that consumed Monrovia in the 1990s, and killed. Kono was then twelve.

In Cairo, awaiting news of his UNHCR interview, Kono had decided, for reasons he was never able to explain to anyone, to accept an offer made to young Muslims from Africa to study at Al Azhar, Cairo’s Islamic university, and to take a place in the dormitory they provided for homeless students. He did not, of course, tell them that he was a Christian. However, someone told on him. He was immediately arrested by the university’s guards and turned over to the police, who announced that he would be deported. Unusually, he was left in a corridor while arrangements were being made to take him to a prison; he escaped. As he told the story later, he made his way to the offices of UNHCR, where an outraged young Egyptian interviewer told him that she wanted nothing more to do with him, as he was clearly a liar, and as such ineligible for any kind of UNHCR assistance. Kono disappeared into hiding.

The next to go was a wiry, bookish boy called Mustafa Kromer. Mustafa had once explained to me that, as the youngest son of a man with many wives and many children, he had never been quite sure how many of the boys and girls who thronged the family compound in Liberia were his full brothers and sisters. His own mother died when he was seven, and he had been cared for by a grandmother. Mustafa was out fishing when the rebels came to Grand Capemount County in 1991. His grandmother, fearing the advance of the soldiers, took him to hide in the bush, but the life was very hard, she was elderly, and died soon after. Mustafa returned to his village and found his father, and with him and other children he moved from village to village across north-western Liberia in search of safety. He was eleven when he saw his first killing – a cousin beaten to death in front of him when he failed to answer questions from rebel soldiers. The rebels now advancing their way through Grand Capemount County towards Monrovia were led by a man called Alhaji G. V. Kromah. Anyone bearing the name Kromah or Kromer was suspect in the eyes of the government forces sent out to confront the rebels and, one by one, members of Mustafa’s large family were captured and killed. Mustafa himself was picked up with two of his brothers and taken to an army camp, where he was beaten and questioned. Mustafa’s testimony, told to me over several weeks, runs to many pages: it is a slow, sad story of flight, violence and the gradual destruction of a once happy and united family, as one by one adults and children disappeared, were killed or simply died from hunger and exhaustion. By September 1998 Mustafa was the only survivor. A family friend, finding him wandering on the streets of Monrovia, smuggled him to Cairo. He was seventeen.

Mustafa spent three weeks in an Egyptian cell behind a police station in the spring of 2002. He was given only water for the first five days and kept permanently blindfolded. He was not allowed to use the lavatory. He was also slapped and kicked, something he made little of, being accustomed to physical brutality. In Cairo, prisoners call the room set aside in prisons and police stations for questioning and physical brutality the ‘freezer’. Mustafa was not subjected to the electric shocks given to many taken into detention, but when they took off his blindfold after five days they put him into a small cell and left him there. It was not empty; on the contrary, it held about fifty people. There was no room for the prisoners to do anything but stand. They took it in turns to sit down.

Mustafa was eventually released; he was not told why he had been arrested. By now, however, there was a rumour going round the Liberian community that they were being singled out for persecution by the Egyptian police because Charles Taylor, then President of Liberia, had publicly announced his support for the Israeli Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon. It was now widely suspected that the Liberian boys were spies for Israel.

As more arrests took place, as more of the young men were taken in for questioning, slapped about, held overnight, threatened with deportation and indefinite detention in one of Egypt’s infamous jails, in which prisoners remain for years without charge or trial, as Amr remained inside and was known to have been tortured again, as Kono disappeared altogether, so fear began to spread among the Liberians. The fact that Amr had been an accepted refugee, with his blue card from UNHCR and the possibility of resettlement before too long in the West, and yet was still not safe from police brutality, added to the tension. UNHCR, whose mandate of protection for refugees should in theory have saved Amr from torture and arbitrary detention, was able to do nothing. Edgy and fearful, the young Liberians began to fall out among themselves, accusing each other of absurd and random misdemeanours, watching over their shoulders for betrayal. A feeling of panic seized the group. Musa, the outsider, the young man who had held aloof from the classes and avoided all overtures of friendship, suddenly disappeared from Cairo. He was reported to have returned to Liberia to look for his wife and children, but a rumour started going round that he had become a spy for the Egyptian secret service in return for food and a place to sleep. He was said to have been sighted talking to a stranger near the Mogamma. His ticket to Monrovia was said to have cost $650, and the fact he could find such a sum was proof, said the others, of his guilt. I had last seen him walking along the towpath by the Nile in his emerald-green trainers, talking feverishly about his rejection by the group, like an animal expelled from a pack. He was defiant and agitated.

Towards the end of July 2002, a month when temperatures in Cairo rise to over 40°C and the normally frenetic city is stunned into inertia, six more Liberians lost their nerve. Approaching one of the foreign smugglers and traffickers who prey on refugees and asylum-seekers everywhere, they were directed to catch a bus to Nueba, one of Egypt’s resorts on the Red Sea. The plan was for them to cross by night into Israel, something of an irony given the suspicions already existing. Before they were able to slip across, as they were leaving their hotel in the dark, the Egyptian security police arrived and arrested them. Two of the group were married, a young couple called Gedaweh and Mahmada. They had been forced to leave their two children behind in Liberia when fleeing in 1999. They were both recognised refugees, but had already waited for over three years for their promised resettlement in the West, from where they would be able to bring their children to join them. They were now afraid that if arrested they might never see their children again. Gedaweh, like Musa, was a teacher. He later told a friend what happened to them in Nueba. They were just leaving their rooms in the hotel when the security men arrived. Mahmada was pushed back into the room and on to the bed, with such force that she fell to the floor. The Liberians were then taken to the local police station, and next morning they were interrogated. ‘They asked us,’ Gedaweh told his friend, ‘what we were doing in Nueba. We said that we were tourists. They insisted that we were spies for Israel. When we asked for some water to drink, because it was very hot and we were very thirsty, they gave us sea water. For three days, all we were given to drink was salt water.’ Later, Gedaweh heard one of the policemen say to his superior officer: ‘Captain, you’re wasting your time with these people. If it was me, I would open fire on them, and that would be the end of it.’ The six were freed.

By the time I returned to Cairo in November 2002, Gedaweh and his wife had gone. The trafficker had found a better route across the Sinai and they were in hiding in Tel Aviv, paying off the smuggler’s fee in hard labour, laying a new water pipeline for the settlements. They were living, so word reached Cairo, in a disused hangar, under guard, and working twelve-hour days. They were said to be hungry. They had taken with them Fumbe, a footballer, who had cleaned our kitchen during our first visit to Cairo in 2000; and also a shy and gentle boy called Mamadu, with his rather small head and very cropped hair, who had been badly beaten up by the police on their first attempt at escape. Mamadu was one of the Liberians I knew best. He was one of the first who came to talk to me, and having come once, came back again and again, adding details to his original testimony that he had been at first too ashamed and too afraid to recall. Mamadu had been a boy-soldier. A small, myopic child, he had seen his parents and his three younger brothers and sisters dragged out of their house in Monrovia and killed in front of him, his mother and father shot, the children battered to death. At least, he said, he hadn’t actually seen this happen, because the rebels had pulled him behind their Jeep; but he had heard it, the shots and the sounds of bodies being hit and the cries. He was then eleven. The rebels took him back with them to their camp to join the other children they intended to turn into soldiers. What happened to him next was something I only slowly pieced together as I got to know him and he began to trust me, and after I had finally understood how very short-sighted he was and taken him to an oculist who told me that he could barely see across a room.

For a while, the rebels left Mamadu with the girls they had captured on earlier raids. The children prepared food for the rebel leaders, fetched wood and washed clothes. But the day came when Mamadu was ordered to follow the soldiers on a raid, and a day soon after when he was given a Kalashnikov and told to shoot one of the captives, a terrified woman with a small child clinging to her. Mamadu refused. He was beaten, slapped, denied food. Later, he was again taken on a raid and given a gun. He was told that if he refused to shoot, he would be killed. The captives this time were all men. Mamadu shut his eyes and fired. He never asked if he had killed anyone; he didn’t want to know. He suspects that he did. The raids went on. Mamadu spent his days planning his escape. At last the day came when he was trusted sufficiently to be sent to a nearby village in search of food. When he got there he found a woman in the market and begged for help. She took him in, hid him, and later helped him to make his way to Monrovia. Behind the fragility, the short-sighted stare, the gentle manners, lay an absolute will to survive. In Cairo, this became a desperate need to be educated, as if only an education could redeem the horror of the past. It was all he wanted to talk about when I saw him on my visits to the rented Liberian classrooms, where he was one of the most eager and dedicated students, attending every session, whatever it was about. Now, having heard that he had been taken by the smugglers to Tel Aviv, I tried to find him. I could only imagine how frightened he must have been, how very close to the edge of endurance, to have taken the decision to flee. His last email from Cairo had been sad, but then I had not known what he was planning. ‘We do promise to never forget about you. Especially me, Mamadu. You know it’s just such kind of cruel juke of nature to suddenly surprise us with such big and ugly separation.’ In Israel, friends tried to trace him. He seemed to have disappeared.

In November 2002 I started to keep a proper diary. Eleven Liberians were by now in Israel, among them probably Donzo, the boy with the scars across his face. Two had left for resettlement in the States. Two had vanished, rumoured to have been deported back to Liberia. Musa was still missing. Abdula, the charming, jaunty boy, with his American accent and his spiky hair, who had watched his father burnt very slowly to death over an open fire, was in hospital, seriously ill with tuberculosis and pneumonia. ‘The Liberians are frightened,’ I wrote in my notebook. ‘Amr is in prison, Kono in hiding, Mamadu has fled. No one feels safe.’ The Liberian flat had been closed down after the security police called in the teachers for questioning. The classes had been transferred to a room in the American University, but only half the Liberians were now attending, and when they came they were anxious and distracted. The others were staying at home, not daring to be seen on the streets. At UNHCR, in the wake of September 11 2001, the refugees said that the emphasis during interviews was on lies, how best to catch out the asylum-seekers, find holes in their testimonies so that they could be turned down. I learnt that a new stamp had been devised – LOC, ‘lack of credibility’ – and that it was now stamped onto most of the files as a reason for rejection. ‘But who is to say what is credible,’ I wrote in my diary,

when you have been shot at by rebels, when you have seen your mother raped and your brothers and sisters burnt to death in your house, when your father has disappeared and you are now alone in the world? When you are ashamed to describe to the young woman sitting across the desk from you with her tapping pencil and her inquisitive eyes what the soldiers did to you and how you are afraid that you may have Aids from being raped by the guards and how you ache for news of your family who you really know perfectly well that you will never see again? How do you explain that the journey from your village in Africa to Cairo took everything you had in terms of money, and more than money, courage, imagination and hope? That if the woman sitting at the desk turns you down, you have no idea what you will do next, and that your reserves of hope have gone? That though you look tidy, well turned out, this is because you have spent the money you borrowed on soap with which to wash yourself and your clothes for this interview, and that you are absolutely terrified that you may not be saying the right things?

I wanted to see Amr, still in a police lock-up on the edge of Cairo. There was talk that he would soon be released, after almost a year in prison, for lack of evidence. One morning, I had a call from Fofana, the most qualified of the young Liberians. He had gained a First in law, having completed his degree at Al Azhar after arriving in Cairo, and had recently been told that his resettlement application for the US had gone through. With his serious, even ponderous, manner, he had become something of a legal spokesman for the group. He would, he said, take me to the police lock-up, where we would at least be able to call to Amr through a fence.

Later, I wrote:

Amr’s name is called. I see his fingers first, clutching at the top of a black painted iron gate covered with thick wire netting, where there is an 18-inch gap between the gate and the ceiling. After his fingers, the top of his head appears, and then his eyes, as he pulls himself up by his arms, helped by other prisoners below. We call out to each other. I have brought him a belt, to hold up his trousers, because his own has been taken away from him, and some food. It is passed from hand to hand, from guard to guard, and then given to Amr, whose arm can just squeeze through the gap. Since I can only see the top of his face, I cannot tell how he is.

Going back into Cairo by bus, we passed the City of the Dead, the great Cairo cemetery of houses and mausoleums and mosques, built for the bodies and spirits of the departed. Fofana told me that it now had six million people – a figure I find almost impossible to believe – living in it, people who can find no housing among the living.

Six months later, in the spring of 2003, I was back in Cairo. Amr had been released. A Spanish woman, Ana Liria-Franck, had been appointed to head UNHCR’s Cairo office and with her had come more generous policies towards the asylum-seekers. Some groups were now being accepted de facto as refugees under the 1951 Convention, by virtue not of their individual fears of persecution, but because of where they had come from and the continuing turmoil inside their countries. First interviews had speeded up considerably, and by now all the Liberians were through the first stage, and some were on their way to resettlement in the West. Those destined for America were full of excited dreams, and had taken to carrying American comics and magazines around with them. For those who remained in Cairo, better things were promised. In UNHCR, Ana Liria-Franck and her colleagues were trying to make plans – ‘durable solutions’ in the language of the UN – for those whose cases were not strong enough to win them full status under the 1951 Convention but who nonetheless were unable to go home. Among the Liberians, now down to thirty-four – the other twenty-two scattered between Israel, the United States, Canada and a handful back in Liberia – the mood was buoyant. ‘Group very depleted,’ I wrote. ‘Most of those who remain are excited, talkative. But some are still worried. Bility, in his brown woolly hat, says that he can’t talk about English grammar any longer when he has nowhere proper to live and often nothing to eat.’ Bility told me that he had been buying chicken carcasses from restaurants, on which the wings are usually left, and that he made soup from them.

Just the same, for the most part the young Liberians were reclaiming their lives, one by one. All, that is, except for those who had fled across the desert and into Israel and who now found themselves in a limbo. After many months, news had reached the group in Cairo that they had worked off their smugglers’ fees and were now free. Accorded the lowest rung of recognition by the Israelis, they were safe to stay, but they still had no proper papers, no right to travel and their prospects for an education were very poor. Gedaweh and Mahmada, having now not seen their children for almost four years, had no possibility of having them join them. Like Fumbe, the young footballer, what they felt most bitterly was that, had they stayed in Cairo, they would by now have been on their way to the US, Australia or Canada, with Kono and Mohamed, to be resettled in new lives. But it was from Mamadu, the short-sighted boy-soldier from whom I had heard nothing in almost a year, that I had the saddest news.

Having reached Tel Aviv on his second attempt, Mamadu was still working off his smuggler’s fee in a cement factory. His health was poor and made considerably worse by the dust, and he had lost many days of work through illness. He wheezed constantly and was sleeping on the floor of a disused warehouse; he seldom had enough to eat. ‘I feel myself growing older and do not know anything,’ he wrote. When I sent him money, partly for a doctor for a rash that had spread across his face, he wrote again, about ‘repairing wounds from my face … There is no way I can pay you back for everything that you’ve done for me, you are a special credited person from the deepest part of my heart and someday I believe you will be proud of me … hopefully I will be fine as long as I know myself.’ A few months later, he emailed me to say that he had found work washing up in a hotel. ‘Am quite sure some day things are going to be much better with lots of fun and joye. A day that one does not have to always worry about how life is going to be tomorrow. Pretty soon that day will arrive.’ This was soon after his twentieth birthday. He had been alone for nine years. His dream was to become a mathematician.

The refugees are not absolutely without help in Cairo. There is something in the utter desolation and loss of the refugee existence, the courage of the stories of endurance, that strikes a chord among those drawn to the world of human rights. Lawyers and doctors, teachers and a few social workers, both Egyptian and foreign, struggle to find answers to a situation that appears more intractable with every passing week. In shabby offices in various parts of the city I discovered people helping the asylum-seekers with their testimonies so that no opportunity would be lost when the date for an interview with UNHCR finally arrived; doctors who, in their spare time, treated those who had been most profoundly tortured and worried about increasing alcoholism among the men and how to alleviate the profound depression that afflicts so many refugees; priests who collected money and unwanted clothes to give to the most destitute; church-workers who ran small feeding programmes. Like charitable endeavour everywhere, it touched only the very edges of what was wrong. Lying at a crossroads for the flow of Africa’s displaced people, Cairo is a staging post for refugees, a step on a journey that should, but seldom does, move from terror to safety. Neither the beginning nor the end of their odyssey, the city is where the policies and the resolutions succeed or fail, where all that is expected of UNHCR is most visibly exposed. In the great international debate about the future of asylum, the trading in quotas, the many arguments about mandate and responsibilities, the haggling over economic migrants, the seminars about ‘irregular movers’ and the internally displaced, Cairo provides one view of the collapse of this ideal.

Not long ago a Sudanese man, carrying a small girl in his arms, managed to get past the guards at UNHCR and into the office of a member of staff. The child was crying loudly. The man was also crying. Arriving before the interviewer’s desk, he drew back the skirt of the girl’s dress and pointed to her legs: they were covered in open, bleeding, infected sores. ‘Help me,’ he said to the woman. ‘Help me to do something, help me to go to a doctor.’ The woman, it seems, sat frozen, speechless. The man grew more agitated and insistent. Still, she did nothing. At last, despairing, beyond endurance, he pulled from his pocket the blue refugee card he had fought so long and so hard to obtain, and tore it in shreds. ‘Now I am …’ he cried out, trying to explain an act so symbolic and so momentous in words that could never be strong enough, ‘… I am ashamed to be a refugee.’


Part One

A View of History


Chapter One

The Homeless and the Rightless

Displacement is like death. One thinks it happens only to other people. Mourid Barghouti

WHEN HENRI DUNANT arrived home from the battle of Solferino in June 1859, full of disgust and pity at the treatment of wounded soldiers, Geneva was a small, pious, scholarly city, where people lived modestly and regarded themselves as enlightened conservatives. In the narrow streets of the fine old town, up and down the Grand Rue where the rich, established families lived, they had long felt pride not only in the number and variety of their philanthropic endeavours, but also in the welcome they extended to the people they called ‘aliens’, the foreigners and political refugees such as Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau who had come to settle along the shores of their lake, and whom they regarded as assets, not liabilities.

For all their instinctive misgivings about Dunant’s impetuousness and touches of vanity, the Genevois quickly perceived that there was much lustre to be gained for their city in his impassioned pleas for humane action in the conduct of war. Soon, committees were meeting to draft articles on the laws of war, on the care of wounded soldiers, and on injuries caused by particular kinds of weapons. They were not the first proposals dealing with the regulation of warfare, but they were more ambitious than most that had gone before, and the timing was right. By 1864, the Red Cross movement was born, and the first Geneva Convention had been
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