From the Diary

Part One 

We landed in Paris but it was not easy. Everyone involved must have worked in all sorts of jobs in the neighbouring country to raise the cash needed for the flight. That was essentially what was needed. The rest was regarded as luxury, although common sense will tell that cash reserve for accommodation and to live on when one does not have anybody in Paris to lean is part of the essential request if one is not to expose oneself to grave dangers of hanger, homelessness and the street parasites. It never occurred to us less fortunate people like us with no wealth to worry about needed to unduly get worried roaming in the streets of the industrialised cities of Europe - that include Paris that men, and we all were men, would be kidnapped and raped and cold bloodedly murdered.

Homelessness, sleeping rough under a tree in a churchyard in the Sudan was not new to us. So sleeping rough in Paris, except we did not know the hostility of the Winter climate would then have been not a worrying factor, even if we were made aware what was installed for us. Hanger also could not have been a factor of deterrent for every time we woke up from rough sleeping in the church yard the prospect of not finding some thing to eat always loomed over our heads as a shadow of ones own body you cannot avoid. Interestingly enough we always found some thing to eat. We did not go out beginning like the Gypsies and we did not have someone financially strong enough to lean on either, but we did manage to get some thing somewhere. 

I remember we had one of us, leading the same life style. I mean sleeping rough but who had a job in a pharmacy for a small pay. He could not afford even if he wanted to live in a hostel or rent his own place. However he had some thing to look forward in the mornings - I mean to go for work. But to our annoyance he used to wake up quote early before anyone of us and disappear from the scene. We kept wondering and concluded that that he was such a greedy person that he did not want to share breakfast with us. We all had a meeting place in the centre of the city. After early morning scattering in search for breakfast around eleven o’clock in the morning we all converge to the centre, and we will find our friend sitting there reading old newspaper. We exchange few words and if he discovered that some or all of us have not managed to get something to eat, we do not have to convince him, he had learned the art of discovering it for himself, then he would buy the food, and meticulously pull out from his pocket the desired amount without exposing the rest and swear that it was the last money he had in his pocket.

Six months latter, to our surprise we found out why he used to leave the churchyard to early before anyone else. It was neither meanness nor the desire not to share breakfast with us. He had acquainted himself with a lady who had a roof on her head and doing some kind of business - you know what I mean. He had told her all sorts of stories, which included his respectability.

Unfortunately one morning he overslept, like the rest and the lady, lying on a cardboard, saw him. In the name of Christ the son of Lady savour” she uttered and when he turned his face he realised what a terrible day that was to be for their ongoing relation. He walked fast and disappeared from the churchyard. Later during the day when we asked him, “what was all that about?" He told us the story, and we all laughed. “Do not laugh it is a serious matter,” he said. “Now I cannot walk through the road to her place and there are many things I need to do on that road vital for my survival”, he said. We simply said, “it serves you all right for telling a lie.” 

Boarding on and boarding off the plane were the two most riskiest moments in the whole enterprise of paradise flight. Paradise flight because were thought, and we were not alone, that our plights and miseries on this Earth, the struggle to survive would come to an end once we arrived at our destinations. We carried fake passports with names, age, martial status and occupations, which resemble none of ours. The fear that grabbed us in those two moments of boarding on and boarding off the plane and the faces of unwelcoming customer officers in uniforms can be as comparable as the that of a drug smuggler or even worse. At least the drug smuggler might have been used to the ordeals and have developed immune system. This was our first and most of us if not all have not been on a plane, and we were trying to pertain as if we knew what we were doing. Remember the passports we have, or if you like we purchased form crooks, who felt the moral ground for helping their fellow countrymen/women to escape the tyranny of exile in a wrong place, who were growing richer by the hour, indicates that some of us were in places like Japan, Tokyo for business.

There are some harrowing stories that can be told which happened in these entry gates to people before and after us who attempted the trip. But I will not go into it. Ours was not easy either. I remember, when the flight attendant announced that we were with twenty minutes of reach to our destination I began to sweat and breath heavily and I wished we could have travelled for another twenty hours to avoid the fate that might happened at the gate final end. One might have had a running bowel, he kept moving up and down the aisle to the toilet. And all these time, I believe we knew each other by face where we have came from, but we did not talk to each other. In fact each felt the presence of one was seen as a hindrance for ones success.

It was only when one was caught and refused exit by the passport controller that we all broke from the lines we had queued, of course miles apart from each other, and come together to hear the reason and united to come up with a solution to in defence for our causes. But before we did that we thought we give ourselves a second chance and try the other gates. So I went to a different gate, knowing that I would be rejected but now with a little courage that at least we all will make a protest and our voice be heard.

Luckily, after few questions I was let to proceed. You would not believe the relief. Immediately when I turned my face backward to see how the other fare, I saw a flood of black faces rushing to the line I made the success. I smiled and quickly made my way to the luggage section were we all met and hugged and tell the tell-tell, how each fooled the intelligent officers. Meanwhile before we knew it the luggage carriers have made several circular trips and they were about to be stopped before we had managed to collect the pretentious fancy looking bags of ours who had nothing inside them except few shirts and a Gene of trousers.

Part Two and Three

Years later I went to the Sudan in search of a brother who was deported, ironically from the same place, the same airport I had a success. Since he knew the amount of money that was spent for the trip in the black (grey) market, and since he knew it will probably take years to cumulate that amount even if I was willing the second time to contribute; since he knew he had blown his only chance to make exit from his plight, he stopped to communicate - after the last letter he posted, that among other things it stated that I have had done my bit and that he was proud and glad to be my brother. Then I began feeling he could do something worse and I will live to regret. That was why I had to go back to search.

Unfortunately, when I arrived in the Sudan and with help of others tried to locate his whereabouts. It looked hopeless I could not find who knew him that well. It took some time but in the end I managed to locate and communicate with some of his friends. They told me that negotiated with the passport dealer - whose instruction what do at Charles DeGaul Airport went terribly wrong - and managed to get a fraction of what he had originally paid. With that money in his pocket, they said he bid them goodbye and headed to Port Sudan to stowaway across the ocean.

Then I took a flight to Port Sudan in the hope I will find him there. I had never been in Port Sudan. When I was young the name Port Sudan closely resembled to heaven on land. But boy! When arrived it was in a state like the rest of Sudan. Open sewer everywhere, heaps of garbage in the middle of the city centre and the stench of dried blood and offal mixed with other odours whacked your sense of smell and you keep not to breath until you started to cough to death.

At last I leant my brother had stowaway to Sudan Arabia on a shaky raft in the middle of the night to avoid detection by guards, again for a price to a nomad turned a captain with out map. Years later when I met him in Greece, again destination by illegal means - seasonally employed orange picking. “You earn every penny they give you. Man! It is hard, especially at dawn when the ground and orchard are covered with frost your fingers feel like as if they are dropping. It is all right in Greece if you are a young pretty female. You can be employed to clean, look after the babies, massage madam and who knows all sorts of other things”, he said. I am not compiling about his fate. He was the lucky one compare to the others who stayed at home. Yes when I asked about the stowaway he told me he had to stay in the water full of sharks for two whole days and nights for the raft was detected and everyone was told to make a choice - either to turn and with the nomad head for the Sudan or stay put and try their luck, to succeed or be a feed for the shark. He choice the latter and luckily when the guards move to another suspected spot he came out of the water and march blindly in the direction where from the horizon a bunch of gloomy light can be seen.

Back in Khartoum where I stayed with his friends, one night sand storm (Hubbub) took the city by surprise, and from where we slept out in the yard, everything was taken to the sky - the bedsheet, the socks, my shirt but I was determined to get hold to my trousers. I made a jump over the fence to catch it. It was not so much for the money I had in it but it had my travel document in the back pocket. Boy! If I were to lose it I would have permanently grounded. The Embassy of the country I got the travel document would not have bothered to sort me out of the trouble, well at least for another year and so, but How will I live for year and so in Sudan which by now has become sick of refugees and one hears all sorts of stories that happened to refugees. Furthermore my studies and the allowance get, which was then, good money to help some problems alleviated would haven jeopardise.

This takes me to the story I want to tell. One night in the churchyard, as usual unexpected Hubbub swept the city and we all lost our shirts and the rest. It did not bother us; we managed to get from here shirts from three trousers. Some had spares and had kept them in the holes of the tree trucks and they generously helped each other, even though our sleeping quarters were segmented in to TPLF, EPLF, and EPRP groups who made fewer contacts during ordinary days, except during emergencies.

However, this friend of ours who worked in a pharmacy was crestfallen. This mood of his continued for two days and we were finally force to enquire what the matter was. Then he said in the shirt that was blown away I had two hundred Sudanese pound and it pains him to see it go the way it did after so many sacrifices he had done to cumulate it. Before anyone noticed it another friend of ours jumped to his feet and grabbed the throat of the unfortunate friend. “You see us die of hunger all these time and you had two hundred pounds in your pocket”!!! Well, I always look after your welfare when it matters”, he said with a squeaky voice. Then another friend rose from his seat and removed the hand of the angry friend, “it is bad enough he lost the pounds, now you do not aggravate his misery by suffocating him, he was only trying to raise enough money to build a bungalow to look after female friend…..ehhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh” We all laughed.

Next time we all learned our lessons and when we got our wages or some money from the Refugee High Commission, which does not happen occasionally, in fact only ones a year a handout of twenty or so Sudanese pound, we tied our shirt or trousers, wherever the money happened to be safely kept, to the wrist or elsewhere, depending on preference of individuals. I tied mine to the upper part of my arm. One day, when we all had taken more than enough of the Suddenness made, kind of lager, they called it Sherry - that was before the next government pulled down the factory and dumped the bottles full of liquor in to the sea, and all the sharks and fish went raving mad attacking anything that moves, and even some came out on shore to bask the delightful sun that season. One of our friends forgot to or may be deliberately put the string attaching his shirt on to his neck and went to sleep. Guess that night we were again visited by our unrelenting friend - Hubbub. Then everything instantly went in to the air and as the noose of the string was getting tighter and tighter this friend was beginning to feel short of breathe. Someone has to cut him free with the help of his teeth.

This one - I mean the Hubbub lasted long, although its ferocity a bit muted as it grew old. Four day and nights the city was covered with a brownish cloud, just as in fog you could hardly see anyone in front. But unlike fog, which is untouchable, this one covers your entire face, eyelids, the curve of the mouth and the entrance of the nostril with a film of dust, you began to look like a newly born ape, with blinking eyes that is all to see. Your hair is a magnetic fortress every flying dust dashes for a safety cover. You could feel the sand in your mouth all day, and you could hear small thunder bolts as you bring your teeth together. The Hubbub pervades every household, that of rich or the poor and leaves its unmistakable marks. Then you begin to wonder what would become of you if you were to be caught in the middle of the desolate desert - where you have heard stories told that people were sucked deeper and deeper, and then buried alive in the Black hole of the Arabian Desert.

Sherry - unlike its popular sister drinks with older women in the UK, was bitter and a killer. It came in a green bottle, just like Beck’s or Amstel in a loose, I mean not in a group of four or six in a pack but single bottle. You know that tall, long necked bottle three quarter of a litter. Long before I came to Europe or for that matter to the Sudan, I had taken now and then modest quantities of home made larger; we prefer to call it Beer. Them lot came in smaller bottles light brown in colour.  I had not seen the tall, ostrich necked one, but I have had heard that it was sold and drunk around the region the lager was made. Boy! This one, the Sherry is not a drink. It was a potion of poison if you go out of your brain and take a couple or more you would be found died the next morning. But one was sweet. Sweet in a sense it will relieve you from your daily worries and miseries, until they came back again the following morning.

Those days, there were many places one could go and drink Sherry or any foreign lagers.  There were about four or about five star hotels, all self contend - disco club, seating and drinking corners, restaurant, swimming pool and all the rest. But them were beyond our reach and did not set foot unless there was some business that had to be carried out there. Our lot was what they used to call the Royal hotel. An open yard, thousands of the locals and people like us gather in the evening under the cover of dark. Remember, alcohol was still Haram, forbidden, and no decent local would ever touch. The government was liberal but there is no doubt corrupt.  People were not worried they would be punished for their offence. However, there were professors, students, and workers, people from all walks of life who had developed the taste and would do any thing to get their daily ration. You buy the bottle and they also give you a khaki paper bag.  You, well the local mostly cover the green bottle and gulped it more than I could have managed if I were to walk steady the following day.

Other days when money was hard to get by and we felt under the weather, we would go to outskirts of the city where the southerners mostly lived. Them people from the South, who were engaged in armed struggle against the regime of the Arab northern led miserable life comparable that of ours. But their women secretly prepared alcohol from date for sale to subsidise their means. Boy! It is true alcohol is ever tougher when prepared from sweeter grain or fruit. This one, I would put my money, it would help move a bulldozer when every thing else has failed. We used to pour some on to a table and set the match alit and there rose a blue flame surfing on the surface of the table. When you take a sip you can physically trace its journey through the oesophagus, burring and thumbing the wall of the stomach down to the alimentary channel.

The Royal centre, with six or seven heavily branched tress, which in their own right stink as drunk as the people who shade under them, was our evening entertainment centre. Of course when we also felt tried during the daytime, and sun becomes unbearably hostile, it was invariably every day hostile, we would go and lay on the groggy benches of the Centre.

Mostly when we felt as tea totters we would go the American Centre, a cosy little shade adjacent to the American Liberary, where I could not bother to go in to read books and newspapers. Life was a drama unfolding in front of our eyes and we did not need a paper screen to tell us what was happening, and those he did found what the papers were talking was what was not happening.  But we were grateful for the tea centre, even though no one had openly acknowledged.

