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“Salva, few people survived the attack on the village.
Anyone still alive would have fled into the bush, and no

one knows where they are now!”

Salva was silent for a moment. Then he said, “At least

you will be there with me. In Ethiopia” -

Uncle’s voice was gentle. “No, Salva. I am going to
take you to the refugee camp, but then I will return o
Sudan, to fight in the war” |

Salva stopped walking and clutched at Uncle’s arm.
“But, Uncle, I will have no one! Who will be my family?”

Uncle gently loosened Salvas grip so he could take
the boy’s hand in his. “There will be many other people in
the camp. You will become friends with some .of them—
you will make a kind of family there. They, too, will need
.people they can depend on”

. 8alva shook his head, unable to imagine what life
would be like in the camp without Uncle. He squeezed
Uncle's hand tightly.

Uncle stood quietly and said nothing more,

He knows it will be havd for me, Salva realized. He
does not want to leave me theve, but he has to go back and

fight for our people. T musn't act like a baby—I must try fo
be strong. .

~

Salva.swallowed hard. “Uncle, when you go back to
Sudan, you might meet my parents somewhere. You could
tell them where I am. Or you could talk to those you meet,
and ask where the people of Loun-Ariik are now”

~Uncle did not answer right away. Then he said, “Of

_course I will do that, Nephew?

Salva felt a tiny spark of hope. With Uncle lookmg
for his family, there was a chance they might all be to-
gether again one day.

No one in the groﬁp had eaten anything for two days.

Their water was nearly gone. Only the vision of leavmg the
desert kept them moving through the heat and the dust.

Early that afternoon, tHey came across the first evi-
dence that the desert was réceding: a few stunted trees
near a shallow pool of muddy water. The water was unfit
to drink; buta dead stork lay by the pond's edge. Immed;-
ately, the group began to make preparations to cook and
eat the bir_d. Salva helped gather twigs for the fire.

As the bird roasted, Salva could hardly keep his eyes

. off it. There would only be enough for a bite or two for

each person, but he could hardly wait.
" Then he heard loud voices. Along with the rest of the
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Southern Sudan and Ethiopia, 1985
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They buried Iincle in a hole about two feet deep, a hole

. that had already been made by some kind of animal. Out
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of respect for him, the group walked no more that day but

 took time to mourn the man who had been their leader.

Salva was too numb to think, and when thoughts did
come to him, they seemed silly. He was annoyed that they
would not be able to eat after all: While the men had'been .
looting the group, more birds had arrived and pecked at
the roasted stork until it was ﬁothiné but bones.

The time for grief was short, and the walking began

again soon after dark. Despite the numbness in his heart,

g  Salva was amazed to find himself walking faster and more

boldly than he had before. '

Marial was gone. Uncle was gone, too, murdered by
those Nuer men right before Salvas eyes. Marial arid Uncle
were no longer by his side, and they never would be again,
but Salva knew that both of them would have wanted him
to survive, to finish the trip and reach the Itang refugee‘
camp safely, It was almost as if they had left their strength
with him, to help him on his journey.

He could not think of any other explanation for the
way he felt. But there was no doubt; Beneath his.terrible
sadness, he felt stronger. -

Now that Salva was without Uncle’s care and -pi'otec-‘

tion, the group’s attitude toward hlm changed. Once again,

~ they grumbled that ke was too young and small, that he

| 65 |
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After so many weeks of walking, Salva found it strange to
be staying in one place. During that long, terrible trek,
finding a safe place to stop and stay for a while had been
despetately impori'_tant. But now that he was at the camp,

 he felt restless—almost as if he should begin walking again.

The camp was safe from the war. There were no men
with guns or machetes, no planes with bombs overhead.
On the evening of his very first day, Salva was given a bowl
of boiled maize to eat, and another one the next morning,
Already things were better here than they had been dut-
ing the journey.

During the afternoon of the second day, Salva picked
his way slowly through the crowds. Eventually, he found
himself standing near the gate that was the main entrance
to the camp, watching the new arrivals enter. It did not
seem as if the camp could possibly hold any more, but still
they kept coming: long lines of people, some emaciated,
some hurt or sick, all exhausted. -

As Salva scanned the faces, a flash of orange. caught
hiseye.

Orange . . . an ovangeheadscarf . . .

He began-pushing and stumbling past people. Some-
one spoke to him angrily, but he did not stop to excuse

| 68 |

himself. He could still see the vivid spot of orange—yes, it
was a headscarf—the woman's back was to him, but she
was tall, like his mother—he had to catch up, there were-
too many people in the way—

 Ahalfsob broke free from Salvas lips. He mustn't lose
track of her!
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His family was gone. They had been killed by bullets or
bombs, starvation or sickness—it did not matter how. What
mattered was that Salva was on his own now.

He felt as though he were standing on the edge

. of a giant hole—a hole filled with the black despair of

nothingness,

Lam alone now.

1 am all that is left of my family.

His father, who had sent Salva to school . . b’rought
him treats, like mangoes . . . trusted him to take care of
the herd. . . . His mother, always ready with food and milk
and a soft hand to stroke Salvds head. His brothers and
sisters; whom hie:had laughed with and played with and

“looked after. . . . He would never see them again,

How can I go on without them?

But how can I not go on? They would want me fo sur-
vive . . . to grow up and make something of my life . . . o honor
their memories. _

What was it Uncle had said during that first terrible
day in the desert? “Do you see that group of bushes? You need
only to walk as far as ﬂfiosé bushes. .. '

Uncle had helped him get through the desert that

way, bit by bit, one step at a time. Perhaps . . . perhaps Salva

could get through life at the camp in the same way.

[ 7z |

1 need: only to get through the vest of this day, he told
himself, |
This dmy_ and no other.

If someone had told Salva that he would live in the

camp for six years, he would never have believed it.

Six years later: Fuly 1941
&8

“They are going to ‘close the camp. Eveﬁone will have
to leave

“That's impossible. Where will we go?”
“That’s whét they're 'saymg. Not just this camp. All
of them” ' ‘

The rumors skittered around the camp. Everyone was
uneasy. As the days went by, the uneasiness grew into fear,

. Salva was almost seventeen years old now—a young

man. He tried to learn what he could about the rumors by

talking to the aid workers in the camp, They told him that

. the Ethiopian government was near collapse. The tefugee

camps were run by foreign aid groups, but it was the gov-
ernment that permitted them to operate. If the govern-

ment fell, what would the new rulers do about the camps? |

I 7a I
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Etﬁiopia—Su.dau-Ke'nya, 1991=92

Hundreds of peoplelined the riverbank, The soldiers were
forcing some of them into the water, prodding them with
their rifle butts, shooting into the air.

Other people, afraid of the soldiers and their guns,
were leaping into the water on their own. They were im-
.mediately swept downstream by the powerful current.

' AsSalva crouched on the bank and watched, a y,oﬁng
mat near him plunged into the water . The current carried
him swiftly downstream, but he was also making a little
progressacross.the river. -

Then Salva saw the telltale flick of a'crocodile’s tail as
it flopped into the water near the young man. Moments
later, the man's head jerked oddly—once, twice. Hismouth

was open. Perhaps he was screaming, but Salva could not

oz
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Salva made-ub his mind. He would walk south, to

Kenya. He did not know what he would find once he got
there, but it seemed to be his best choice.

Crowds of other boys followed him. Nobody talked

about it, but by the end of the first day Salva had become
the leader of a group of about fifteen hundred boys. Some

were as young as five years old. S

Those smallest boys reminded Salva of his brother

Kuol. But then he had an astounding thought. Kuol isn't
th-atlage cmymofe—he is a.teenager now! Salva found that he
could only think of his brothers and sisters as they were
when he had last seen them, not as they would be now.

They were traveling through a part of Sudan still
plagued by war. The fighting and bombing were worst
duringthe day, so Salva decided that the group should hide
when the sun shone and do theirwalking at night.

But in the darkness, it was hard to be sure they were
headed in the right direction. Sometimes the boys traveled
for days only to realize that they had gone in a huge circle.
This happened so many times that Salva lost count, They
met other groups of boys; all walking south. Every group
had stories of terrible peril: boys who had been hust or killed

by bullets or bembs, attacked by wild animals, or left be-

hind because they wete too weak or sick to keep up.

| 80 |
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When Salva heard the stories, he:thought of Marial.
He felt his determination growing, as it had in the days
after Uncle's death. | ) _

I will get us safely to Kenya, he thought, No matter how
hard it is.

He organized the group, giving everyone a job: scav-

* enge for food; collect firewood; stand guard while the

group slept. Whatever food or water they found was shared
equally among all of them. When the smaller boys grew
too'tired to walk, the older boys took turns carrying them
on their backs. ‘ '
~ There were times when some of the boys did not want
to do their share of the work. Salva would talk to them,
encourage them, coax and persuade them. Once in a while
he had to speak sternly, or even shout. But he tried not to
do this too often. _
It was as if Salvas family were ‘helping him, even
though they were not there. He remembered how he had
looked after his little brother, Kuol. But he also knew what

it felt like to have to listen to the older ones, Ariik and

- Ring. And he could recall the gentleness of his sisters; the

strength of his father; the care of his mother.
Most of all, he remernbered how Uncle had encour-

aged him in the desert.
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Ifo refugee camp, Kenyal. 1992—96

&8

Salva was now twenty-two years old. For the past five years

he had been living in refugee camps in northern Kenya; |

first at the Kakuma camp, then at Ifo.

7 Kakuma had been a dreadful place, isolated in the
middle of a dry, windy desert. Tall fences of barbed wire
enclosed the camp; you werent allowed to 'lleave unless
you were leaving for good. It felt a2lmost like a prison.

Seventy thousand people lived at Kakuma. Some said

it was more, eighty or ninety thousand. There were fami- -

lies who had managed to escape together, but again, as in
Ethiopia, most of the fefugees were orphaned boys and
young men.: ‘ . :

The local people who lived in the area did not like
having the refugee camp nearby. They would often sneak
in and steal from the refugees. Sometimes fights broke
out, and people were-hurt or killed. o

After two years of misery at Kakuma, Salva decided to

| 84 |

leave the camp. He had heard of another refugee camp, far -

to the south and west, where he hoped things would be

better.

Once again, Salva and a féw other young men walked
for months. But when they reached the camp at Ifo, they
found that things were no different than at Kakuma, Every-
one was always hungty, and there was never enough food.
Many were sick or had gotten injured during their long,
terrible journeys to reach the camp;;the few medical vol-
unteers could not care for everyone who needed help.
Salva felt fortunate that at least he was in good health, -

He wanted desperately to work--to make alittle money 7

that he could use to buy extra food. He even dreamed of
saving some money so that one day he could leave the
camp and continue his education somehow.

But there was no work. 'I‘-here-‘v‘.ras.n'othmg to do but
wait—wait for the next meal, for news of the- world cutside
the camp. The days were long and empty. They stretched
into weeks, then months, then yeats.

. Itwashard to keep hope alive when there was so little
to feed it. |

Michael ' was an aid worker from a country called Ireland.

Salva had met a lot of aid workers. They came and went,

| a5 |
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)
youﬂg men from the refugee camps would be chosen to go
live in America! |
Salva could not-believe it. How could it be true? How

“would they get there? Where would they live? Surely it

was impossible. . . . o
But as the days went by, the aid workers confirmed
the news. '

It was all anyone could talk about.

“They only want healthy people. If you are sick, you
won't be chosen” |

“They won't take you if you have ever been a soldier

with the rebels” -

“Only orphans are being chosen. If you have any fam-
ily left, you have to stay here”

Weeks passed, then months. One day a notice was
posted at the camp’s administration tent. It was a list of

names. If your name was on the list, it meant that you had

made it to the next step: the interview. After the interview,

you might go to America,
. Salvas name was not on the list. -

Nor was it on the next list, or the one after that.

Many of the boys being chosen were younger than
Salva. Perhaps America doesn’t want anyone too old, he thought.~ - -

Each time a list was posted, Salvals heart would pound
2s he read the names. He tried not to lose hope. At the
same time, he tried not to hope too much.

.Sometimes he felt he was being torn in two by the
hoping and the not hoping,

One windy afternoon, Michael rushed over to Salvas tent.
“Salva! Come quickly! Your name s on the list today!”
Salva leapt to his feet and was running even before

his friend ilad finished speaking, When he drew near the

administtation tent, he slowed down and tried to catch his

breath.

He might be wrong. It migimt be another person nained
Salva. T won't-look too soon. . . . From fa‘r away 1 might see a
name that looks like mine, and I need to be sure.

Salva shouldered his way through the crowd until he
was standing in front of the list. He raised his head slowly.
and began reading through thé names. |

There it was. _'

Salva Dut—Rochester, New York.

Salva was going to New York.

He was going to Americal






