THE

LOST BOY'S

AFTER NARROWLY ESCAPING MASSACRE IN SUDAN, SEVEN BOYS TRAVELED TO HAMPTON ROADS IN
HOPES OF BUILDING A NEW LIFE, AND ONE DAY, A NEW COUNTRY IN AFRICA. THIS IS THEIR STORY.

BY KRISTEN DE DEYN KIRK | PHOTOS BY KATHY KEENEY

HILIP MAKER STOOD IN ONE OF THE BEDROOMS OF HIS FRIENDS' (GHENT APART-
ment. He and six other boys were laughing abouf something, loud
enough to be heard out the window from the far side of the church

parking lot across the street.

¢ It was a hot Sunday in June, a few

hours before sunset, and the booming guffaws could have been those
of any young men blowing off steam, stretching out the last hours of a weekend.

But this Jaughter was not from an ordi-
nary group of guys.

Philip's good mood continued as he
stepped out of the bedroom, smiled and walked
into the living room to greet a guest.

He then sank into 2 worn, blanket-covered
couch "+~ a friendly young man st ease.

“vhe room, crammed with another blan-
ket-covered couch, a blanket-covered chair,
five more chairs, two desks, two computers,
two TVs, two end tables, a coffee table, two
bikes, 2 non-functioning air conditioner and
a crooked watercolor of rams, soon accom-
modated his six friends.

They were eager to talk about their lives,
where they had been, what they had seen dur-
ing their twenty-some yeats.

Except, surprisingly, for Philip. His eyes
were battling sleep.

He propped his chin on his hand, leaned right,
then left. After thirty minutes of listening and only
speaking onoe, he leaned forward, placed his el-
bows on his knees, and clasped his hands.

“Maybe it is time for you to have some
(other] questions,” he said in a loud voice.

Whether his frustration was from the heat,
the long hours he had worked, or the fact that
he could repeat verbatim his friends’ speeches
— wasn't clear, but one thing was:

He wanted to move on.

“Allof ourlife storizs,” he said, “are the same.”

PHILIP HAD PROVIDED only one line of

the story:
“It was rainy season,” he said half way
through the conversation. “In Africa, there are
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As part of Its.New Non-Fiction film series, the Naro Expanded Clnema will host: :
the local pramiere of Lost. Boys ‘of Sudan, a documentary by)&agan Mytan and
Jon Shenk, on Tueaday, June 22 at 7 P. m,. {See Arls & Culture In this- Issug for -
Grag Epps’ review.} i ;

.Afterwards, local "Lost: Boys" Phllp Maker. Jacob Yaale. Chola‘l’hlong, Deng
Awuou, John Lueth, Simon Deng-and John Aluk wil spesk to: the's audlence and
answer questions. Call 825-6276 for more information.

Paople wishing to ass the Lost Baya can contact them at mfoliovﬂng numbers.
825-1531 (John Lueth; Dgr_lg Awuou, and Simon Deng), 490-0479 (Chol Thlong.-
Jacob Yasale} and 874-01 d.{PhIle Maker and John Aluk) "

1o real main roads or common roads, so you
Jjustwalkon the grass or mn. It was 2,000 miles.”

His friends told the rest.

John Lueth spoke softly, offering the best
English he could:

“Actually, our lives have never been
easy since we [first starting leaving our
country in the year 1987."

He says the year slowly, breaking the num-
bers into distinct words:

Nineteen.

Eighty-seven.

So long ago for a young man.

“In 1987, this is the time we left Sudan.
I and some of my friends were 5 years old.
All of the [other] boys were about 7. We
left Sudan into Ethiopia, and on our way
going to Ethiopia, we have a lot of prob-
lem. Some of friend were taken away by
wild animals, and we were walking.”

1t took John and thousands of others four
weeks to walk about 250 miles.

“And when reaching Ethiopia, we also
have aiot of problem. Local people killed some
of our friends. [We] stayed in refugee
camp...Panyidu,”

*“We stayed there for four years,” John con-
tinued. “The United Nations and some agen-
cies provide food, and aschool was constructed.”

“By 1991, civil war broke out, so we had
to go back to Sudan. So on the way back to
Sudan, the local government attack us, so we
were forced tocross the river [Gilo]. They were
shooting at us. And this is where we lost a
good number of our friends. Drowned by the
river, and others were shot down.”

Jacob Yaale succinctly summarized
their escape:

“If you didn't run fast,” he said, “you
were killed.”

John Aluk remembers other explosions —
from landmines.

Another young man, Simon Deng, jumped
into the story, animated with adrenaline:
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‘“We had, like, physical damage, because
when we were running, we wete just falling
down and breaking legs,” he said, spreading
his fingers and chopping the air o emphasize
his point. “Nobody knew where he was going.”

When the boys arrived back in Sudan, they
were chased by what they call the "North
Govemnment.” Airplanes would fly over the
country looking for them.

After four or five months, they began
walking out of Sudan again, this time headed
for Kenya.

Few had shoes as they watked 2,000 miles
southeast.

“You have walk,” said Simon, “and when -

you're tired, you sleep along the road. You
would get yourself better and get up and join
them.”

The boys ate sporadically, relying on food
dropped imegularly from Red Cross airplanes
and leafs pulled from trees.

“It was about five months without any
food,” said Simon with a shake of his head.

The food supply didn’t improve when they
reached a Kenyan refuge camp in 1992.
Simon got about a half cup of oil and two
cups of com to last 15 days.

In the middle of recounting his story and
listening to the others’, Simon suddenly sat
up straight and smiled.

He had an anncuncement to make:

“One thing [that] is missing [from this
explanation)] is the great thing that caused al
this,” he said, “was, like, in cur country, Sudan
was first a land of black people like us. Then
we had Arabs come from Saudi Arabia and
migrale o our country.”

“And after they migrate to ourcountry, they
introduced Mustim law and they wanted ev-
eryone in the country to worship Muslim,
There was no freedom of belief.”

People in southern Sudan formed their own
govemnment, known as both the Sudan People
Liberation Army and the Sudan People Libera-
tion Moverent, to fight for religious freedom.

“When this Arab people sce that we form
our own moveient, that is when they send
the soldiers.” remembered Simon, “and they
werc more powerful than us, and that is why
we ran away from the country.”

The soldiers from the north would come
looking for boys to kill.
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“...Because they know when (the boys)
grow up,” said Simon, “some time they will
do the same in the future, shooting (for the
Sudan People Liberation Army).”

SOMEONE, MAYBE A WORKER from
the Red Cross or the United Nations, dubbed
the seven boys now gathered in the apantment
— and ali of theit friends who traveled in and
ocut of Sudan — the “Lost Boys,” presumably
afier the Lost Boys who befriended Peter Pan.

The only difference: The imaginary boys
wanted to leave adult supervision.

Many of the Lost Boys of Sudan were or-
phaned when soldiers shot their parents. Some
witnessed the killings, others suspect them.
(See Simon's Escape.)

John Lueth knows his mother was killed
in 1987; Jacob lost his mother in 1983, and
his father in 1993, all “because of the war.”

Deng Awuou, who shares the Ghent
apartment with John Lueth and Simon,
isn’t sure about his parents. When he left
Sudan in 1987, they were alive, but he
has “never seen them again.”

Sadly, the odds are against Deng:

A 1998 United States Committee for Refu-
gees siudy estimated that 1.9 million people
in southern and central Sudan had died since
1983 due to the civil war.

The war and the deaths mean that
young Sudanese boys are more familiar
with refugee camps and rations than vil
lages and family dinners.

Along with a few girls and some “elders”
who had directed their three-country and five-
year journey, the boys and 10,000 others
settled into the Kakuma Refugee Camp in
Kenya in 1992.

They forme new families, with older boys
looking out for the younger ones and every-
one doing their best to live on meager food
supplies. Refugee workers opened schools and
taught the boys English.

In 1999, the United Nations and the
United States devised a plan to transplant
the “boys” (as they call themselves) o
America. Relief workers were over
whelmed as they struggled to help not only
the boys. but other refugees totaling 65,000
from seven African nations.
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Simon remembers learning of the plan:

“We were wotried,” he said, “that was the
main thing, we were worried. Don't know
who is going to be there to show you around,
o be your friend.”

John Lueth was concemed about the weather.
His region of Adffica is moderate, he says. The
boys heard some places, like Texas, were too
hot and others, like New York, were too cold.

Their preferences — hot or cold
weather, big or small city, near or far
from their Lost Boys families —
wouldn’t matter.

“[The decision] wasn't fromus,” explained
John Aluk. “So abig corpany orabig church,
they decide different place. They just say OK,
these people go to Virginia, these people go
to Florida.”

The seven boys learned of their assign-
ments in America in mid-2001. John A. ar-
rived in Hampton Roads on April 30, 2001;
Philip on Aug. 27; Deng, Aug. 28; and Jacob,
Chol, John L. and Simon on Sept. 4.

(About 1,000 Lost Boys remain in the refu-
gee camp —reportedly held back by concems
overthe Sept. 11 terrorist astacks, About 3,400
are in America.)

As they walked off the plane, they didn’t
know where they would live nor where they
would work.
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John A. and Philip would fend for
themselves.

Instead of obtaining sponsors through
a country-wide program, they worked with
immigration to arrange their move to New-
port News.

The other boys were luckier. They were
sponsored by churches — Simon by St. Paul’s
Episcopal Church in Norfolk; John L. and
Deng by Christ and St. Luke's in Norfolk;
Jacob and Chol by Episcopal Church of the
Messiah in Newport News.

Far several months, the churches sup-
ported the boys financially, assisted them with
finding apartments and jobs, and educated
them on American customs.

“Coming here, for the first few months,”
said Chol, who settled in Virginia Beach with
Jacob, “life was, like, it was sweel. | can say
that. We weren't working, we were just sit
ting, we didn’t have a job at the time, and we
were supported by the churches. Then from
there, it keep changing, you know, keep
changing, keep changing, keep changing.”

AS HE SPOKE about his time in America,

Chol’s eyes were redder than the red T-shirt

and the red button-down shirt he wore.
Simon noticed and offered an explana-




tion — probably because he’s tired of em-
ployers and others asking if the boys drink
alcohol or smoke.

“Our eyes are red becanse we can't sleep,”
he said. “Because when we get home from
work, we do our {school] assignments.

Chol works 12-hour days at a flooring com-
pany, and on the weekends, he works for a
caterer. He also carries seven credit hours at
Tidewater Community College.

Philip, whose eyes were involuntarily clos-
ing during the meeting in his friends’ apart-
ment, blames his two car accidents on his
demanding schedule. He works, attends Tho-
mas Nelson Community College, does his
homework, and wakes up afier four or five
hours of sleep.

Simon has had it even worse: At one time,
he juggied three jobs and school.

Even with a good work ethic, it’s hard for
the boys to end the month with cash in their
wallets.

Deng was the first to discover just how
small a menial-job paycheck is:

“T was paid 35 an hour,” he wrote in an
essay for college. “T got my payroll check and
started paying many biils. Within two months,
1 discovered the problem when I summed up
all my expenses to know how little I was paid
monthly. At that point, I realized that my in-
come is less than my expenses.”

In addition to paying rent (about $250 with
shared apartments), they pay for utilities, gro-
ceries, gas, and tuition.

Ironically, -the boys earn too much to
qualify for financial aid — but they provide it
for others back in Kenya: They've taken on
the responsibility of sending tition money
home for loved ones.

They say they each mail about $200 a
month.

(Deng and John L. especially wish they
could send more: Both have three brothers
and three sisters to support)

The boys also dream of starting a school
named after them in Sudan. They'd like to
save money to do so— but for now, they must
take care of today's bills.

Playing financial dodge ball wasn't the
boys’ game plan. Coming here was supposed
to be their chance to earn a college degree
each in a different field needed in Sudan.

(Chol wants to be a lawyer; Simon a phar-
macist; John A. an accountant)

With their degrees, they would return to
Sudan and build a new country.

Having to pay the bills has slowed their
studies and altered their view of the Sweet
Land of Liberty.

“When I was in Africa,” said Philip, “I
didn’t thought (sic) America was like this
place, thought it was like, to me, in my mind,
it was a place of honey or something like that.
America is good. You can get a lot of oppor-
funity here. But it is so hard.”

The boys have encountered other chal-
lenges as well:

in Kenya, friends coutd easily gather, talic,
shout, laugh, and hold hands with other boys.

Now life is too busy to meet in person —
and they've learned that hand-holding is not
interpreted as friendship in America.

It’s also difficult for the boys to approach
women. Back home, they could say hello, in-
troduce themselves, and be asked back to the
girl’s home to meet her family,

Here, the boys are too afraid to even say
hello: They've been laughed at by girls when
they go to the mall, They're not certain, but
they think they're ostracized because their skin
is darker than that of most African-Americans.

THE BOYS’ HEARTACHES are more nu-
merous than their years: John L. is 24; Philip,
21; Simen, 21; John A., 21; Jacob, 23; Chol,
22, and Deng 21.

Or at least those are the ages they've
been given.

Simon langhed and explained:

“When we left our country, we were very
young,” he said, “and we don’t know the day
we were bom.”

Refugee workers assigned each boy an age,
and the United States assigned them all the
same birthday: January 1.

According to Chol, the birth years vary
for the Lost Boys from 1978 to 1984,

While the other boys were laughing about
their “birthdays,” Chol tumed serious:

“It bothers me sometimes,” he said,
“because [ might think I'm younger than
that (22).”

Life could have been easier if his assigned
age was younger:

“Some of the boys that came over with us,
and they were younger than us,” he said, “they
were given support and they would go to
(high) school, but for us, we have to doevery-
thing for ourselves.”

“They say to us, why not go to school full
time and work part time. Most of them, they
are in [four-year] colleges now. Some of them
stay at home, They don’t understand [what
it’s like to support yourself.]”

One coping tool that the boys use “a lot,”
said Chol, is prayer.

They have for a long time:

“We believe we couldn’t have come
through this if there was no God,” said Jacob.
“1 pray all the time, and I get plenty for it. We
know God is number one, we put God first.”

John Lueth, who, along with the others,
attends church every Sunday, finds one thing
amazing in America:

“Religions here .. .have no problem with
other religions. We have never heard a per-
son talking about Muslims being a bad

le.”

“Northem Sudan (the area with Islamic
fundamentalists) had a problem with Chris-
tianity in the south, but in America we are
Christian, and everybody is free.”

While the boys take comfort in their free-
dom to worship, their worries are never far
from their mind.

As the hot summer night grew darker and
the Ghent apartment somehow warmer, John
L. dug out a fan from his bedroorn. He turned
it on to offer relief to his sweltering friends
— and the talk once again focused on struggle.

Jacob, wearing a big smile, tried to em-
phasize the positive, but he couldn’t help but
share his real desire:

He longs for sleep.

Not just on this night, but every night,

“I"'m working for a construction company,
plumbing, and that kind of job is not good
for going to school,” he said. **You get out of
work, and you are really exhausted muscles,
and you get really tired. So you got to class,
and your head is already dropping but you
can’t do nothing about it. But we hope, based
on the situation we’ve been through, right,
yes, things are difficult, but maybe we will
work on that, overcome it one day.”

“You know,” said John A, “the full-time
job and the full-time school are really affect-
ing us. Our aim here, if you ask three quar-
ters of the Lost Boys, they would say we have
to get a good education. We will help our coun-
try. But full time is setting us back."

Deng considered a question from his guest:

If America wanis to help you, we should
do more than just bring you to this country,
we should give you money for school?

“You know, America they are very nice,”
answered Deng, “and if you're serious about
help us with our education, you might give us
a scholarship, and if (we) get a scholarship,
you know, that would help us eam a degree.”

Chol would also appreciate a tutor and
professors who understand his situation and
his limited knowledge of English.

Philip, too. And he'd like health inswrance.

He can’t get it at his job, and he earns too
much to quatify for Medicaid. He has two extra
ribs, and his chest inches inwards more than
it should,

Can someone tell him how to get help?

His chest is aching, but he can’t afford to
£0 to the hospital.

He's still trying to pay off a $300 bilt from
an earlier visit.

‘When Philip finished speaking, Simon, the
boy who earlier explained why he and his
friends had to leave Sudan in 1987, looked
around the room.

Nobody had said it, so once again, it was
up to him to make a big-picture declaration:

“We need something,” he said, “that can
bring peace in our country.” m
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