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The writer and scholar A. C. Johnson insisted that
the idea of community should include strangers.

He said that interconnectedness is what takes place
between the community and the stranger. One not
only becomes a person through one’s community
but also through the stranger. To avoid the disasters
of the past, Johnson said, the figure of the stranger
ought to be continually reinvented, and it is the
specific task of the intellectual in a society to be an
advocate for the stranger—to insist on responsibility

for the stranger as constitutive of collectivity itself.

—ANTJIE KROG, Begging to Be Black
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TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

adoon Derogatory word for slave

Bartire Subclan of the Darood clan family

clan Kinship unit of Somali society

CPHV Center for the Prevention of Hate Violence, based in

Portland, now closed

Dadaab Refugee camp in Kenya

Dagahalley Part of Dadaab refugee camp

Darood One of Somalia’s five major clan-families

DHHS Department of Health and Human Services

EBCO Ethnic-based community organization

ELL English language learner (used instead of English as

a second language)

GA General Assistance

Hawiye One of Somalia’s five major clan-families

Ifo Part of Dadaab refugee camp

jareer Literally, hard hair; racialized term that preceded the

creation of the name Somali Bantu
jileec Soft; used to describe non-jareer Somalis

Kakuma Refugee camp in northern Kenya to which Somali Bantus
accepted for U.S. resettlement were moved when conditions
in Dadaab became too dangerous for them



Maay Maay
Mushunguli

NGO

00ji

ORR
Rahanweyn
SBYAM
TANF
UNHCR

VOLAG

One of the two official languages of Somalia

Ethnic group and language of minorities from lower
Jubba Valley who are descendants of enslaved Ziguas
brought to Somalia

Nongovernmental organization

Derogatory word for slave

Office of Refugee Resettlement, in the U.S. State Department
One of Somalia’s five major clan-families

Somali Bantu Youth Association of Maine

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

Voluntary agency, of which eleven are federally funded to
resettle refugees
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TIMELINE OF EVENTS

1991 Collapse of Siad Barre’s government.

1991-93 Violence against civilians peaks in Jubba Valley region and
villagers from Banta flee.

1992 Launch of Operation Restore Hope, a multinational
humanitarian military intervention, followed in 1993 by
UNOSOM, a U.S.-led UN-backed intervention.

1993 Black Hawk Down incident in Mogadishu and conclusion of
UNOSOM.

1995 Some refugees in Dadaab return to Jubba Valley but many
flee again for Kenyan refugee camps because violence is still
pervasive.

1994-97 Somali Bantu refugees in Dadaab attempt to negotiate

resettlement in Tanzania and Mozambique.

1999 United States agrees to accept 12,000 Somali Bantus for

resettlement as “persecuted minorities.”

2001 Reverification in Dadaab of Somali Bantu names on
Mozambique list for U.S. p2 resettlement.

Somali refugees already resettled in United States begin

moving to Lewiston.

Lewiston and Portland jointly receive an Unanticipated
Arrivals grant (2001-5) from U.S. Office of Refugee
Resettlement.



2002

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

xii e

Reverified Somali Bantus in Dadaab trucked to Kakuma.

Mayor Raymond writes the Letter to Lewiston’s Somali
community.

World Church of the Creator rallies to support Lewiston’s
right to bar entry for immigrants.

Many and One Rally at Bates College opposes the Letter and
the World Church of the Creator rally.

Catholic Charities VOLAG agrees to provide services to
refugees in Lewiston through the Unanticipated Arrivals grant.

Somali Bantus begin arriving in United States.

Somali Bantu families in United States begin relocating to
Lewiston.

Trinity Jubilee creates after-school homework help program
targeting children from refugee families.

Catherine and Jorge reconnect with old friends in Lewiston.

U.S. Department of Justice mandates creation of ELL program
in Lewiston public schools.

Somali Bantu community association EBCO created.

Somali Bantu EBCO wages campaign for self-representation
and translation with social services providers.

Mayor Gilbert elected.

Maine Department of Health and Human Services assigns
a supervisor the responsibility for overseeing refugees’
benefits.

Somali Bantu Youth Association of Maine created.
International Clinic closed.

Beth is hired by a local NGO to work on child development
with ten refugee families.

Local agency in charge of million-dollar federal
empowerment zone grant denies all grant applications
from refugee-based community groups but then reverses
the denials and offers grant-writing workshops along with
funding.

Community collaborative subcommittee on parental
concerns is disbanded after confrontational meeting between
parents and school administrators.

Timeline of Events



2010

2011

2013

Lewiston High School graduates the first four Somali Bantu
students.

Museum LA Rivers of Immigration exhibit opens.

Local newspaper publishes article alleging Somali gang
attacks in downtown Lewiston.

Police department opens downtown substation with
community resource officers.

Grief counselor allowed to offer a ten-week after-school

program with ten boys from refugee camps who lost a family

member.

Memo circulated to teachers and social services providers
warning about Somali GANGS.

SBYAM oral history project with Somali Bantu teenagers
and elders.

Advice for America conference.
First arrests of Somali Bantu youths.

SBYAM begins meetings between refugee parents, social
services workers, and police about parental concerns.

Robert Macdonald elected mayor.

Robert Macdonald reelected mayor.

Timeline of Events «
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Introduction

Somalia, 1988

As Ibrahim and I walked back to the small village of Banta on a narrow foot-
path through fields tall with corn, a low growl silenced our chatter about the
weather and the possibility of rain. We instantly fell silent and slowly turned
to see an adult male lion stepping out of the corn onto the path about a dozen
feet behind us, assessing us with what we hoped was little interest. We froze,
panicked, understanding the real possibility of attack and the futility of at-
tempting to run away. After looking us over, the lion tossed his head and
crossed the path into another cornfield, disappearing from view but leaving us
trembling with our hearts in our throats. Shocked, we exchanged astonished
glances and quietly agreed to move as quickly as possible without running to-
ward the village. Ten minutes later we came upon a village farmer in her field
and breathlessly described to her our adventure. Her kids ran ahead with the
news and by the time we reached the village our neighbors were gathering to
hear all about our encounter with the lion. Xassan, the government-appointed
head of the village and the patriarch of the family compound where I lived,
was distinctly displeased and demanded that I stay within the confines of the
village until the lion had left the area. We learned that the lion had already
killed a camel and damaged several farms before our late afternoon face-to-
face meeting. Our assault by a lion would have been a major headache for him.
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MAP 1 Map of Somalia. Prepared by Manny Gimond.

Everyone recognized that my year-long presence in his village caused him
enough stress without having to explain to the government how he had al-
lowed the resident foreign anthropologist and her field assistant to be mauled

by a lion.
That evening, our neighbors Caliyow Isaaq, Cali Osman, and Cabdulle

Cabdi came by to hear our story. Abdiya, who sometimes cooked our evening
corn porridge when we were out all day, offered her comments on our adven-

« Introduction
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FIGURE I.1 Banta, 1988. Photograph by Catherine Besteman.

ture. Within a few days the lion moved out of the area and I was once again
allowed to roam through the farmlands and bush areas outside the village.
Often my neighbors’ children, who normally spent their days playing in the vil-
lage and helping their parents in the fields, tagged along. Since the village had
no school, the kids led fairly unstructured lives and put their time to good use
making up games and songs, and poking holes through the walls of my mud
hut to see what I was doing inside.

With my photographer husband, Jorge Acero, Ilived in Banta, on the banks
of the Jubba River in southern Somalia, as an anthropologist in 1987-88 and
later published two books about life there.! The books relied heavily on what
I learned from village elders: my friends Caliyow Isaaq, Cali Osman, Sheikh
Axmed Nur, and those even older like the great historian Idow Roble and the
delightful storyteller and poet Daliya. When my husband and I left Banta in
1988 to return to the United States, we promised we would revisit Banta in the
years ahead to see how the children had grown, to find out who had married
whom, and to meet the new children and grandchildren. We never had the
chance because within three years the village was consumed by civil war.

Lewiston, Maine, 2010

Just over twenty years later, I attended an emergency meeting in a small dingy
conference room in an ugly building in downtown Lewiston, Maine, to dis-
cuss claims in the local newspaper that violent gangs had formed in the city’s

Introduction - 3



downtown and public housing neighborhoods. Sitting around the table were
a Lewiston police officer, several social workers, and my old neighbors from
Banta, whose children were those accused of forming the gangs. Abdiya,
who married Idow Roble’s son and now has seven kids, sat on my right. Cali-
yow Isaaq’s daughter Aliyah, who now has four sons, was on my left. Daliya’s
daughter, a mother of five, was next to Abdiya, and Abdiya’s sister-in-law,
mother of seven, was next to her. Other parents from villages near Banta were
on the other side of the table. Cali Osman’s son Idris, the community youth
leader, had organized the meeting.’

The parents, distressed, were at the edge of their understanding about what
was happening to their children. Their frustrations with navigating Ameri-
can society, their awareness that their children were stigmatized in Lewiston,
and their fears about the impact on their children of the grotesque aspects of
American culture filled the room. Sitting there, I couldn’t help but reflect on
the strange and unexpected journey that had brought Banta’s war survivors to
Lewiston, turned subsistence farmers into accused gang members, and unex-
pectedly reconnected Banta’s refugees with their former ethnographer twenty
years after they lost contact.

In January 1991, as Somalia’s president-dictator Siad Barre fled the capital
in a tank to escape from advancing oppositional militias, villagers in Banta
did not realize that the collapse of the Somali government would bring mur-
der, rape, starvation, kidnapping, and torture to their village. They did not
realize that within a year they would be fleeing for their lives across hundreds
of miles of desert to Kenya. They did not realize that, after enduring a decade
and half in refugee camps, some of them would end up trying to rebuild their
lives in the United States. The war arrived in Banta in the form of weapons
acquired by some and used against others, of small bands of armed militias
entering the village and demanding food, abducting youths, and raping and
forcing girls into involuntary “marriages” The war made farming risky and
food production insecure because of the possibility of attack in distant fields.
It collapsed family coherence as militia members carted off daughters, killed
fathers in front of their children, and raped mothers. It brought destruction
to closely knit communities, extended family networks, subsistence farming
based in generations of deep environmental knowledge, and a social order
based on family, faith, and coresidence.

How do people whose entire way of life has been destroyed and who wit-
nessed horrible abuses against loved ones construct a new future? How do
people who have survived the ravages of war and displacement rebuild their
lives in a new country when their world has totally changed? That is the story
of this book.

4 .« Introduction



Banta, 1980s

Since its collapse into civil war in 1991, Somalia has become the poster child
for every bad keyword in the contemporary political lexicon: failed state,
tribalism, mission creep, civil war, warlordism, Islamic fundamentalism, ter-
rorism, refugees, piracy. From the 1990s through the second decade of the
twenty-first century, Somalia has regularly appeared in the news as the worst
humanitarian crisis in the world. The 1993 Black Hawk Down debacle, when
eighteen U.S. troops were killed in a street fight in downtown Mogadishu by
supporters of the warlord they were seeking, was a defining moment in shap-
ing a more cautious future for American military intervention in complex
political, military, and humanitarian emergencies. A decade and a half later,
Somalia still capped the list of humanitarian disasters. Veteran political sci-
entist Kenneth Menkhaus noted that during 2007-8 Somalia was the most
dangerous area in the world for humanitarian workers, while Human Rights
Watch identified Somalia as the “most ignored tragedy in the world” In 2008
and again in 2009, Foreign Policy magazine declared Somalia “The #1 Failed
State” in its Failed States Index, a label echoed in a 2009 New Yorker article
on Somalia called “The Most Failed State” Two decades after the collapse of
Somalia’s government, the advocacy group Refugees International and the
Center for Strategic and International Studies continued to call Somalia “the
worst humanitarian disaster in the world,” and journalist James Fergusson
labeled Somalia “the world’s most dangerous place”® Out of a very competi-
tive field of collapsed states, civil wars, refugee crises, and centers of terrorism,
Somalia has topped everyone’ list of humanitarian disasters since its civil war
began in 1991.

Just a few years before Somalia’s collapse, Jorge Acero and I arrived in Banta
to begin our year of residence while I conducted the fieldwork that I hoped
would result in my dissertation and PhD in anthropology. We were recently
married and Jorge had agreed to come with me to rural Somalia for a year so
long as we could squeeze in a side trip to Mt. Kilimanjaro and the Seychelles.
Deal. We took up residence in two small mud huts included in the ring of small
mud huts that formed the family compound of Xassan Isaaq, the head of the
village. Our compound included Xassan’s two wives, their three sons and a
baby daughter, one daughter-in-law, and a granddaughter. Occasionally an-
other daughter or grandchild or two would move into the compound for a few
weeks or months as well. Because Xassan was the village head, he made it clear
that we were living in his compound so he could monitor who had access to our
dwelling and attempt to ensure our safety. It was a busy compound, as much
village business took place in our courtyard and people regularly streamed in
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FIGURE 1.2 Xassan's compound, Banta, 1987. Photograph by Jorge Acero.

and out to discuss their troubles, feuds, and gossip. The village committee of
elders held their meetings in the courtyard, and the rare visiting government
official was received there. While living in Xassan’s compound enabled him to
monitor my activities, it also ensured I stayed current with village events.
Village life adhered to the rhythm of the seasons, farming, and religious
practice. Banta’s five hundred residents lived in an assortment of small round
and rectangular huts made of grass and mud. Separated into two neighbor-
hoods by a central grassy field where kids played, the village overlooked the
Jubba River, high and swift in the rainy season and low and muddy in the
dry season. The river provided water for drinking, cooking, and bathing, and
its annual floods fertilized the small farming fields, although flood season
also brought the dangers of wandering crocodiles and hippos. As is typical in
many African farming villages, extended families shared living spaces, food,
cooking, child care, work, and the few material possessions owned by each
family. Women hauled water from the river, made charcoal from branches
gathered from the bush to fuel the fire for cooking pots, and wove the beauti-
ful palm mats that adorned most huts. Men and women farmed their small
plots by hand, built their homes from local materials, and bartered their
produce for meat and milk with nomadic livestock herders. Healers made
medicinal treatments from local flora, and men carved the wooden vessels
villagers used for drinking and storing water, used alongside the ubiquitous
brightly colored plastic jerry cans imported from China. Small children wore
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shorts or T-shirts or loose frocks; adults had one or two outfits that they wore
to shreds. Every household had a few short-handled hoes, the primary piece
of farming equipment used by villagers, as well as a few cooking and eating
utensils. Everyone subsisted on what they grew on their small farms, which
produced a modest and sometimes insufficient diet of cornmeal porridge,
corn kernels fried in sesame oil, corn kernels boiled with beans and served with
oil and sugar, cornmeal biscuits baked in underground ovens, wild greens and
volunteer cherry tomatoes sautéed in oil, and bartered camel and cow milk as
well as the occasional roasted camel, cow, chicken, or goat meat consumed at
feasts and ritual events.

As the resident anthropologist and photographer, Jorge and I did our best
to adapt to local life, conforming to village norms, eating a steady diet of corn
prepared in a variety of ways, drinking and bathing in the water hauled from
the muddy Jubba River, and cultivating our own tiny garden. Every week we
would drive into Bu'aale, the local town and provincial capital, for provisions
like oil, sugar, pasta, rice, and coftee, usually bringing along a car full of villagers
doing the same thing. Everywhere we went, small gangs of kids followed us,
since we were the only local oddities and undoubtedly offered comic appeal
with our novelty and awkwardness. Whereas the villagers’ lives followed the
demands of subsistence farming, ours followed the requirements of anthropo-
logical inquiry. Jorge documented village life through his camera lens, gaining
minor celebrity status as the area’s sole photographer and producing a large
collection of formal portraits, taken at the request of villagers, in addition to
hundreds of photographs of village life. I spent my days walking the farmlands
to map land use patterns, interviewing elders to chronicle local history of the
Jubba Valley, and chatting with neighbors to grasp local customs and social
relations.

A primary goal of anthropological fieldwork is to gain an understanding of
how those being studied make sense of their world. My year in Banta taught
me a great deal about how a small community dependent on subsistence farm-
ing engages their environment and relies on networks of mutual care and sup-
port to weather the droughts and celebrate the times of plenty, how people
marginalized by poverty, history, and identity navigate the power hierarchies
that constrain their lives, and how people who live at the edge of material
destitution find much to value, celebrate, love, and enjoy in their daily lives. I
learned about the power of kinship, the joy of religious belief and practice, and
the humiliation of racism. Most presciently, however, I learned how people
manage in a social and physical environment defined by profound insecurity.

During my stay, a brutal climate and total dependence on seasonal rains
for cultivation made food production, and thus nutrition, insecure; a system
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FIGURE 1.3 Handwoven
mats at Sheikh Axmed
Nur’s compound for Xawo's
wedding, 1988. Photograph
by Jorge Acero.

FIGURE 1.4 Pastoralist girl
bartering milk, Banta, 1987.
Photograph by Jorge Acero.



FIGURE 1.5 The anthropolo-
gist in her kitchen, Banta,
1987. Photograph by Jorge
Acero.

FIGURE 1.6 Jorge Acero
taking portraits in Banta,
1987. Photograph by
Catherine Besteman.




of medical care dependent on local traditional healers and prayer made
childbirth and recovery from everyday illnesses like malaria, gastrointestinal
troubles, and respiratory diseases insecure; a predatory military and urban
elite made self-sufficiency insecure; and the perilous creatures with whom
villagers shared their landscape—hippos, crocodiles, lions, pythons—made
mundane tasks like drawing water, bathing, weeding, and walking to the dis-
tant farms insecure. But these insecurities did not emerge from the barrel of
a gun. The invasion of the village by armed militiamen in 1991 destroyed the
fine balance of self-reliance and reciprocity that had long sustained village life.

Jorge and I were living in New Mexico when Somalia fell apart. As I was
finishing my doctoral dissertation about life in the Jubba Valley, we watched
from afar in 1990-91 as the government collapsed in the face of growing op-
position and armed militias claimed control over large swaths of territory
throughout the country. Our only personal source of news about Banta’s fate
came in letters from the few international humanitarian workers who re-
mained in the area during the first few months of the war. The final letter
we received before the relief workers evacuated reported that almost all the
children under the age of five in Banta had died from starvation, and that our
field assistant Ibrahim had been shot trying to reach the relief center, which
had promised to evacuate him. He had not arrived at the relief center by the
time the final relief workers left. After we lost our last local contact, we fol-
lowed the reports from 1992 to 1994 by human rights groups on the patterns
of genocidal violence in Jubba Valley villages by militias and the flight of tens
of thousands of survivors across the border into Kenya.

Unable to track what was happening in Banta and uncertain about how to
translate my intimate knowledge of life in the valley into anything useful in
the face of war’s wrenching violence, I wrote furiously for a decade, pouring
my knowledge into publications about the structures of inequality and rac-
ism that made the Jubba Valley villagers particularly vulnerable in the war
for territorial control that followed the collapse of the government.* I could
not imagine how I might reconnect with the survivors from Banta. Searching
the huge refugee camps for people I knew seemed voyeuristic and pointless,
as I had no ability to offer meaningful assistance or support. Writing became
my form of activism and engagement, although it remained unclear whether
anyone cared or how my accounts might benefit those fleeing for their lives.

In early 2001, after I had published my research on Somalia, taken up a
teaching position at Colby College in Maine, and temporarily relocated to
South Africa to begin a new research project on reconciliation and postapart-
heid transformation, a researcher and former UN staffer named Dan Van
Lehman contacted me with the information that the United States had decided
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to accept 12,000 Somali Bantus for resettlement. Since my publications had
been useful in making the case for their resettlement, he asked if I would con-
sult on a background report he and his colleague Omar Eno were writing to
educate the American refugee resettlement agencies that would be managing
the resettlement process.’ I was initially mystified by the name “Somali Bantu”
until Dan explained that this was the new name for the former farmers from
the Jubba Valley, created in the refugee camp for the process of managing
their resettlement process. This was stunning news, as I belatedly learned that
after a decade in refugee camps, Jubba Valley farmers who had fled the war
were coming to the United States under a brand new name! After returning to
Maine in 2004, I provided consultancy services for several different resettle-
ment agencies across the country, hoping that these connections might help
me locate survivors from Banta, but to no avail.

Lewiston, Maine, 2006

Every year for Martin Luther King Day, Bates College in Lewiston, Maine,
just an hour from where I live, organizes panel presentations and other events
on diversity for the broader community. In anticipation of the 2006 MLK
celebration, Bates College anthropologist Elizabeth Eames phoned to ask if I
would join a panel of Lewiston’s newest immigrants, Somali Bantu refugees
who were just starting to arrive in town, augmenting the large population
of Somali refugees who had begun moving to Lewiston in 2001. My role on
the panel would be to provide a bit of historical information about Somalia’s
civil war, after which several of the newly arrived refugees would share parts
of their stories. I eagerly agreed, hoping the new arrivals might bring news of
villagers from Banta, although a familiar feeling of bitterness complicated my
anticipation of the panel. I knew from the human rights reports about the
horrors committed by Somali militias against Jubba Valley farmers and sus-
pected it was extremely unlikely that I would ever again encounter anyone I
knew from the middle valley, where Banta was located. The reports from the
resettlement agencies that contacted me in 2004-5 for background informa-
tion about the Jubba Valley suggested that the majority of the 12,000 Somali
Bantu refugees accepted for resettlement came from the lower Jubba Valley,
so I assumed few refugees from the middle valley, where Banta was located,
would be among them. While I wished to offer what I could to Somali Bantus
now living in the United States, I expected a familiar pang of resentment that
the people I had known would not be among them.

On MLK Day I arrived early at Bates and went to the designated classroom
to wait for the appointed time, thinking over my commentary and steeling
myself to remain in control of my emotions. Danny Danforth from the Bates
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Anthropology Department found me sitting there alone and invited me out
to the building’s large atrium, where the other panelists were assembled. I
introduced myself to the four men and asked one—Sadiq, who had the best
English—where he was from in Somalia. “Bu’aale,” he answered, to my as-
tonishment. Buaale, a dozen kilometers away from Banta and the regional
capital of the middle Jubba Valley, was the destination for our weekly shop-
ping trip for extra provisions during our stay in Banta. “Do you know Banta?”
I asked. “Of course!” he responded. “I used to live in Banta” Another of the
panelists excitedly said, “You know Banta? I'm from Banta! I lived there my
entire life!” I explained that I knew Banta because I had once lived there too,
in the late 1980s. The men scrutinized me dubiously and said, “We don’t know
you, but we knew Katrine and Horay and we are waiting to find them?” “But
I'm Katrine!” I exclaimed. Words came tumbling out as we clarified who we
were. The men had been teenagers when we lived in Banta: Jorge and I had
helped the mother of one of the men, who was ill during our stay. The man
from Buaale had been part of that small group of boys who used to follow
us around town when we did our shopping. They protested that I looked so
much older—I now wear glasses! They had never seen my hair, which had
always been covered with a headscarf in Banta. And, distressingly, they point-
edly noted how much weight I had gained. Within minutes it was time for our
panel presentation.

The presentation passed in a daze. I introduced some Somali history and
the history of U.S.-Somali relations, and then each panelist spoke briefly
about his experiences during the war. The stories were horrible, of attacks
by militias and raiders, who separated the women and girls from the men in
order to assault them; of families being separated as they ran through the bush
to escape from attacks; of parents, siblings, children being murdered before
their eyes for no reason; of the long, terrifying trek to the Kenyan border. The
packed room was captivated as each man told his harrowing tale and spoke of
the challenges of establishing a sustainable life in the United States with lim-
ited English language and literacy skills. Driving home, I was almost numb.
It seemed cosmic that refugees from Banta should end up an hour away from
me, in central Maine.

The phone calls began the next day. Abkow, the panelist from Banta, and
Sadiq, the man from Bu’aale, told me about all the other families from Banta
now relocating to Lewiston. Cali Osman’s wife Isha had recently arrived in
Lewiston with her youngest son, Idris, and several other children. When they
heard the news that Jorge and I were also living in Maine, Isha said, “T knew
we would find Katrine!” Abdulkadir, who had worked for me in Banta as a
field researcher, was in Lewiston with his wife and children. Everyone was
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asking about the baby I was carrying when I left Banta in 1988. They had heard
rumors that it was a girl called Faduma Banta. “Bring her to Lewiston!” Isha
commanded through Sadiq. “I want to see that child!”

The coincidence of this reunion brought me back into a new relationship
with the people from Banta, 7,000 miles and twenty years away from where
we first met, and led to the work toward this book. Over the past decade I have
traversed the United States reconnecting with Banta villagers and others from
the middle Jubba Valley in their new homes in Hartford, Syracuse, Seattle,
and Portland, Oregon. In Lewiston I have spent countless hours with Sadiq,
Isha, and especially her son Idris, Abdulkadir, and others, learning about what
happened to them in Banta during the war and in the camps after they fled. I
have been reminded of Somali cultural practices like extraordinarily demo-
cratic community gatherings where people get to talk for as long as they
want about whatever is most important to them, and everyone listens with
respect—one dimension among many of a profound orientation toward com-
munal life that is under siege in a country known for individualism. I have
witnessed countless struggles over the transformation of communal practices
and values: the bewilderment of parents bringing up children American
Style in a context of extreme consumerism, the concerns over transforming
gender roles as women gain independence from male control and men’s un-
derstanding of their roles begins to falter, the new identity associations that
result from being black in America, and the shifting of authority from elders
to youths because of the latter’s vastly superior English language and literacy
competency.

My research has also made me a witness to the struggles and efforts of
many non-Somali people in Lewiston who now orient their lives toward
working with refugees, including doctors, social services workers, and teach-
ers, as well as community police officers who, in the words of one of their
leaders, strive to “police from the heart” Their belief that the future of refu-
gees in Lewiston is the future of Lewiston contrasts with the stolid insistence
by some in positions of power that they will not change their institutions to
accommodate refugees because of their view that refugees must follow a path
of conformity and assimilation. My research reveals that assimilation is not a
one-sided affair, however, and that the refugees in Lewiston are changing all
aspects of the city for everyone.

“The Armpit of Maine”

Lewiston, Maine, seems like an unlikely destination for African refugees. A
postindustrial city, economically ravaged by the closure of mills that a century
ago drew tens of thousands of French Canadians to the area for work, Lewiston
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has a recent history of population loss and economic depression. People leave
Lewiston rather than move there. Yet, beginning in 2001, thousands of Somali
refugees looking for safety, a low cost of living, financial support, and a way
to re-create community support structures chose to move to Lewiston of their
own accord, dramatically transforming the city over the next decade. Their
arrival provoked furious debates about the cost of poor immigrants to Lewis-
ton’s precarious economy and the impact of cultural and racial difference on
the city’s proud Franco-American identity. Before the 2001 arrival of Somalis,
Lewiston was 96 percent white and “the most Franco city in the U.S”® By the
end of the decade, Somalis had become about 15 percent of the population,
and the changes they brought to the city were everywhere in evidence, from
the school hallways to the city’s main street.

Lewiston was totally unprepared for the influx of Somali refugees since
city leaders had never indicated to anyone that the city wanted to become a
resettlement site for new immigrants. But after arriving in the United States,
refugees are as free as anyone else to move where they wish. When So-
mali refugees decided to move to Lewiston, arriving weekly between 2001
and 2006, their presence provoked massive controversy about economic
security, charity, moral responsibility, difference, and the boundaries of com-
munity, debates fueled in intensity by the bright lights of major media cov-
erage about the apparent incongruity of Africans in Maine. That Lewiston
should become home to thousands of Somali refugees struck many observers
as incredible and astonishing, bringing the spotlight of national and interna-
tional media attention to a city unused to being the object of interest. Journal-
ists from major news magazines such as the Economist, Newsweek, the New
Yorker, and Mother Jones, as well as from leading newspapers, TV news pro-
grams, and National Public Radio programs, regularly showed up in Lewiston
to see the social experiment for themselves.

The city of about 35,000 is an old mill town built largely by Catholic French
Canadians who came to work low-paid, physically demanding jobs in the tex-
tile and shoe mills over a century ago. Settling into an ethnic enclave of tene-
ment buildings that now form the core of Lewiston’s downtown, the French
Canadian immigrants held the lowest-paid jobs, occupied the lowest economic
strata, and experienced persistent economic insecurity, discrimination, and
exclusion from the local hospitals and schools that were dominated by the city’s
more prosperous Protestant population.” Since the late 1880s, Lewiston has
been burdened by hostile and denigrating attitudes toward its mill-working
citizenry because of its relative poverty and the perceived ethnic insularity of
its Catholic Franco-American population. When the late twentieth-century
wave of deindustrialization closed the mills, Lewiston started losing its youth
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to more prosperous places, and few immigrants chose Lewiston as their new
home, leading to decades of population loss (a 15 percent drop between 1970
and 2000),% a rise in apartment vacancies, a flat-lining of the economy, and
the identification of Lewiston’s downtown area as the poorest census tract in
Maine, with a poverty rate of 46 percent.’ Prior to 2000, the city held the
dubious distinction of having the lowest family and per capita income in
the state. The arrival of thousands of refugees beginning in 2001 thus could
be viewed as an assault on an already struggling city or as a force of renewal.
Despite the city’s waning fortunes, the people who lived there continued to
share a stubborn, tough pride about their community and its hardscrabble
history. During his tenure as the first Franco-American governor of Maine,
Paul LePage often recounted his hard childhood as a boy living on the streets
of downtown Lewiston to escape his abusive mill-worker father, whose
drunken rages became regular assaults on his wife and eighteen children. In
LePage’s account, his survival depended on the kindness of Lewiston’s prosti-
tutes, strippers, tavern keepers, and others living on the edge, reinforcing the
image of Lewiston as a place of rough living, marginal lives, and a dysfunc-
tional Franco-American underclass while at the same time offering a model of
Franco-American assimilation and upward mobility through determination
and hard work. A teacher in Lewiston who doesn’t live there shared her view,
which I also heard from many others, that downtown Lewiston has always
been a place of poverty, insularity, and expectations of failure, suspicious of
outsiders, anti-intellectual, and resistant to ideas coming from the outside, a
pattern reinforced generation after generation and becoming the city’s ste-
reotype. Describing the experiences of her Somali junior high students who
come to school with tales of drunken fights, domestic assaults, and middle-
of-the-night police raids in the downtown apartments of their non-Somali
neighbors, she worries that the historic cycle of downtown violence and fail-
ure will also engulf them. The principal of a downtown elementary school
tells me that Lewiston’s downtown has always had a terrible reputation for
“groups involved with drugs, having fights, in the news. It’s always the down-
town. Those ‘downtown families’ have always been in the media as an image
of disgrace and deviance” The schoolteacher wonders if the arrival of a large
Somali population might be the wedge that breaks the cycle, or if the new-
comers will be absorbed by old patterns of poverty, insularity, and failure.
Lewiston’s strip malls tell the contemporary economic story of the city, an-
chored by Save-A-Lot, Chapter 11 Buy-Back Store, Dollar Tree, Dollar Store,
Family Dollar, Big Lots, Big Bargains, and the Goodwill Store. Next to the
Save-A-Lot mall at the crest of the hill overlooking the downtown, the view
of the city is dominated by the huge cathedral, rising above the multitude of
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houses like a gray anchor. A river weaves around downtown, giving the pan-
orama a serene New England feel. Continuing down the hill toward down-
town, one passes the Italian Bakery on the left and Maillot’s Sausage Factory
on the right, incongruously stuck between the school bus yard and a new
mosque. Lewiston’s downtown tenements begin after you pass Head Start and
the Tri-County Mental Health building, evoking historic visions of industrial
workers crowded into derelict four- and five-story walk-ups. Rows upon rows
of tenements are squeezed together, with listing front porches and yards hold-
ing assorted broken toys, frayed and dirty blankets, and garbage. Every few
blocks one or two tenements are boarded up as uninhabitable because of high
lead levels or massive disrepair, and vacant lots bear evidence of tenements
burned to the ground in recent arson attacks. In the morning or early after-
noon, streams of kids walking to or from school hold up traffic, sometimes
walking alongside adults heading to Adult Education, which shares the build-
ing with the downtown neighborhood’s elementary school.

The large park in the middle of the downtown neighborhood offers basket-
ball courts where lots of Somali and non-Somali kids play, a skate park where
no Somali kids play, and large grassy areas where groups of moms and kids
or men lounge in the warmer months. Trinity Jubilee, the downtown soup
kitchen, food pantry, help center, and day shelter, sits at one corner of the park,
its muddy courtyard filled with men and women smoking and hanging out
because they have no place else to be. Some of the city’s most derelict housing
neighbors Trinity, with filthy windows, broken front doors, perilously dipping
porches. The city’s police station borders another side of the park, ensuring a
constant police presence in the densely settled neighborhood. In addition to
the two large public housing projects on the outskirts of the city, Hillview and
Tall Pines, the downtown neighborhood has the highest concentration in the
city of immigrant refugees and is the place where the newest refugees usually
settle while waiting for an opening in the nicer outlying housing projects.

After I began to spend several days a week in Lewiston following the MLK
reunion to reconnect with old friends from Banta and begin the research
for this book, acquaintances elsewhere in Maine offered a number of pithy
descriptions of my new field site, the city colloquially called “the armpit of
Maine” by people who don't live there. One incredulous colleague, shaking her
head at my plan to undertake a long-term study in Lewiston, warned, “Lewis-
ton is a snakepit.” Holding his hands together in a tight ball, another colleague
reminded me, “Lewiston is like this. It’s always been this totally closed place,
where people don’t want anything to do with outsiders. They want to keep
people out. It’s a place with a strong Franco history, very insular, self-isolating.
They don’t want anything to do with the rest of the world. It’s like a little world
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FIGURE 1.7 Downtown Lewiston, 2008. Photograph by Caroline Turnbull.

unto itself” Friends offered condolences that I had to spend so much time
there. But for Somali and Somali Bantu refugees looking to create a new com-
munity in an affordable place unmolested by the crime they experienced in
the large city public housing projects where they first landed after arriving in
the United States, Lewiston seemed to offer what they wanted.

By 2010, Lewiston’s main downtown street, Lisbon Street, offered a strik-
ing portrait of a city in the midst of transformation. Entering downtown, one
passes the Adult Bookstore, ironically located directly across from the po-
lice station, and then a clothing store for outdoorsmen before reaching the
first of the business blocks, beginning with Smart Interpreters, which offers
English-Somali language translation services, followed by the Safari Coffee
Shop and the African Immigrants Association office. The Mogadishu Store,
the Barawaka Store, and a dozen more Somali-owned stores take up the next
few blocks, their entrances and sidewalks always filled with men chatting in
Somali. My favorite store, Aliyow’s, carries products available in many of the
nearly two dozen Somali-owned shops: coffee with ginger, samosas, spices,
fabrics, colognes, halaal meat, and lots of packaged foods labeled in Arabic.
Across from Aliyow’s, one of the Somali cafés does a bustling business, scent-
ing the street with roasting vegetables and spices. Interspersed between the
Somali stores are older stores and offices: lawyers’ offices, the Lewiston-Auburn
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FIGURE 1.8 Lisbon Street, Lewiston, 2014. Photograph by Jorge Acero.

arts collaborative, (former) U.S. congressman Mike Michaud’s office, a pawn
shop, a Subway shop, Doucette Insurance, Twin Variety, New Beginnings Youth
Outreach office, and Labor Ready training center. A large empty lot breaks
up the blocks of shops, adjoining a tall skinny building that houses all sorts
of community organizations and lawyers’ offices, including the Somali Bantu
community association.

The corner in front of the public library, across from the vacant lot, is filled
every afternoon with boisterous high school kids—mostly girls in hijab spar-
kling with sequins and bright colors—making their way to their after-school
homework help sessions. The library is always full of people, as it is one of the
only places in town that intentionally embraced Somali newcomers with af-
ternoon programming and a Somali-speaking outreach coordinator. All along
Lisbon Street women in sandals, long dresses, henna tattoos, and headscarves
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stroll along calling out to each other, chatting or snapping at the men gathered
in front of every Somali store.

At the far end of the street, past the Indian restaurant, the bank, the district
court, more lawyers’ offices, and several empty storefronts, is the fanciest res-
taurant in town, next to the Somali mosque. White lawyers in business suits
pass Somali girls in hijab and white teenagers in tattered clothes and multiple
piercings, while bank workers in sensible pumps and raincoats walk alongside
men in sarongs or floor-length garments on their way to the mosque. There are
always lots of vans of Somali shoppers maneuvering the narrow street to reach
their destinations. Lisbon Street feels like the active main street of a small city,
with everyone going about their business in the midst of conversations and
playing kids, like any town anywhere in America.

Reunions

After the MLK panel reunion, I asked Abkow and Sadiq if the Banta families
living in Lewiston would like to see some of the slides and photographs Jorge
had taken during our year in Banta. Our collection of photographs included
hundreds of elegantly posed formal portraits, many in black and white, that
the villagers had requested of themselves during our stay, but also hundreds
of candid shots of villagers farming, cooking, playing, building homes and
furniture, getting married, celebrating, shelling, pounding and grinding corn
and sesame, and more. We had scores of photos of other midvalley villages,
shots of the river and farm fields in different seasons and of local flora and
fauna, and images of the local pastoralists who migrated through the bush
outside Banta, bringing into the village their milk to trade for corn or their
animals to access the river. We also had tape recordings of the wedding music
for the marriage of Caliyow Isaa@s son to Sheikh Axmed Nur’s daughter, as
well as recordings of Cali Osman reciting poetry and playing his flute.
Abkow and Sadiq responded that the Banta families in Lewiston wanted to
arrange the slide show as soon as possible. After Anne Kemper, the coordina-
tor of the Adult Learning Center in Lewiston, offered the large gymnasium
in Lewiston’s Multipurpose Center for the gathering, a date was chosen and
announcements went out to the Somali Bantu population in Lewiston. Jorge
and I spent every evening for the next two weeks reviewing our slides from
Banta to compile our show, remembering names, places, family networks, and
the mundane rhythms of daily life in a small farming village. As the day of the
event approached, I became increasingly nervous about what emotions the
photographs might provoke. Would people become overwhelmed by seeing
what they had lost? Or would the photographs provide joyful remembrance of
happy moments and loved ones no longer alive? What if seeing the photographs
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provoked trauma and people broke down during the event? We were uncer-
tain about how to plan for such a possibility.

I phoned Abkow and Sadiq with my concerns, but they responded that ev-
eryone wanted to see the photographs, even though some of those featured
might be dead, stressing that the photographs of their past lives would not
add any more trauma to what people had already endured. Rather, every-
one was eager to see the photographs and to remember their lives before
the war. As we prepared our slide show, our anxiety mounted as we won-
dered whether we would be able to remember everyone accurately, whether
people might come whom we were not expecting, whether there would be
rage, tears, despair. I no longer had any aptitude in the Somali language and
was chagrined and embarrassed that I could no longer speak to people I used
to communicate with. On the day before the event, I finally unearthed my
census data from Banta and typed up the names of everyone by household
who was living there in 1987-88. The evening was devoted to making large
display posters of the census, along with mounted prints of black-and-white
portraits of Banta residents.

On the day of the event, over a hundred people streamed into the gym-
nasium. As people arrived and we found mutual recognition in each other’s
aged faces, it was a shock to realize how short everyone was; in my memories
they were all tall and strong and dignified. When I embraced Isha, her head
barely reached my chest. She immediately asked to see the child I was carry-
ing in Banta, now a nearly adult eighteen-year-old, whom she hugged hard
and long. I couldn’t keep my eyes dry. Isha was with a large group of children
and grandchildren, depending on her youngest son, Idris, for translation. He
was four when we lived in Banta and I remember him as a quiet, shy child,
but standing before me was an obviously bright, thoughtful, competent young
man speaking excellent English. An older man arrived, catching my eye over
the crowd—Axmed Baraki, who was married to Binti, one of my first friends
in Banta. Our poster included a photograph of Binti and their son; both are
now dead. The nephew of Sheikh Axmed Nur arrived, and I showed him the
elegant black-and-white portrait of his uncle. The nephew gave us the news
that Sheikh Axmed Nur was still living in the refugee camp in Kenya, hoping
that his family reunification application would one day allow him to join his
children in the United States.

The son of our neighbor and dear friend Cabdulle Cabdi was one of the
first through the door. Iman was just a baby when we lived in Banta and had
no memory of his parents, who died when he was a toddler. Nor did he re-
member his dead grandfather, caught in a stately pose by Jorge’s camera. Iman
examined their photos, searching for his likeness in their faces.
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FIGURE 1.9 Sheikh Axmed
Nur, Banta, 1988. Photograph
by Jorge Acero.
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Daliya’s daughter arrived and burst into tears upon discovering our por-
trait of her dead mother sifting corn. Everyone started naming those captured
in the portraits: Ganuun is dead. Although Caliyow Isaaq is dead, his only
surviving wife, Jimcoy, is in Maine. One of his other wives, Amina, is dead,
but their daughter Binti, caught on camera as a delightfully happy baby, now
lives in the United States. Matan Garad is dead but his son Abdulkadir, who
as a teenager worked as my field assistant collecting harvest information and
measuring farms, now lives in Lewiston as a married father of eight. Khalar!
Our old friend Khalar is still alive but living in extreme poverty outside Banta.
As the names from the census were read aloud for those who could not
read, people started calling out their fates. People continued arriving as the
tape of wedding music played in the background, and someone informed us
that the wedding couple, Mohammed and Xawo, now lived in Hartford. Because
so many women were weeping openly as they listened, I asked if we should
turn off the music. No! they protested, insisting they wanted to hear it to enjoy
the memory of marriage rituals in the village.
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FIGURE 1.10 Iman Osman as a
baby in his mother’s arms in Banta,
1987. Photograph by Jorge Acero.

FIGURE 1.11 Iman Osman as a
teenager in Lewiston, 2008.
Photograph by Elizabeth Milliken.




FIGURE 1.12 Daliya sifting corn,
Banta, 1988. Photograph by Jorge
Acero.

FIGURE 1.13 Amina Cabdulle and
Binti Caliyow Isaaq, Banta, 1988.
Photograph by Jorge Acero.




FIGURE 1.14 Abdulkadir
Matan Garad with his niece
and nephew, Banta, 1988.
Photograph by Jorge Acero.

FIGURE 1.15 Abdulkadir
Matan Garad in his Lewiston
apartment with some of his
children, looking at a copy
of the photograph in figure
1.14, 2009. Photograph by
Catherine Besteman.
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FIGURE 1.16 Mohamed Caliyow Isaaq and Xawo Sheikh Axmed Nur, Hartford, 2009.
Photograph by Catherine Besteman.

Finally it was time to begin the slide show and the audience quieted, en-
grossed, as they struggled to make sense of the photographs and the faces
frozen as they were eighteen years before. I recalled when we first offered
photographs as gifts during our stay in Banta and discovered that people had
no idea what they were seeing; making sense of the small images was chal-
lenging to many who were unaccustomed to likenesses of any kind. Jorge re-
minded me that people were often disturbed by photographs that didn’t show
the entire body or that had funny angles that distorted people’s bodies, such as
a photograph—which we thought was beautiful—of Iman’s cousin, our young
neighbor Marian, weaving a mat, that everyone derided as making her look
like an ant because of the angle.

As people got used to what they were seeing, they asked to repeat the
entire show a second time, this time calling out names to identify those ap-
pearing on the screen. The photograph of Abshirow, stylishly dressed in his
velvet jacket, standing with his wife Muslimo and baby son, evoked shrieks:
“Look how dressed up he looks, standing in front of his mundul [round
house made of mud and grass],” someone yelled out. Abshirow and his fam-
ily were resettled in Texas, but, like many other survivors from Banta, later
moved to Lewiston. A photograph of Axmed Baraki, now elderly and seated
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FIGURE I.17 Marian Cabdi Dhagane, Banta, 1988. Photograph by Jorge Acero.

in the audience, provoked cries of delight. In the photograph he appears young
and very strong, wearing shorts and a large wrap on his head while working
with a group of men to construct a frame for the room of a new mundul.
Axmed Baraki himself got far more excited about a photograph of one of his
farms, calling out the name of its location. Several women exclaimed with
satisfaction at the beauty of the nicely tilled farms that appeared in several
photographs.

We followed the second showing of the slides with a tape of Cali Osman’s
poetry recitation and flute performance, which everyone asked to hear a sec-
ond time, and then a third time. Then everyone wanted to watch the entire
slide show again, identifying still more people, including Sahara Mahamed,
now living in Lewiston but unable to attend because she was about to give
birth. Forthright and confident as a young girl, she stands in the photo as
if she owns the world. I asked about her parents, who were good people and
friends. The answer, of course, was that they were dead.

The photographs of young children guarding fields of sesame against the
predations of birds and monkeys elicited lots of comments, as did the photo-
graphs of people in the unsteady village canoe crossing the Jubba River. The
third time through the slide show, people recognized the images of religious
and ritual activities, commenting in excitement on their old festivals. Slides of
hoes, machetes, and other long-lost farm tools evoked lots of chatter.
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FIGURE 1.18 Iman’s brother guarding stacks of sesame on his father’s farm, Banta, 1988.

Photograph by Jorge Acero.

As the festivities wound down, everyone asked for copies of photos and
cDs of the music. Sadiq and Abkow remained to help clean up after people
dispersed, sharing more information about what actually happened in Banta
and beginning the long process of recounting Banta’s history since our depar-
ture. We learned that several of those who appeared in the photographs had
become perpetrators of violence during the war—Kkilling, kidnapping, and
ransoming. Over the next two years, as I reconnected with Banta’s survivors
in Lewiston, Syracuse, and Hartford, I pieced together the story of what hap-
pened in Banta, recounted in the following three chapters.

My first visit to a Somali Bantu home in Lewiston occurred a few weeks
after the Bates MLK panel, when Jorge and I went to visit Sahara, who as a
young girl had stood guard over me as I wrote my field notes each evening,
shooing away other villagers who might disturb my concentration, and who
now, as a married mother, had given birth to her sixth child the day after
the slide show. Sahara’s downtown tenement building was a creaky old four-
story walk-up, listing slightly to the right. We climbed to the top floor up the
narrow twisting stairs through thick dust, cigarette butts, and garbage to a
door with “Sahara Mahamed” scrawled in pencil. Inside, the apartment was
transformed from grimy Lewiston tenement to lively Somali space. Colorful
woven plastic mats covered the floor, brightly patterned nylon drapes flowed
along the walls from ceiling to floor, and bunches of plastic flowers dangled
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from the corners. A cascade of plastic flowers woven into a garland hung to
the floor from a ceiling hook in the middle of the room, making a gay cen-
terpiece. The aesthetic was a modernist rendering of the beautifully colored
woven palm frond mats that used to grace the walls, beds, and floors of Banta’s
small huts, a new style that has since become very familiar to me. Sahara’s
six children assembled to meet us: six-year-old twins Xassan and Xussein,
born in Dagahallay (in Dadaab) refugee camp, Gamana and Khadija, born in
Kakuma refugee camp, giggly toddler Yasmin, born in Georgia, and the tiny
newborn Lewiston native Sahel, sleeping in the center of a bare mattress. In
addition to the single mattress, an old Tv on a small side table completed the
room’s furnishings. An adjoining bedroom held another single mattress atop
more floor mats. As we talked, the kids rolled around on the mattresses and
the mats—lacking toys or books, there seemed to be little else for them to do
but watch Tv and wrestle. Jorge and I exchanged a look of concern, sharing a
mutual reaction to the reality of seven people in a one-bedroom apartment
with a long trek down four flights of stairs to get to the street. Sahara had re-
cently relocated to Lewiston from Atlanta, where debts had overwhelmed the
struggling family shortly after their arrival in the United States. Her husband
remained in Georgia to pay off the bills before joining his family. As I was to
learn, Sahara’s apartment was just like the apartments of most newly resettled
Somali Bantus: hardly any furniture other than an old donated mattress or
two; life lived on the floor, where everyone ate, slept, played, and talked;
all windows and walls covered with bright curtains; and lots of bright plastic
flowers everywhere. A phone and an old donated vCR completed the standard
furnishings in most homes.

When her tenement building burned down a few months after our visit,
another large refugee family from Banta took Sahara’s family into their small
two-bedroom apartment while she waited for a new apartment to become
available. Such strong community support structures remained firmly in place
despite the repeated ruptures experienced by refugees in the resettlement
process, making visible the kinds of communitarian practices typical of the
refugee community that many of Lewiston’s poorer residents lacked. Indeed,
seven years later, when arson destroyed several tenement buildings down-
town and left two hundred people homeless, all the Somali Bantu families
found housing with friends and relatives while their non-Somali neighbors
had to move into public facilities or short-term hotel rooms provided by the
city until they could find somewhere else to go. To re-create their structures
of mutual support was precisely why Somali Bantu refugees chose to leave
their sites of initial resettlement throughout the United States to live together
again in Maine.
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The Argument of the Book

Drawing on oral history interviews with war survivors from the Jubba Valley;
published reports about the Kenyan refugee camps; seven years of advocacy
work, collaborative projects, and ethnographic fieldwork in the United States;
and extensive engagement with social services providers and others in Lewis-
ton, this book develops an understanding of the lives of resettled refugees that
contradicts some of the most consistent claims in the media about refugees and
their resettlement. One is the assumption that refugees are apolitical, docile,
dependent recipients who benefit enormously from humanitarian intervention.
Another is the claim that immigrants to America share a common trajectory
of assimilation.

Policies involving immigrants and refugees will be one of the most press-
ing issues of the twenty-first century. Although the language of emergency
used by the United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees (UNHCR) defines
refugees as a crisis situation rather than the norm, those who have lived in
refugee camps for generations know differently. In numbers that currently
exceed fifteen million, refugees are staying in camps for longer periods of
time than ever before, and many live in camps that have existed for decades."
Grandparents are raising grandchildren in camps where they themselves grew
up. Refugees appear to have become a permanent part of the contemporary
global landscape, the state of exception that has become normal. “They are at
the heart of the definition of the world order and the debates it raises”"

Containing and constraining the mobility of refugees, who as border cross-
ers are dangerous and mistrusted by the states that take them in as well as by the
states that try to keep them out, is a major global enterprise, as manifested in
the construction of massive refugee camps where humanitarians house and care
for those displaced by war or disaster. Because, despite all evidence to the
contrary, refugee camps are envisioned as temporary solutions to short-term
crises, less than 1 percent of those who live in them are referred for resettle-
ment to a third country. What is supposed to happen to the rest? As Zygmunt
Bauman and many others argue, refugees are a product of our current world
order; their numbers are not going to diminish; and their persistent presence
is a reality the world must confront.”® The vast number of refugees, especially
those who have lived for decades in “temporary” camps, begs the question:
what kind of world do we want to live in? Is a safe, secure world one in which
millions of people are stashed in temporary refugee camps for a lifetime?

With a focus on their experiences as recounted to me by Somali Bantu ref-
ugees, part I asks what humanitarianism feels like to those who are its objects.
What expectations and burdens accompany the extension of aid in the form
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of refugee camps and resettlement opportunities? We will see how humani-
tarianism in the form of refugee camps feels constraining and debilitating to
refugees who are working to retain agency over their lives and how refugees
learn to navigate within and push back against the constraints on their free-
dom imposed by humanitarians and the states whose interests they represent.

Anthropologists recognize that memories play tricks, that current experi-
ences reshape recollections of past events, and that stories are told with an
eye to their possible future significance. Refugees, in particular, learn to tell
stories about their experiences in particular ways because of the requirements
imposed on them by refugee camp administrators, as I discuss in chapter 3.
While I have no way to verify the particulars of the stories I retell here, the
version of events recounted in the first three chapters reflects the things I
heard over and over again as I crossed the country to reconnect with Banta’s
survivors. Chapter 1 begins in 1988, our final year of residence in the village,
sweeps back to the early twentieth century, and then follows the events precipi-
tated by the arrival of armed militias in Banta in 1991. Chapters 2 and 3 follow
my old neighbors as they fled the Jubba Valley for Kenyan refugee camps,
where they lived for the next decade and a half.

Part IT of the book takes up the question of what happens when refugees
move in next door; when dependent objects of humanitarian charity become
neighbors with rights. U.S. media and the UNHCR promoted the U.S. offer of
refuge through resettlement to Somali Bantu refugees as a purely humanitar-
ian act to rescue a displaced, persecuted minority group from an uncertain fu-
ture. But what does the offer of refuge actually mean? How is refuge envisioned
and actually enacted? What happens when a town that did not invite refugees
finds itself unwittingly becoming their place of refuge? Part II reviews the
competing and contradictory responses by Lewiston’s residents to the unex-
pected arrival of thousands of refugees, exploring the debates about economic
responsibility, moral responsibility, security, and community that immigration
provokes.

Part IIT takes up the question of immigrant integration. The favored melt-
ing pot image of America acknowledges the country as a nation of immi-
grants, but the “land of opportunity” in the popular national narrative rests
on the assumption that immigrants assimilate to mainstream American
culture as they follow the trajectory of upward mobility blazed by previous
generations of immigrants. But what does integration actually mean? Even
though the idea of the melting pot has long captured the national imagina-
tion, the iconic image of the current era is perhaps more one of crashes and
clashes, manifest in fears about immigrants and the differences they bring.
Samuel Huntington’s article “The Clash of Civilizations” and his book Who
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Are We?, Robert Kaplan’s article “The Coming Anarchy; the film Crash, and
many other popular narratives warn of the dangers of culture clashes, violence,
and destruction precipitated by immigration.* Those fearful of insecurities
introduced by immigration argue that clashing and crashing is what happens
when integration fails and such fears animate reactionary measures such as
laws making English the official language. When immigrants are black and
Muslim in addition to non-English speaking, what is integration to the Euro-
American white mainstream supposed to look like?

This book contains crashes and clashes: Somali Bantu villages are crashed
and destroyed by Somali militias; Somali Bantus and I crash into each other
after twenty years; Somalis and Somali Bantus crash Maine and clash with
Mainers. But much more interesting than the clashes and crashes are the stories
that are left out of such narratives: the seepages, mutual transformations, and
slow border crossings of all kinds (linguistic, cultural, ideological, philosophical,
cultural) that accompany human mobility. While Lewiston’s story has its share
of racists and xenophobes, a far more accurate portrait of the experience and
impact of migration captures how refugee immigrants and locals negotiate
coresidence, creating arenas of care, solidarity, collaboration, and mutuality
as people from very different backgrounds work out ways to live together,
create community, and envision a collective future. This process is not with-
out struggle, of course, but integration works both ways: immigrants adapt to
their new society but their neighbors also adapt to the new ways of being-in-
the-world that immigrants bring. This books shows how and why.
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CHAPTER 1

Becoming Refugees

In a world of globalization disengagement from
Africa’s violence is no longer an option.

—Paul Richards, Fighting for the Rain Forest

In 1988, Cali Osman lived behind our dwelling in Banta in a row of neat mud
houses with his three wives, ten children, divorced sister, several nephews,
and elderly widowed aunt. Caliyow Isaaq and his large family—three wives,
twelve children—lived across the path from our compound; his wife Amina
(pictured in the introduction, fig. 1.13) was a frequent guest in our house.
Sheikh Axmed Nur (pictured in the introduction, fig. 1.9) lived across the
village from us with his two wives and six children. Although each family lived
at the barest subsistence level, surviving on what they grew on their farms and
sold for a few hundred dollars each year, each was considered wealthy in fam-
ily and by reputation. Cali Osman was a nationally recognized poet in a coun-
try where poetry is revered, viewed by his community as an intelligent and
wise elder often sought for his mediation and oratory skills.! We spent many
happy evenings tucked into a circle with other villagers listening to his po-
etry as a bonfire roared. Caliyow Isaaq was a master carpenter and head chef
for the village feasts, often called on for his surgical abilities as well. Sheikh
Axmed Nur, a powerful healer and religious leader, was known far and wide



FIGURE 1.1 Cali Osman
making furniture, Banta,
1987. Photograph by Jorge
Acero.

for his curing skills and the ability to communicate with the spiritual domain.
As my mentors in village life in 1987-88, these men and their families spent
countless hours with me, so the survivors from these families were among
the first people from Banta with whom I sought to reconnect. Recounting the
experiences of these three families reveals how war arrived in Banta, how the
farmers became refugees, and how Somalia’s civil war is a global story.

From their photographs, one could imagine Cali Osman, Caliyow Isaaq,
and Sheikh Axmed Nur as peasant-everymen living at the very edges of the
world: remote, isolated Banta was hundreds of miles from any paved roads,
inaccessible for half the year during the rainy season, and lacking in electricity,
running water, and any electronic form of communication with the outside
world except Caliyow Isaaq’s battery-powered radio. The women in their fami-
lies typically owned one dress each; their children worked in the fields since
there was no local school. It might seem logical to conclude that families like
these in a village like Banta lived more or less off the global grid—unaffected
by global events, by larger political and economic currents sweeping the globe.
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FIGURE 1.2 Rainy season travel in the Jubba Valley, 1988. Photograph by Jorge Acero.

In fact, quite the opposite is true. As many anthropological accounts dem-
onstrate, people in villages like Banta are profoundly affected by global pro-
cesses and decisions made by elite world leaders. The roots of the conflict
that tore apart Banta stretch back to the Indian Ocean slave trade (which was
stimulated, in part, by the transatlantic slave trade), weave through the colo-
nial era with the imposition of European domination that reshaped African
borders and identities, were nurtured through the political alignments de-
manded by global superpowers during the Cold War, shifted again with the
imposition of “development” initiatives by the world’s wealthier countries to
remake the world’s poorer countries through capitalist interventions, and ex-
ploded with the fall of the Berlin Wall. The stories of what happened during
the war to the families of Cali Osman, Caliyow Isaaq, and Sheikh Axmed Nur
are simultaneously global and local; their fates were shaped at the intersection
of global and local politics.

Race and Ancestry

In contexts of civil war, violence often absorbs and makes harmfully mean-
ingful historically shaped ethnic, racial, kin-based, or religious differences.?
The same is true in Somalia, where race and ancestry became vital identity
markers when Somalia’s civil war spread to the Jubba Valley. Our story begins
a century ago, when the parents of Cali Osman and Sheikh Axmed Nur were
born in the upper Shabelle Valley, located in the border region where Ethiopia
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and Somalia now meet, a geographical area contested by the Somalis who
lived there, Ethiopians, Italian and British colonial militaries, and anticolonial
Somali dervish militias.’ The families of Cali Osman and Sheikh Axmed Nur
were members of one of Somalia’s ethnic minority groups who came under
the authority of one of Somalia’s prominent clans. Their ancestors probably
preceded the arrival of Somali speakers in the region centuries ago; linguists
and historians suggest that after Somali speakers moved into the Horn, au-
tochthonous groups like those along the upper Shabelle converted to Islam
and adopted one of the Somali languages, accepting a client status in relation
to the more recently arrived Somali pastoralist clans.

The constant violence and conflict created by the international political
actors trying to carve out colonies both under and independent of European
control at the turn of the twentieth century produced a flow of refugees out
of the upper Shabelle region, which included the parents of both Cali Osman
and Sheikh Axmed Nur. As members of a Somali-speaking ethnic minority
group, both families migrated into the Jubba River valley, where other ethnic
minorities already lived, to settle in a farming village on the banks of the river.

Detailed oral histories and early colonial documents describe how the
Jubba Valley had been settled by people whose parents and grandparents had
been slaves in Somalia. A robust Indian Ocean slave trade operated in the
nineteenth century, bringing tens of thousands of slaves from the east coast of
Africa up to Somalia, where they were put to work on Somali-owned planta-
tions stretching south along the coast from Mogadishu. The plantations pro-
duced food for the Somali plantation owners but also for trade to the Arabian
Peninsula and beyond.* Slaves who eventually escaped or were manumitted,
like Caliyow Isaaq’s grandparents, fled into southern Somalia’s Jubba River
valley to form independent farming villages, where they were later joined by
refugees from the violence along the upper Shabelle, including the families of
Cali Osman and Sheikh Axmed Nur.

By the mid-twentieth century, slavery had officially ended under British
and Italian colonization, and population movements had settled into a pat-
tern: free farmers of slave or non-Somali ancestry lived in small sedentary
villages along the river, and Somali pastoralists maintained a nomadic lifestyle
on the plains stretching to either side of the river valley. Everyone in southern
Somalia knew the status differences that separated those living in Jubba Val-
ley farming villages from everyone else because of their stigmatized slave (or
non-Somali) ancestry, linguistically recorded in the derogatory terms used
to identify them, such as o0oji and adoon.> Riverine farmers were considered
more “African,” in contrast to the purported Arabic ancestry of ethnic So-
malis, a difference recognized in the widespread use of mutually exclusive
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FIGURE 1.3 Somali pastoralists migrating outside Banta, 1988. Photograph by
Jorge Acero.

physical terms to define the two groups: jareer, which means “hard hair,
described those of slave or non-Somali ancestry, and jileec, which means “soft,”
described those identified as ethnic Somalis.® Although many Jubba Valley
farmers shared languages, religion, and many cultural practices with other
Somalis, a ban on intermarriage between the two groups maintained the for-
mer’s inferior status, as did Italian colonial labor policies that targeted farm-
ers, but not pastoralists, for forced labor requirements.

During my stay in Banta, I carefully documented the ways in which local
residents mediated and managed the tensions provoked by Somali under-
standings of hierarchy and inequality that prized those of jileec status and
subjugated those identified as jareer. Despite their non-Somali ancestry, every-
one in Banta claimed membership in a Somali clan, either on the basis of
the clan identity of the person who had originally enslaved their ancestors,
or through an ancestor’s later adoption into a clan for protection and iden-
tity within Somali society. Scholars describe Somali kinship as a segmentary
lineage structure, in which every Somali is a member of one of five major
clan families (Darood, Dir, Isaaq, Rahanweyn, and Hawiye), each of which
encompasses large groups of lineages in a cascading set of lineage-based kin-
ship groups determined patrilineally.” Every Somali claims membership in a
particular lineage of a particular clan, and can identify his or her relationship
to every other Somali through tracing his or her connections through the
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overarching kinship system. The lineage and clan structure provided the basis
for social and political life, including knowing one’s enemies and allies when
conflict occurred.®

Banta included families who claimed membership in three of Somalia’s five
major clans (Darood, Rahanweyn, and Hawiye), although the connections
between families of different clan membership far outweighed the distinctions
among them.? In Banta, people married and shared friendships across clan
lines, and when compensation had to be paid for a crime committed by a
villager against someone from outside the village, all of Banta’s families con-
tributed rather than just the offender’s clan relatives. In short, lineage and
clan membership was far more important for claiming membership within
broader Somali society than it was for structuring life within the village.

The jareer villagers in Banta used their membership in Somali clans to
negotiate their relationships with the jileec Somali pastoralists who lived on
the plains stretching away from the riverbanks: the Darood to the west and the
Rahanweyn and Hawiye to the east. Because of their social status above those
farmers identified as jareer, Somali (jileec) pastoralists who entered Jubba
Valley villages seeking water or food felt entitled to assault, harass, and in-
timidate local farmers with relative impunity. My field notes are filled with
stories about pastoralists grazing their animals on farmers’ ripening crops and
assaulting those who attempted to defend their fields against invading hun-
gry cows. My Banta neighbors usually explained this abuse as the behavior of
particularly aggressive Somali individuals rather than as an expression of col-
lective discrimination by pastoralist (jileec) Somalis against minority (jareer)
farmers, and they attempted time and again to use the language of clan to seek
compensation and mediation for their injuries.

While the majority of Banta villagers claimed to be affiliated with jileec
Somali clans who lived to the east of the Jubba River valley, several Banta
families maintained close ties with jileec Somali pastoralist families of the
Darood clan, whose territory stretched to the west of the Jubba Valley. Xassan,
the head of the village in whose compound I lived, had a close relationship
with a Darood pastoralist family because his wife, Hamara, claimed Darood
clan membership. Hamara’s father, Bilaal, was a locally powerful elder from
Kakole, a village near Banta also on the west bank of the Jubba River, which
was almost entirely populated by his extended family, all of whom claimed
Darood clan membership.”’ During my year in Banta I spent dozens of hours
interviewing Bilaal about local history, including the history of slavery that
his family shared with most villagers in the Jubba Valley. His grandfather,
captured in Tanzania for enslavement in Somalia, had assumed Darood clan
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identity after gaining his freedom, and his offspring continued to claim that
identity, seeking solidarity with the Darood pastoralists who lived in the
bush to the west of Banta and Kakole.

In addition to the kinship and trading ties that many village families main-
tained with pastoralists living in the bush outside Banta, several former pas-
toralist Darood families had settled in Banta after losing their livestock to
drought and disease, maintaining a neighborly but guarded relationship with
other villagers. Maxamed Gedj, his brother Said, Xussein, and other Darood
arrivals joined the village after receiving land grants from village elders. Al-
though the male Darood village residents were recognized as rather severe and
hostile personalities, they never caused any outright trouble within the village
during my stay.

Despite the villagers’ efforts to claim a foothold in Somalia’s system of clans,
I soon learned that the Darood pastoralist families with whom they traded
in the bush outside Banta did not share their perception of membership in
Somali society. After witnessing numerous instances of abuse by pastoralists
against villagers, followed by mediation by clan and village elders to determine
compensation, I began interviewing Darood pastoralist leaders from the bush
surrounding Banta about their perception of shared clan allegiances with the
villagers. In our interviews, they scoffed at the efforts of middle valley farmers
to seek membership in Somali kin groups. One local Darood leader explained
that the Jubba Valley farmers could never be treated as equal lineage members
and avoided reenslavement by his clan only because of national laws against
slavery. Siad Barre had in fact outlawed the entire clan system in Somalia,
making clan- and slave-based hierarchies and distinctions illegal. Although
it is hard to describe the dictator as a protector of human rights, the Somali
Darood clan leaders living outside of Banta insisted that Barre’s antislavery
laws were the only thing keeping them from reenslaving Jubba Valley farmers.

So in 1987-88, a détente based on a mutually recognized inequality between
jareer and jileec residents characterized life in the middle valley. While sta-
tus differences gave jileec pastoralists the upper hand in compensation nego-
tiations when they harmed villagers, shared clan membership between some
pastoralist and farmer families provided a language to seek mediation and
compensation, even if it was usually paltry and begrudging. Within the village,
jileec former pastoralists of the Darood clan held no special power because
they were so clearly in the minority and received land for farming only through
the good graces of the jareer village elders. Banta farmers held allegiances to
both their village and their clans; having never been forced to choose sides,
they could maintain an imagined balance of clan and village associations that
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allowed them to navigate the status differences between jileec and jareer as
best they could. No one in Banta realized how murderously meaningful the
status hierarchy separating jareer from jileec would become.

The Cold War Comes to the Jubba Valley

When independence from colonial control arrived in 1960, the parents of Cali
Osman, Caliyow Isaaq, and Sheikh Axmed Nur had survived the forced labor
campaigns of the Italian colonizers in the Jubba Valley as well as the British-
Italian skirmishes that passed control over the Jubba Valley back and forth
between the British and the Italians until independence in 1960. The colonial-
era conflict in the upper Shabelle region had come to an unquiet conclusion
in the mid-twentieth century when international powers ultimately settled on
aborder between Somalia and Ethiopia that granted to Ethiopia a large chunk
of Somali-inhabited territory. Somalis were understandably outraged, and a
discourse of irredentism—a desire to reunite within one nation-state all the
territory occupied by Somali speakers—pervaded nationalist Somali rhetoric
after independence in 1960.

Siad Barre came to power as Somalia’s president in a coup in 1969, ad-
vocating a political platform he called scientific socialism. He initially allied
himself with the Soviet Union, from whom he received weaponry, military
assistance, and economic support. Seeking to fulfill his irredentist goals, Barre
launched an attack against Ethiopia in 1977 to reclaim the Somali-inhabited
territory ceded to Ethiopia decades earlier. But when the Soviet Union chose to
back Ethiopia, their other client in the Horn of Africa, Siad Barre expelled the
Soviets from Somalia and turned to the United States for patronage, offering
access to Somalia for military bases in return for massive foreign aid. In the
context of Cold War geopolitics, the United States saw Somalia as a strategic
prize because of its location on the Indian Ocean and its proximity to the Per-
sian Gulf. During the 1980s, the United States made Somalia its second largest
recipient of foreign aid in Africa, granting Barre hundreds upon hundreds of
millions of dollars in military and economic aid. Analysts estimate that Barre
received over a billion dollars in foreign aid from international sources during
the 1980s, an astounding figure for a lightly populated, arid country with few
natural resources."

Barre put the money to good use, employing the familiar pattern of patri-
monial politics to consolidate power in the hands of his closest relatives and
trusted advisors, particularly those of the Darood clan living in the south.
Barre skillfully manipulated the clan system to privilege some clans at the ex-
pense of others, leading commentators like British anthropologist I. M. Lewis
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to conclude that Somalia’s civil war represented a victory of clan politics over
state building. Other observers, including me, emphasized how the wealth
flowing into Somalia from foreign aid enabled the growth of an elite, urban-
based class of politicians and businessmen with close government connections.
Class-based inequality had arrived in Somalia, joining hierarchies of race and
ancestry created previously through the slave trade and migration.”?
However one understands the manipulations of Barre’s rule, several things
are clear: his alliances with the United States (and formerly the Soviet Union)
weaponized the country and maintained his regime; he used massive state re-
sources gained from foreign aid to bolster his bases of support, primarily in
the south, against northern clans and communities that protested against their
exclusion from his largesse; and his practice of patrimonial politics enabled
urban-based political and business elites from Mogadishu to use the instru-
ments of the state to enrich themselves at the expense of their fellow citizens.
What did foreign aid and the patrimonialism it funded mean for Cali Osman,
Caliyow Isaaq, and Sheikh Axmed Nur, living in Banta in the distant Jubba
Valley? Despite the massive amount of aid flowing into the country under
Barre’s dictatorship, villages like Banta received no benefits from it. There
were no schools, medical facilities, infrastructure, roads, policing, or state sup-
port structures. The only way that Banta experienced the foreign aid flowing
into the country was that foreign and multilateral development agencies in-
volved in shaping Somalia’s postsocialist economy identified the Jubba Valley
as ripe for capitalist transformation. The World Bank planned to build the
second largest dam in all of Africa on the upper Jubba Valley; the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID) and European development agencies
planned to build paved roads and commercial irrigation projects throughout
the valley, and USAID planned and funded a land reform program to privatize
all land ownership. In 1988, when I scrutinized the official land registry for
Banta in the Ministry of Agriculture, I discovered that all the land in Banta
had been legally claimed by businessmen and politicians from Mogadishu
who had never lived there, but who were waiting to exercise their new own-
ership rights until the foreign development agencies completed their proj-
ects.> One evening after this discovery, as I sat with Banta villagers around a
bonfire discussing their future, Cali Osman predicted they would all end up
as landless, impoverished wage laborers on commercial plantations owned
by wealthy urban businessmen. We never imagined a worse fate was in store
for them. The takeover by city overlords might have dismantled the delicate,
if unequal, balance between jareer and jileec residents in the Jubba Valley in
a way that was harmful to both groups if the war hadn’'t changed everything.
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Civil War

Just after our departure from Somalia the Berlin Wall fell, and the reverber-
ations of this globally momentous event reached all the way to Banta. The
dictator Siad Barre—ally of the United States, kept in power largely by U.S.
aid—suddenly became a pariah in the new global order, in which alliances
and enemies were no longer defined by the “free” world versus the communist
world. In the new world order that emerged after the fall of the Berlin Wall,
people like Siad Barre were expendable to the United States, and Barre was
very quickly redefined in speeches in the U.S. Congress as a human rights
abuser. Although Barre’s government had regularly imprisoned and tortured
its dissenters, the regime’s heinous actions became important to U.S. politicians
only after communism collapsed and it was difficult to justify U.S. support for
such a dictator any longer. As insurgencies against Barre’s totalitarian rule
mounted within Somalia, Barre struggled to maintain control by bombing
and strafing villages in the north in retaliation for insurrection by northern-
based political opponents. The United States dramatically cut aid to Somalia
in 1990, and within a year Barre’s government collapsed under pressure from
armed antigovernment groups that had joined forces to oust him.

Although life under Siad Barre had not been easy for Jubba Valley farm-
ers, what happened after his government collapsed was horrific.!* Fleeing
Mogadishu for Kenya in 1991, Barre and his militia came through the Jubba
Valley, pursued by opposing militias chasing him out of the country. As his
supporters made their way up the valley, they distributed weapons and mili-
tary vehicles to his Darood clan allies, the Somali pastoralists who inhabited
the plains to the west of the valley, admonishing them to maintain control
of the valley and not cede it to the incoming Hawiye militias who were pursu-
ing him from the east. These livestock herders-turned-militiamen began a
cross-river campaign to push back the incoming militias arriving from the
east. The unarmed farming villages got caught in the crossfire, to their pro-
found devastation.”

In the confusing weeks following Siad Barre’s flight up the valley, Bu'aale
was one of the first towns in the middle valley to experience deadly violence
when a Darood militiaman opened fire in the marketplace, killing three farmers
he suspected of trying to buy weapons.!® Darood pastoralists-turned-militia
began turning their guns against local farmers in order to assert control over the
valley, killing those who resisted. About a dozen men of Dugqiyo, a small village
between Banta and Buaale, disobeyed an order issued by a militiaman not to
leave the village; for punishment they were marched to a large mango tree,
tied to its base, and shot to death. They had been trying to sneak into Buaale

44 - Chapter1



for provisions. Their bodies were left to rot, spied upon by small children from
Buaale who came to investigate. Refugees from Dugqiyo and Bu’aale began ar-
riving in Banta, looking for security with their relatives.

But within Banta, families from the Darood clan that had settled in the vil-
lage as farmers, including Maxamed Gedi, his brother Said, Xussein, and a few
others, had obtained guns from their relatives in the bush and used them to
take over Banta. They compiled a list of the names of everyone in the village
and began to police everyone’s movements in and out of the village, trying to
assert demographic control and to hinder possible interactions with Hawiye
militias. Calling themselves a “committee,” Maxamed Gedi and his group kept
accounts of the villagers’ crop production, requiring each family to report to
the committee on their farm’s production and claiming a portion of everyone’s
harvest as a residential tax, which they redistributed to their pastoralist Darood
clan relatives in the bush. Some of their relatives from the bush even moved
into the village to join them, living off the work of the unarmed farmers.

Kidnapping and ransom, the fund-raising method used by criminals
throughout the world, became their primary strategy for obtaining food.
Initially they targeted the new arrivals seeking refuge in Banta after fleeing
violence in other communities. Maxamed Gedi and his contingent would
imprison newcomers until their village relatives paid their “entry tax” Sadiq,
who fled to Banta from Bu’aale after witnessing the massacred Dugiyo men,
remembers such abductions as a rite of passage, even joking that they were
like immigration control. But Maxamed Gedi and the others soon turned on
their long-time neighbors, beating them up, imprisoning them, and then de-
manding a ransom from their families as a tool of control and humiliation,
particularly against the village elders.

Sitting on the floor mats in her tiny Lewiston apartment while her grand-
children listened with rapt attention, Cali Osman’s wife Isha recounted the
Darood men’s stranglehold on the village, describing how Maxamed Gedi
captured her son, Ciise, tied him to a tree, and beat him until she and Cali
Osman ransomed him with their harvest, thus imperiling their other chil-
dren’s food security for the season. Her enduring fury and rage were apparent
as she described the escalating assaults by the Darood men against their Banta
neighbors.

“Were you surprised your neighbors could turn on you like that?” I asked.

“I was surprised!” she responded, emphatically. Echoing the ethic that
dominated village life during my stay in Banta, Sadiq added, “Before the war
we all lived together. We helped each other. If there was a funeral or a wed-
ding, we all worked together and helped each other. So it was really surprising
that this could happen.”
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FIGURE 1.4 Ciise Cali Osman,
Banta, 1988. Photograph by Jorge
Acero.
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FIGURE 1.5 Isha Iman, wife of Cali
Osman and mother of Ciise, in
center looking over her shoulder at
the camera, Banta, 1988. Photograph
by Jorge Acero.




With trepidation, I asked about our old friend and mentor Bilaal, the
Darood-affiliated elder of Kakole and great historian, father to Hamara, in
whose compound we lived during our stay. Isha became animated with dis-
gust. “They were the worst! He was with them! He took over! He was one of
the Darood who carried weapons and attacked and violated everyone. His
family was the cause of the biggest problems. His son killed at least a hundred
people. His Banta wife fled to Kakole, and they all participated in the attack-
ing and looting of the other surrounding villages. It was like they wanted to
take over and control everything and everybody” She described how Bilaal
and his sons used their weapons to control the neighboring villages, assisting
the pastoralist Darood occupiers in their rapacious demands for food. Isha
concluded her appalling tale about Bilaal’s collusion with the occupiers, shak-
ing her head: “He had totally changed”

Weapons enabled militiamen to make claims on women. Armed Darood
militiamen demanded marriages with village women of their choice, includ-
ing women who were already married. The dissolution of social bonds forged
through marriage rituals, which are always accompanied by exchanges of gifts
and food between the couple’s families, struck a blow at the very basis of vil-
lage life. Bilaal's militia forced his Banta granddaughters (the daughters of my
former landlords) to divorce their husbands and move in with Darood militia-
men. One refused and fled the village for refuge in Kenya with her husband.
“Those with guns could do whatever they wanted—they demanded whatever
they wanted,” Isha remembered. Maxamed Gedi and Said appropriated their
neighbors’ belongings at gunpoint, including Caliyow Isaaq’s radio and the
jacket Jorge had given him as a parting gift. Moving on from simply demand-
ing food, they began taking clothes, raping women, and terrorizing the village.

The burden of handing over their harvest as a “tax” or as ransom meant
constant and increasing hunger. “Every farmer supported three extra people!”
Sadiq explained as he emphasized the toll on Banta farmers of supporting
the armed pastoralist invaders and their relatives. Those with weapons not
only demanded the lion’s share of the harvest but also required the farmers to
transport their harvest into the bush to the families of the occupying militia.
Caliyow Isaaq’s brother was ordered to carry the goods for two families, but as
it was too much for him, he took one load, intending to return for the second.
In fury, the man whose goods would be the second load shot him in the legs
for his failure to cart the entire burden at once. Axmed Baraki recounted how
the armed occupiers used villagers as target practice, mimicking one occupier
who, he claimed, had said, as he took aim at a farmer-turned-porter, “Let’s see
if I can shoot him from this far away”
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After initially focusing on new arrivals in Banta, Maxamed Gedi and his
gang turned their attention to the village elders in order to disempower them,
particularly Sheikh Axmed Nur in retaliation for his refusal to hand over his
precious bow and arrow to the militia committee. One of his sons, Cabdul-
lahi, recounted his family’s story as we sat surrounded by photographs from
Banta in Sadiq’s Lewiston apartment. Cabdullahi was visiting Lewiston for a
wedding from his new home in Syracuse, but before heading to the wed-
ding feast we sat for several hours remembering prewar life in the village and
talking about what had happened to his family during the war. As his stories
about the war unfolded, his cell phone rang constantly with calls from his
relatives from Lewiston, Hartford, Springfield, and even Kenya, who wanted
to add their memories to our conversation. Studying the photographs and the
1988 census I had created of Banta residents, his eyes brimmed with tears. “All
those people,” he said, shaking his head. “So many dead.”

His was the first family in Banta to experience murder. After Sheikh Axmed
Nur’s son Kahiye failed to return from his farm one day, a group of elders, in-
cluding Sheikh Axmed Nur, Cali Osman, and Caliyow Isaaq, went searching
for him, accompanied by militia members Maxamed Gedi and Said. After
three days of searching, his body was finally located hidden in the bush, with
three bullet holes in his neck and upper back. Caliyow Isaaq extracted a bul-
let, matched to an AK-47, the make of gun used by Maxamed Gedi and his
cohort. Cali Osman’s eldest daughter, Rabaca, overcame her fear and reported
that she had seen Kahiye pass by her on the day he disappeared as she was
collecting firewood, followed by Maxamed Gedi and Said. Shortly thereafter
three shots rang out. Upon hearing this news, Caliyow Isaaq flew at Maxamed
Gedi in such a rage that his children, in fear for his life, had to forcibly restrain
him. Maxamed Gedi denied the ensuing accusation of murder, retaliating
against the elders by arresting them and their sons fo