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The “Lost Boys” of Sudan

Throughout the course of the “Change and Reform in American Life: Immigration” class we have studied and analyzed the push and pull factors that have bought immigrants to the United States, as well as the various groups’ experiences of traveling to and living in the United States. We studied many of the European immigrant groups along with those of Asian countries, finding the similarities and differences in their experiences in the late 18th, 19th and 20th centuries. As we include these analyses and the new information gained in our American history classes, it is important to link these ideas to the new immigrants coming to the U.S. from places in Africa, Asia and Latin America in the 21st century.

Boston has long had a rich immigrant history being accessible through its ports to even the earliest immigrants from Europe. Those fleeing religious persecution or looking for fresh opportunities formed the basis of the early European settlers. One of America’s most cherished traditional stories featuring the interaction of the pilgrims and native people in the first Thanksgiving took place near Boston, romanticizing the difficult passage and building of a new life and society here. The immigration of the Irish to Boston has affected virtually every institution in the Boston area including politics, the Catholic Church, schools and many others. Boston was formed by an immigrant population and it has remained a destination for those seeking to make a new life in America in the 21st century.


One of the new groups that has arrived in recent years is a group of young people from the war-torn Sudan in Africa. Their stories of dangerous marches across some of the harshest terrains in the world and years spent in refugee camps captured the attention of the West and led them to be nicknamed the “Lost Boys” of Sudan, presumably a reference to the group of orphaned young men from the childhood classic Peter Pan. These young people have endured hardships beyond imagination for most Westerners at very young ages. In 2000, the U.S. arranged for over three thousand of the young men living in the refugee camps to come to the U.S. to live in foster and group homes to provide them with more opportunities than they would find in Sudan (Barry). Of these, over a hundred were relocated to Massachusetts in places like Arlington, Oxford, Lynn and Chelsea (Barry). 

The fighting in the Sudan began in the early 1980s with clashes between the Sudanese government and the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (UNICEF). This was a conflict between the largely Arab and Muslim government and the large Christian and animist black groups in the South ("'Lost Boys of Sudan' Finally Find a Home"). An estimated 20,000 young people, ranging in age from 7 to 17, left their traditional homes, mostly of the Dinka and Nuer tribes, and sought refuge in neighboring Ethiopia (UNICEF). Most of these were young men, encouraged to flee fearing they would be forced to serve in one army or the other if they stayed (UNICEF). The children who survived the initial exodus found refugee camps in Ethiopia, until 1991 when the government changed and forced the boys into exile again (Barry). They were forced to walk across the Sudan, again under severe conditions, to reach shelter in Kenya (UNICEF). Since then they have lived in limbo, unable to return home and unable to find many new places that will accept them.

Some survivors have shared their experiences through books, documentaries, articles and interviews, and all of them report death, disease, hunger and thirst being constant companions on their treks. The paths the young refugees followed took them through the Sahara Desert, across the Gilo River and through the war-torn landscape of their homeland (Barry). The boys were preyed upon by wild animals, diseases and enemy combatants alike and many died in the perilous journey. Young boys had to sacrifice their other young friends in order to survive and none was unchanged by the experience and many of them arrived in the camps barely able to walk and looking like skeletons (Barry). Even once they arrived at the camps, safety was not assured. There was theft of food and random killings by raiding parties (Muhindi and Nyakato). The camps could not support the sheer numbers of refugees, and countries like the United States have developed programs to bring some of the young people here. The Boston area became one home for these boys as they faced the reality that they would be unlikely to return to the cattle herding traditions of their people while the war continued to rage on.

Coming to Boston, the group of mostly boys was either sent to foster homes if they were 18 and under, or given group living quarters for those over 18, which follows the traditional Dinka style of communal living (Rhor). For these young men, even traveling to America was taking a step beyond anything they had imagined. Some had never ridden in a motorized vehicle, let alone flown in the sky (Barry). Landing in Boston during a cold snap, the boys were afraid their skin was shrinking and piled on ski parkas and hats to try to prevent the cold from getting in (Barry). They were faced with a world that was completely different from their own with cars, telephones, pocket calculators, fast food and malls (Barry, Rhor). Even the English they spoke, learned from English missionaries, was old-fashioned and awkward compared to their American counterparts (Barry). Though the teenagers had been through so much, they still had challenges awaiting them in assimilating into an American lifestyle.

The young men who were under the age of 18 were enrolled in public high schools around the Boston area. There they faced the incredibly large knowledge gap between themselves and the other students. They were not aware of material that we, as teachers, take for granted that our students come to school knowing (Barry). Paul Siemering, an ESL tutor at Boston English High School, commented ''‘It's almost impossible for regular teachers to grasp their level of innocence. They don't know the Earth goes around the sun. They don't know who Elvis Presley is. They don't know who Hitler is, they don't know World War II. You might as well be talking Sanskrit. It's hard to go far enough back to start’'' (Barry). 


As the boys, and a few girls, who came to the Boston area continued through school they were challenged by more than just gaps in knowledge and curricula. They had to face the social world of American teenagers through dances, team sports and shopping malls (Barry). As their worlds expanded and they learned about events and places previously unknown to them and many of their kinsfolk, many of the resettled young men expressed the feeling that now they knew these things existed, it would be hard to go back to Sudan and pick up where they had left off. Alith Ayuen, a 17-year old resettled near Boston, remarked ''‘The way I compare the life now, it is very different. I have seen so much more of the world. I would not be happy. That life is bad actually. It is very far from the modern life.’'' (Barry).

The young people who resettled here and were deemed too old for school have had different experiences with America. They received 4 months federal assistance, but soon needed to make other plans for their futures (Rhor). Many came without the kind of skills necessary for better paying American jobs and had to find employment in menial tasks that did not always leave much extra time for studying or improving their skills. Classic American interview tactics of trying to sell yourself to get a job were at odds with the Sudanese culture where a person does not boast about his or her skills and achievements (Barry). Many of the resettled young people felt a disappointment that America did not immediately live up to their expectations (Barry). Alier Agok, employed in the laundry room of the Omni Parker House, explained, "Sometimes I feel this is not America. All the people are not speaking English, and I hear that this is where the English came from. America must be another place. We are just on the way to America" (Barry). 


Along with changed expectations for school and work, the members of the “Lost Boys” also faced differences in the cultures of the two countries. The resettled young people were soon exposed to the harsh realities of racism in America (Barry). Though they did not always understand the racial epithets being yelled at them, they realized that something bad was being said (Barry). Misunderstandings resulted in altercations that sometimes involved the police and resettlement workers (Barry). One Sudanese worker at Logan Airport lost his job after the attacks on September 11, 2001 when Sudan was put on a list of blacklisted nations (Muhindi & Nyakato). 
 
As the time has passed, the resettled young people have made progress towards becoming part of American society. An M.I.T.-affiliated 2002 study of the Sudanese resettled in the Boston reported that “…it is felt that they are managing much better than most [refugee groups]…” and “Generally, the Sudanese Lost Boys resettlement program is a success…” (Muhindi & Nyakato). In 2004, the Boston Globe reported on Gabriel Bol Akau who was training to run the Boston Marathon to raise money for the Sudanese Education Fund, a Boston area charity that helped the former “Lost Boys” pay for tuition and other education expenses (Rhor). At that time about 45 of the refugees were enrolled full or part-time in area universities and community colleges, while the others were saving for future college careers (Rhor). Now as many of the former “lost boys” finish college, they are faced with the difficulty of finding their families again (Irons). Some of them retain memories of lost loved who they have not seen in 20 years and begin the long and frustrating process to see if they are still alive (Irons). After overcoming tremendous odds these young people, refugees from their homeland and transplants to America, have to decide whether to continue living in America or try to end decades of war in their home country as the new generation of leaders (Barry). Either place would be richer for having the talents of these determined young men.

Throughout the two years that students study U.S. history at Dedham High School, immigration is a continuing theme. From the earliest European settlers to the modern global immigrants, Boston has remained an important destination. Immigrants come for many reasons, some of which have not changed very much in over two hundred years, and leave their imprint on the greater Boston area. From the Fairbanks family in Dedham to the “Lost Boys” of Sudan, Boston has continually benefited from the diversity and culture of these groups as they seek to make new connections and new homes in America.
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