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After hours of chats via various messaging apps, I meet Ibra-

Ibrahim’s war

him for the first time in Sanliurfa, southeastern Turkey, in early
March. Stepping off the plane, it is clear that this is a far cry from

Ibrahim, a physical therapist, is from the eastern Deir ez-Zor

metropolitan Istanbul. But with a population of 1.8 million people,

Governorate in Syria, hailing from a very large family as one of

including around 400,000 Syrian refugees displaced by the war,

nearly 60 siblings and half-siblings. Before coming to Turkey, he

Sanliurfa is a major city only 30km from the Syrian border.

had been arrested and tortured by regime forces for protesting in
late 2011.

The city has the feel of an ancient and enduring culture, with the
markets, traditional dress, and sights and smells akin to Syria

“We were transferred to the narcotics prison because there was

and Jordan. According to Biblical tradition, it is the birthplace of

nowhere to keep us, all the prisons were full,” he tells me. “They

Abraham. With a large Kurdish population, the Turkish govern-

beat us with batons, and shackled us by our arms so that just our

ment has a strong police presence here, with both static check-

toes could touch the ground. Sometimes they would shackle us

points and regular stop and search patrols.

higher, with a chair to stand on, and then kick that away, leaving
us hanging for days at a time. The pain was unbearable, and I
prayed for it to end.” After 20 days, he was taken to a judge, who
immediately released him due to lack of evidence and he returned
home.
In October 2012, a local rebel group attacked a government checkpoint of about 25 soldiers in his village. “When the fighting started, the rebels fired rockets, and the regime called in airstrikes
and artillery in return,” Ibrahim tells me. “Everyone left the village and fighting lasted for two days. When we returned so much
was destroyed and we tried to rebuild as much as we could.” After
the city was divided between rebels and government troops as the
result of more fighting, Ibrahim and his family had a period of

Above: A market stall in Sanliurfa, home to around 400,000 Syrians.

relative peace, now that the frontline had passed them by.

After meeting Ibrahim in the main city square, we walk to his

However, in the spring of 2014, Islamic State (IS) began an of-

cousin’s house while talking about his plans to reach Europe. His

fensive across eastern Syria, sweeping from their base in Raqqa

is the story of so many Syrians, five years after the start of peace-

towards Deir Ezzor, seizing all parts that were previously held by

ful protests in southern Syria against the regime of Bashar al-As-

the Free Syrian Army, as well as previously neutral oil and gas

sad, which devolved into one of the deadliest conflicts of our time.
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fields on the outside of the city. IS continues to besiege

to get work, he decided he wanted to make it to Europe to

rebels who have overrun government offices in numer-

large parts of the city to this day.

begin rebuilding a normal life.

ous provinces. I was assured that I could use one of these

As Ibrahim’s friends left one-by-one, and airstrikes

“My first choice is the UK. Because I speak the language,

arrival. A good forged passport would be around $1,200,

I can connect with the people. And it’s best for Syrians

a driving licence $200, and an official Syrian ID would

in general, everyone wants to get there. I have heard it

be $100. Although the government office issuing these

is very difficult now. I want to resume my job in physical

was closed, several people told me it was still apparently

therapy,” he explains.

selling blanks to forgers, who would then make copies

to fly to Saudi Arabia and it would scan successfully on

indistinguishable from the originals.

Leaving Sanliurfa

Below: A fake Syrian passport

Movement in Sanliurfa is tightly controlled for Syrians, with police carrying out ID checks - without one
you could be detained and held at any checkpoint. Many
Above: Ibrahim is a Syrian from the eastern governorate of Deir Ezzor. He

Syrians don’t have the correct ID and resort to using a

arrived in Turkey in 2015.

network of back streets, through shops and alleyways to
avoid the fixed checkpoints as they appear.

continued, he decided to make his way to Turkey, where
some of his extended family have settled. After paying
a smuggler $500, he was taken to a Kurdish-controlled
part of the border and tried to cross. “We were in a group
of about 15 people, and as we walked, an old woman fell
and broke her leg. She started shouting and the soldiers
found us... They beat us and returned us to the border,
including the lady with the broken leg.” On the second
attempt, in the border town of Kilis, Turkish forces fired
at his group, forcing them to turn back. On the third try,
he managed to cross through a mountain pass, and made
his way to family members already living in Sanliurfa.
Above: Other Syrian refugees living in Sanliurfa, Turkey.
At the time living with 10 of his brothers, Ibrahim wanted to get to work right away; he had $300 to his name. He

Forgery is a widespread business here and in other cities

tried to get a job, but the only work available for Syrians

along the border, where a real passport can be obtained

was in factories in the city. Paying TRY700 ($240), even

for $2,000, printed on a government blank by official

these were rarely available. After four months of trying

equipment made in Germany, which was captured by
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To verify this, The World Weekly was able to obtain such

After a short break in the city, we return to the place

Touts shout destinations, almost always Izmir, and try to

documents from the UK, suggesting that this may be

where Ibrahim’s family lives to eat a final meal before

shepherd us to a specific bus. Families are corralled to-

done from anywhere in the world.

leaving to the coach station for our 18-hour journey to

gether into groups, looking anxious, and trying to work

Izmir and the Mediterranean.

out which coach is theirs. Our bus is almost exclusively

Many Syrians who arrive in Turkey have lost their doc-

filled with Syrians from the entire spectrum of society

uments and buy new ones, as it is effectively impossi-

Below: Sanliurfa has become a hub for Syrian refugees, as it is located

- young children, old men, families - all of whom look

ble to get replacements from within Syria. Also, a steady

close to the border to Syria.

nervously out of the window. Nobody is talking and the

stream of migrants from countries such as Egypt, Paki-

smell of sweat is overpowering.

stan and other countries within the region, have taken
advantage of the chaos to purchase papers that “make
them” into Syrian citizens. Last year, according to figures released in a freedom of information request to the
German government, 8% of asylum applicants used fake
documents to support their application.
NOTE:
European authorities have for some time been concerned by
the threat posed by people returning from having fought with
jihadi groups in Syria and Iraq and the possibility that they
might slip into the European Union hidden in the stream of

The bus station is a hive of activity. News of an impend-

refugees and migrants. This risk has been underlined by the

ing deal to return refugees to Turkey had broken this

Above: The bus is packed with Syrian refugees on their way to Izmir, the

attacks carried out by Islamic State in Paris in November and

afternoon and many people in the station have come al-

jumping-off point for Lesbos.

Brussels on March 22, which together killed over 160 people.

most immediately to travel to Europe.
We set off, heading to our first stop, Gaziantep. In the

At least eight of the 11 people suspected of direct involvement
in Paris are thought to have returned from Syria, as is Najim

On March 18, Turkey and the EU agreed on a deal “to

coach, lights are dim as we drive through the night. Sick

Laachraoui, who detonated a suicide bomb at Brussels’ air-

break the business model of the smugglers and to of-

children wail and cry, coughing phlegm behind us. I

port.

fer migrants an alternative to putting their lives at risk”.

look back and see that a little girl, her face and forehead

The aim is to end irregular migration from Turkey to the

drenched with sweat. An old man at the front of the bus

EU. The agreement’s centrepiece is a one-for-one swap

snores like a rhino, startling the three rows behind him

under which anyone who reaches Greece by sea and does

and causing much laughter; nobody will wake him up as

not claim asylum there, or whose application is turned

he is so old, but the entire carriage can hear him.

The journey begins
As we catch our breath at the top of an old fort near the

down, will be sent back to Turkey. For every Syrian refu-

purported birthplace of Abraham, there is a roar and two

gee returned, the EU would resettle another one directly

We take a sudden right turn off the main road, about

jet fighters tear through the sky above us, heading south

from Turkey, with preference given to those who have

50km before Gaziantep, and suddenly the coach is hurl-

towards Syria. People look up, and momentarily I see a

not attempted the crossing.

ing down a dirt track, passengers bouncing all over the

flash of fear in the eyes of the Syrians standing close to us.

place. Ibrahim smiles at me, placing his hand on my arm
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to reassure me. “The driver will avoid all of the fixed

by our bus driver. We wait, straining for the crackle of

smugglers. There is a group leaving from his cafe in four

checkpoints, it is part of the service, and there is a po-

their radios or to hear what is being said. After a few long

hours and we can be on it, the guy on the phone tells

lice one just before the city on the motorway. This way

minutes they return, handing back papers as they move

Ibrahim. Still two hours from Izmir, we will have to rush

the trip is a little expensive, but better for us.” The road

down the bus. They beckon three young men off the bus,

to the hotel, pack our bags and go straight to the smug-

smooths out after a few minutes.

who follow, heads down, shuffling without resistance.

gler’s cafe. I still have to collect my crossing fee of $600,

Ibrahim and the others are off the hook. The sense of

and hope we have enough time.

relief is great, and with another hiss the door closes, the
engine fires up, and we are once again on our way; I look
at the men left behind, lined up in front of the police
cars, their heads still bowed, afraid to look at the police
who are talking to them.

Above: On the road to Izmir.
Above: Ibrahim looks out to the sea in Izmir from the hotel room.
I jolt awake with a start after a few hours of sleep; we
have stopped quickly and alarmed murmurs are suddenly

Stopped again by the police, sniffer dogs board the bus

floating through the bus. Two police cars in front of us

and search the aisles, but nobody is detained. Next, af-

are blocking the road with their lights flashing. With a

ter 18 hours, we have reached Izmir. We shamble off the

hiss, the side door slides open, and two officers climb

Above: A quick break during one of the numerous stops on the 18-hour

bus into the terminal, and after some haggling get into a

the steps into view. Ibrahim, like most of the people on

journey to Izmir.

taxi. We are tired and irritable, and anxious to get to the

the bus, does not have the correct papers to travel, and

hotel and on to the smuggler. At this point, it’s hard to

I am sure he will be arrested. As the police walk along

At every stop for fuel and a short break, the gradual

focus or think about anything else. We are both pale and

the aisle, one officer in front collects ID cards, reporting

changes in the landscape, and even the appearance of the

I’m sure Ibrahim, like me, felt the same sense of grim

their names and numbers into his radio. The second one

people, the quality of the roads and the types of products

urgency attempting to force its way up from his stomach.

behind scans the passengers for any signs of panic with a

for sale are increasingly noticeable. It feels like we are

disgusted scowl on his face. His fingers drum lightly onto

crossing a continent, not just a country, as we head from

At the hotel check-in the clerk asks Ibrahim for his pass-

the handle of his holstered baton as he walks forward.

the Middle East to Europe.

port. “I don’t have a passport,” he says. The clerk disappears into the back and makes a phone call. We do not

Ibrahim’s leg is shaking like a leaf; all the colour has

At around 2pm local time, Ibrahim’s phone rings and he

have time for this, and I’m hopping from one foot to the

gone from his face. I am ignored, and once all ID cards

speaks with urgency; something about his tone tells me

other when he returns and hands me the room key. We

are collected, the police return to their cars, followed

this is important and sure enough it is a call from the

burst into the room, fling our backpacks on the beds, and
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start to unpack and re-pack them. After rushing to the

ing through a heart. He looks at us betraying no emotion

close to the sun, and what happens next is entirely be-

nearest Western Union, I see Ibrahim on the balcony of

at all. My heart is beating heavily in my chest as I take

yond your control’.

our room, looking out to the sea, his head bowed.

a chai offered by one of the others, and in an attempt to
avoid conversation I stare into my glass. In the corner of

I steal the occasional glance into the Turkish man’s eyes,

Joining him, I ask him if he feels nervous. “Yes, very” he

my eye, I see the young guy who picked us up taking our

desperately trying to see any signal of intent. Ibrahim

says, “what about you?” I tell him that I am also nervous,

bags into a side room, and hope they are not searched -

and the Syrian smuggler argue with the Turkish man,

and we are both silent for a second. “Because I cannot

at the bottom of mine is a hidden compartment contain-

throwing their hands around emphatically, and he grad-

swim,” he says, looking out at the ferries crossing the

ing a drybag with my cameras, my passport and press

ually moves to a table on the other side of the room,

Aegean in front of us.

accreditations inside.

where he eyes me menacingly, occasionally waving his
arms and muttering. The Syrian man stands up and we

Ibrahim begins to talk to the group, and I continue to

follow him out of the cafe, leaving our bags behind, to a

stare in my glass. Ibrahim explains that I am a Kurd and

house next door. Once inside, we lie down on mattresses

cannot speak Arabic, and I get a couple of sympathetic

along the walls, I choose a spot next to the smuggler,

At the nearest taxi rank, Ibrahim calls the smuggler and

smiles from people in the room around us. It all seems

feebly hoping this will endear me to him. My mobile

passes the phone to the driver. He is given a junction of

to be going well.

screen blinks in my pocket and I check it slowly; it’s from

Enter the smugglers

two streets in the Basmane neighbourhood, and we set

Ibrahim.

off. The city melts from a resort town of cheap tourist

Then a door flings open, and an older Turkish man walks

cafes and T-shirt vendors, back into a familiar setting

in. He is more slightly built, smartly dressed with a well

more akin to Gaza or Beirut. The taxi driver pulls up and

trimmed greying beard and short hair. The young men

we get out; neither of us speak as we take our bags from

move back deferentially as he enters the room. He walks

the boot.

straight up to me and says something completely unintelligible to me. It’s in Kurdish. I look back blankly, par-

A teenage boy runs up and beckons for us to follow him.

alysed by a sudden jolt of fear; before managing to smile

We walk back down the street for 50 metres, and come to

weakly. He goes apoplectic with rage, his face reddening

the entrance to what was once a cafe. Paint flakes from

as he shouts at the man in the tracksuit, then Ibrahim,

the walls, and cracked discoloured tiles on the floor glow

then me.

in the harsh strip lighting; we are told to leave our bags
to one side at the entrance and move into the main room.

He holds out his arm and makes a cutting motion across

Above: This year alone, several hundred people have died trying to reach

There are a few dusty tables at the back, all empty except

the veins, then a pushing motion, and then points at me,

Greece by boat from Turkey.

for one, which we approach and sit down. Opposite us are

while screaming and waving his arms. I can only make

three heavy-set Syrian men.

out two words, ‘Europe’, and ‘ISIS’. My breathing slows,

“They think you are a European, a fighter from ISIS try-

and time seems to slow with it, making me appear out-

ing to return home. This is ok with them, they want ISIS

The largest in the centre is built like a tank; his black

wardly calm I am sure. The walls and roof of the cafe

to go home so they are happy for you to get on the boat.

hair is gelled back and he wears a tracksuit; on his fin-

feel incredibly close, as if they are closing in on me. They

This man was in the FSA, he is a good man from my city,”

gers are enormous rings, he wears a giant sports watch,

have caught me out, and are deciding what to do with

his message reads.

and on his hand an intricate tattoo of a machete thrust-

me. Keep smiling, I think, but also, ‘you have flown too

PG. 5

I feel sweat running between my toes; and rub my fore-

and toddlers. There are models with a neck support for

‘recently deleted’ and restores the images, as good as

head, my hand comes back slick with it. As the Syrians

$35, or without for $21.

new. “Make that murderer famous,” he tells me, with a

that are left chat between themselves, the smuggler

smile, and we go for tea and a shisha.

shows me pictures on his mobile phone. His children,
him dressed in a mix of tracksuits and combat jackets,

Suddenly the phone rings, I know right away that it is the

holding an AK47, and even drinking a beer down by the

smuggler after seeing the look of concern on Ibrahim’s

port. As he scrolls through Facebook, a picture of Barack

face as he answers. After a short call, he tells me that we

Obama and Turkish President Erdogan appears on

will leave tonight, and should go to the hotel to wait for

screen. He pauses, winks at me and points to Mr. Obama.

a call.

“Donkey,” he says slowly in English… then to Mr. Erdogan... “Dog” he says.
It is late, and a few of the people waiting curl up in corners and go to sleep; to avoid further conversation I decided to do the same. After a couple of hours, the smug-

Above: Many life jackets sold in Turkey are fake

gler wakes me up; Ibrahim is standing up and I follow
him out of the house and down the stairs. “The boat will

The salesman hands us a brochure showing every model

not go tonight,” Ibrahim says, “the waves are too high,

here. I feel one of the jackets and it is identical to the

so hopefully tomorrow we can try”. As we walk down the

fakes I have previously seen in Lesvos. “We cut open 200

street looking for a taxi, I feel elated and invincible. Ibra-

of the jackets recovered from beaches on Lesvos, and

him looks over, and I give him a grin, and we both burst

found one real one,” Jaz O’Hara, founder of the World-

into relieved laughter. We return to the hotel and go for

wide Tribe NGO, told me during a previous visit to the

supper, gorging until we feel sick, then go to bed.

Greek island.

In the morning, we walk back into Basmane, to have a

Above: Ibrahim prays in the hotel room before heading off to the boat.
At the hotel, we both pack and unpack our bags, check-

look around. There are many Syrian restaurants, cafes

I take a few photos on my phone and am quickly spot-

ing everything in silence. We check our phones, charge

and hotels, where a flat is leased and rooms are set up to

ted. Shop staff surround me and the salesman pushes me

everything, batteries for the cameras, satellite tracker;

sleep 10 or more people, like a hostel. Some stay with the

backwards, yelling at me to delete the photos. Tower-

I go through my medical kit. Ibrahim texts family and

smugglers as part of the package too, and many simply

ing over me, he pushes me further and further back. He

friends and makes a few emotional phone calls to his

sleep on the streets. Shops on the main roads advertise

grabs my arms and shakes me, and I have no way to es-

family. We sit on the balcony, dividing up bags of nuts,

life-jackets, hanging them in plain sight at the outside of

cape without complying. I delete the pictures.

chocolate bars, bananas, and water between us. We both

the shop. But they are not what they seem.

want this to be over quickly. Ibrahim puts his bag to one
side and rolls out a mat; standing behind it he begins to

We enter one of the shops, ‘Club Dinamik’, and imme-

Outside, I am despondent. I tell Ibrahim that they deleted

pray, kneeling and pressing his face deeply to the floor.

diately get taken downstairs. Racks of lifejackets fill

the pictures; but he is chuckling to himself and steal-

We have a final sugary chai, and the phone rings. It is

the basement, in every conceivable size and a variety of

ing glances at me. “You are crazy,” he laughs, taking my

time to go.

models. A dedicated section has tiny lifejackets for babies

phone and navigating the photo albums. He brings up
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To the boat

the laps of people sitting. We are hurried to the estate

people jostle to be more comfortable and push against

car; the boot is open and full of bags to the roof - they

one another.

point for four of us to climb inside; I pause for a secWe walk into the cafe, placing our bags in the side room

ond to work out where I can go, and get unceremoniously

The driver is speeding; I can see cars fall away behind

where they were left last time. The smuggler speaks to

shoved in the small of my back, flying forward headfirst

us as we swerve and overtake everything as quickly as

Ibrahim who then relays to me “don’t say anything when

onto the pile of bags and people.

possible. I think how ridiculous it would be if we were
all killed in a traffic accident on the way to the boat, and

you are at the boat. If anyone talks to you, ask for me. If
A father and his young son get in behind me on the op-

stifle a grin. Ibrahim is opposite me behind a bag, and

posite side, and the boot is slammed shut behind us. I

whenever he looks over, we make funny faces to each

The doors swing open, and the Turkish man walks in;

can just about squeeze into a squat, with my back braced

other, to keep morale up. After about two hours, the

ignoring me he takes a seat on a nearby table on his own.

against the side window near the back; my legs start to

roads become smaller, and the surfaces worse.

A young family comes in shortly after, the mother cra-

burn, but I can’t move, and just hope they lose sensation

dling her daughter who is wrapped up in a tiny puffer

quickly. The rear windows fog up immediately, and the

We lurch to the left and rumble down a dirt track. I know

jacket. Soon after, a man with his teenage son enters, an

smell of sweat is overpowering.

the sea has been on our left as we drove so far, so we

anyone thinks you are from Europe they will kill you.”

older couple, and a few young men on their own too. A

must be very close to our destination now. There are no

steady stream until the stuffy cafe is full with more than

houses on either side of the car now, and the sound of

20 people.

waves can be heard, even with the engine running. The
minibus passes us and stops in front, and behind us a car
containing the older smugglers pulls up. It’s very dark.

As each group enters, they give their payment to the
main smuggler sitting with us, who then passes this to a
cohort, who counts it, marking each note carefully with a
pen. When counted the money goes into a small bag. After everyone has arrived, a young guy arrives on a moped

We get out and stretch; getting our bags and putting

outside the cafe and the pack is taken out to him.

them on the ground next to us. A smuggler viciously
shakes a crying toddler by her rucksack to try and make
her quieter, but this just makes her scream in shock.

Finally, after around one hour, a man enters the cafe,
waving his arms at us. “Yalla, yalla,” he shouts, and we

As we move off, a bag rolls onto the head of the little boy,

They gesture for us to keep low and scurry across a bit

all get up, grab our bags and walk nervously after him.

who cries out in pain and then fear. His father holds an

of rubbish strewn open land towards the beach. We can’t

Around the corner, there is a small convoy, a minibus,

arm over him protectively and pulls him closer, calming

see in front of our face as we run silently, kicking cans

an estate car, and a people carrier. Another, much larger

him down; he pushes his fingers gently into his father’s

and plastic bags.

group of refugees, mainly women and children, are al-

mouth and kisses him on the cheek while making a coo-

ready here, loading up their stuff.

ing sound. I hold out a bottle of water to them both, but

Finally, we are at the edge of the beach and are told to sit

they nod their heads politely.

down. Ibrahim and I move to the side of the main group,
with me on the outside, to prevent anyone from talking

The younger smugglers surround us, shouting and pushing us; then hissing at us to be quiet. The bus is full, so

We drive north on the main motorway, heading towards

to me. We look out to sea, and two sets of identical lights

people are shoved in and they lie along the floor or across

Dikili. It’s mainly silent, with the odd moan or cry as

are moving up and down, on either side of the beach,
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very close to us - maybe 100 metres away. I see a flash

that we have brought with us. When mine is done, I take

else. People writhe around, gasping for air, hands and

of blue light and searchlights are scanning from them

the pump from an old lady who cackles, rubs my fore-

heads sticking out of a tangled web of bodies. The smug-

onto beaches close to us. They are close to us and close

arm, and says something appreciative in Arabic as I in-

glers now turn more violent and slap and kick refugees to

together, it would be impossible to get a rubber boat out

flate hers. With no idea of how long we will wait for, I pull

make them move down in the boat. One punches a man

between them.

my hat down over my face, lie on my back in the sand

in the back of the head and he slumps forward into the

with my head resting on my bag, listen to the regular

boat. A child is thrown into the boat and lands on top of

The smuggler moves down the line whispering in every-

crashing of waves a few metres from my feet, and drift

everyone with a nauseating thud. I listen, and when he

one’s ears as he passes: these are police boats looking

off to sleep.

cries, I feel relieved that he is conscious.

for refugees. We must not move or make any noise, and
should lie down as low as possible. I place my bag carefully on the sand and lie alongside it, like the others.

Across the sea

One of the smugglers gets on his mobile and speaks in

I wake up with a start, Ibrahim must have shaken me.

both Arabic and Turkish with a sense of urgency. After 15

“The boat is here now,” he whispers. “We must go quick-

minutes, the silence is broken by the thudding sound of a

ly as there are too many people.” Across the beach, nose

motorcycle, which appears along the waterfront. One of

first on the sand, is a small, light grey rubber dinghy

the smugglers goes over to meet it. After a short conver-

with a black stripe along the side. Ibrahim strides for-

sation and much gesturing at the boats, he leaves, and

ward, and I follow him. There is a rising sense of fear

a few minutes later both patrolling boats turn south si-

amongst the others, and people begin to collect around

multaneously and sail away from us in formation.

the front of the boat. Women and children are pushed
back by the smugglers, and men are told to sit around the

Above: A sense of fear prevailed on the boat after the engine stopped

sides of the boat; Ibrahim throws his bag on board and

working.

disappears over the bow. I follow and we sit on the same
side close to the back.

The engine fires up and we begin to reverse. The pilot, a
refugee chosen by the smugglers, tries to turn us to face

Above: Many people were violently being shoved onto the boat by the

Children pick up on the fear and begin to cry, the smug-

outwards, but we are still close to shore and the waves

glers hit and push their parents, hissing for them to qui-

are too strong; rocking the boat violently and nearly

eten them or they will not be allowed on the boat. Eyes

spilling us into the water to shrieks of panic. We lurch

wide with fear, people tumble into the boat and clamber

back towards the shore; remembering that most Syrians

to the sides to sit. After most of the sides are full, the

cannot swim, I close my eyes, and try to hear the sound

smugglers push women and children into the middle.

of the sea, but it is drowned out by the screams and cries

Not even half of the people on the beach have been load-

all around me. Ibrahim later tells me he did the same

ed by this point.

thing; he was praying that we get away from the coast,
because he didn’t think he could try this again.

smugglers.
Screaming and shouting breaks out as people pile on top
The mood improves, and we start to blow up rubber rings

of each other in the boat; there is no space to do anything
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On the second try, we manage to spin the boat around

and are facing out to sea. As we lurch from side-to-side,

We see a searchlight, coming from a boat about a kilo-

a small boy, about six years old, stands up, wedging

metre to our north. The boat is sitting lower in the water

himself in-between my knees, and puts his hand on my

than before and it appears to be deflating. We can make

knee. He is completely rigid and shivering in fear; star-

out a smudge of coast outlined against the moonlight,

ing around the pile of bodies struggling in the boat with

and are so close to making it ourselves; but everyone has

huge eyes, looking for his mother. His hand moves into

had enough. Using torches on their phones, refugees sig-

mine and I give it a reassuring squeeze. Something warm

nal in the direction of what we assume is a coastguard

floods down my right leg, and I realise he has wet him-

vessel; but nobody has enough light to draw their atten-

self. I keep squeezing.

tion. I remove the torch from my bag, and stand up bracing my leg against the side of the boat, and flash SOS in

Looking ahead or to the sides, it seems like we are making no progress at all; only when looking back can we see

morse code. The searchlight swings around to us and we
Above: The Greek coastguard intercepts the raft.

are blinded as it shines into our faces.

that the beach we left from has gradually slipped into
the blackness and is invisible. To our left and right, the

Then a horrendous groan comes up from the boat, into a

coastlines wrap around us, with lights of towns and vil-

wail, with screams of children, alarmed shouts of men,

lages twinkling. Ahead is a longer and darker pathway

and cries of women all at once. People start to chant

across the sea, with some fainter lights in the distance

prayers individually, phone screens go on as people try

- Europe. We are completely alone, bobbing up and down

to call for help, but most people don’t have any recep-

in the night on the shiny black water, miniscule in com-

tion. The thud and whirr of the pullstart repeats slowly

parison to everything around us.

at first, speeding up as the pilot begins to panic.

Panic starts to subside, and the men shout and chant

With a splutter the engine bursts into life again, a cheer

prayers to one another, and the wails from the mass of

erupts, and some of the men chant “Allahu akbar”. The

people around our legs begins to subside. As we get fur-

engine is running rich, with thick smoke, almost invisi-

ther and further out to sea, the force of the waves reduces

ble to us in the darkness, and a fine film of diesel covers

more and more, and we work our way forward, leaving

the whole boat. The engine cuts out every 10 minutes or

Turkey behind, and heading towards Greece.

so, and though we quickly get it running again, progress

I speak to Ibrahim in English for the first time; and the

is slow. The lights in front of us, the port of Mytilene,

pilot explodes in panic and rage at me. Again, I am sus-

About two hours from leaving the beach, we are within

get closer and closer. A murmur goes up in the boat, and

pected of being an Islamic State jihadi. Within what feels

100 metres of Greek waters; halfway across the Aegean.

I turn to my right. Ahead and bearing down on us, an

like seconds, the shape of a large boat slides out of the

The engine starts to over-rev, and then misfires, cutting

enormous ferry is slicing through the water, towering

darkness and is almost on top of us. “Does anyone speak

out completely. For a short moment everything goes qui-

over our dinghy. We turn to the left, south of the port,

English?” They shout. There is general panic, and unfor-

et; and there is just the sound of the boat bobbing in the

and it moves past us soundlessly on it’s way to the main-

tunately, I think it’s time to reveal myself.

water, waves lapping against the bawl, and the lights of

land. The wake sends the boat rolling but luckily we are

towns from both countries all around us in the distance.

clear and continue onwards.

Above: The Greek coastguard loaded the refugees onto the boat.

Standing up, I shout “yes”, and wave my arms over my
head. A line is thrown onto the boat, hitting people in the
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centre, and we grab this and slowly we are drawn round

that these people have experienced on every part of their

to the side. The coastguard spot me with my cameras,

journey; from their war ravaged homes in Syria, to the

and immediately shout at me to cross the boat and get

cold deck of this inhospitable welcoming committee.

out first. I can’t climb over the women and children, who

The sobbing and wailing from the boat, gradually de-

are becoming panicked. The coastguard start screaming

clines into moaning and whimpering, as the sun rises on

abuse at the refugees, and in an instant their jubilation at

Mytilene, for these refugees, the utopia of Europe.

reaching safety melts away into panic.
A coastguard jumps into the boat, making it rock violently. He starts grabbing refugees by their lifejackets
and backpacks, swearing at them as he goes and throwing them onto the platform at the rear of the coastguard
vessel with great force. It is identical to how they were
handled five hours earlier on the beach, by the smugglers.
A huge man in a balaclava charges towards me, treading
on screaming women and children; he grabs me around
the neck, snapping the lanyard to my phone and shakes
me back and forth.
As I am dragged along the boat to the cabin, I am slapped
around the back of the head so hard that my eyes and
nose start running. The others are loaded onto the open
deck of the boat and sit down, shaking and avoiding eye
contact with one another, or the coastguard. “Are you a
fucking journalist?” the coastguard says to me, pushing
me against the wall. “And you travel with these fucking
immigrants? We are taking you back to Turkey to give
you to their police right now!”
I am handcuffed and sit close to the door, so that I can
look through to the deck, with all the familiar faces and
sounds; the anxious expressions, the wrinkled faces of
crying children, the frightened shouts of young men,
and the wide-eyed look of fear, that is the only constant
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