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Lost Boy:  
Finds Home

It is a warm, dark night on the African savanna and the moon glows serenely in the sky. 

A little boy is sleeping, his dreams innocent, his breathing even and content.  

Suddenly, the sound of gunfire and a rustle in the bushes awakens the boy.  

His eyes are wide. He knows instinctively that he must run.

By Suki Deen
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considered part of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, a southern 

based group fighting for religious freedom in the south. The trek 

was long and dangerous. Food and shelter were sparse. Once a day, 

the children would gather for food, mainly cornmeal, provided by a 

truck that followed the group throughout their course.  

“Where are we going?” Abraham asked one of the elders.

“Through the valley, across the plains, and finally into Ethiopia. 

We hope to find acceptance there,” he answered.

“Will we ever come home? Will I see my parents again?”

“I do not know.”

They crossed the African plains in secret, afraid of everyone and 

everything. 

“We walked at night, and would be guided only by the light of 

the moon,” recalls Abraham. “We walked at night because the rebels 

wouldn’t find us,” he says. “If they found us, they would surely kill us.”

And yet, Abraham saw his fair share of death, things a child 

should never see. He remembers one incident when they walked 

the plains at night. By this time, many of them were barefoot, mal-

nourished, and longing to rest. 

“It was a clear night and I remember the sounds from the bush. 

Suddenly I felt that there were eyes on us. I could feel a presence or 

something. When I turned I saw a lion standing there in the grass,” 

Abraham remembers. “He was staring at us, looking at us as we 

walked. I froze. I was scared but I remembered you must never look 

a lion in the eye. I kept walking. When some other boys saw the 

lion they screamed, they were pointing, looking at the lion. Looking 

at the lion in the eye. Then the lion just come, come grab the boys, 

drag them through the bush. You will never see those boys again.” 

Abraham found out quickly that only the strong survived. “You 

want to lie down,” he remembers. “You want to give up, to lie 

down, to drink, to sleep. And I saw those boys who did that, who 

“Deng,” he calls out to his cousin sleeping 
nearby. “Deng.”

gave up. But if I had stopped, if I had been scared like that, I would 

not be here.” And so Abraham and the boys continued their march 

through the roughest terrain. “There was diseases that would come 

and take you in the night, animals in the plains that would come 

to attack you, and sometimes you just wished for a drop of water,” 

explains Abraham. He saw many of his friends perish and others 

who would just give up and sit on the road as the rest moved on. 

But there was an inner drive in Abraham, something that willed 

him to keep going. “Faith,” he says, “and something deeper.”

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the boys reached Ethi-

opia. The Ethiopian government accepted the refugees and put 

them up in small tent camps on the outskirts of capital. Abraham 

describes the tent as no longer than your body and no wider than 

your shoulders and yet it was shelter. “Even though we were sleep-

ing on the ground, now we felt safe,” he tells. “We were given food 

and water, we were able to play games and do things that we used to 

do.” Abraham became skilled at chess. He says that playing chess is 

very much like life: it takes patience and determination.

The boys and girls stayed at the refugee camp for months, and 

as international organizations heard about their plight more food, 

blankets, and doctors were sent to their aid. Still, the time was 

tough and it was a struggle to survive. “Many of us were home-

sick,” says Abraham. “But we created a new family; we became our 

own family.” Abraham was asked to become one of the camp lead-

ers. “The other boys, they look up to me, they find comfort in talk-

ing to me. I liked helping them,” he says. 

Three long years passed at the camp, when the boys, who still 

had no home, were thrust out again. The Ethiopian government 

fell, forcing them to make the journey back to Sudan. On the way, 

they were faced with a new challenge: crossing the Gilo River from 

Ethiopia back into Sudan.

Crossing a river as a child is frightening enough, but crossing a 

river as a child who does not know how to swim is an entirely differ-

ent beast. Abraham remembers standing at the banks of that river, 

feeling the water lap against his bare feet and wondering what to 

do. Though he did not know how to swim, he knew about the croc-

odiles and the hippos in the river, he wondered if this was the end. 

He could hear gunfire behind him and knew he had to cross the 

river and survive or stay and die. Abraham watched as boys were 

swept away by the current. Some boys were mauled by vicious croc-

odiles. Fear rose in his stomach and he prayed for this to be a dream.

Suddenly, his friend Simon grabbed his hand. “Let’s go,” he said. 

“We must go now.”

“But I don’t know how to swim.”

“Just hold on my shoulders,” said Simon.

And so the two boys jumped into the river, as the water swirled 

around them, Abraham grabbed Simon’s shoulders as they made 

their way across.

“Don’t pull me down,” cried Simon. “Don’t pull me down. If you 

pull me, we will both drown and we will never get to shore.”

Abraham closed his eyes and kicked his feet in the water. When 

he opened them again he could feel the harsh gravel beneath his 

feet, he knew he was close to shore.

“That river was the scariest moment on my journey,” says Abra-

ham. “I didn’t think I could make it across.”

But all was not well when the boys got to the other side of the 

river. “We thought we would be safe but when we got to Sudan 

we were hiding in the bushes because there was artillery fire and 

Deng,” he calls out to his cousin 

sleeping nearby. “Deng.” His 

cousin sits straight up. They look 

at each other, eyes filled with fear. 

Without warning, the front door 

is kicked open. Masked men carrying 

machine guns spill through the entrance of the small mud hut, yell-

ing and smashing everything as they go. 

The little boy jumps up, his heart is pounding. He narrowly 

escapes through the bedroom window and runs. His body burst-

ing with adrenaline, he does not stop until he cannot run any lon-

ger. Exhausted, his legs give up and he falls to the ground. There 

he sleeps, curled up beside a grapefruit tree, until the sun rises. 

The boy named Abraham could only remember war: north against 

south, brother against brother, religion against religion. The Second 

Sudanese Civil War began in 1983, when the Northern Sudanese 

government in Khartoum announced their plans of an Islamiciza-

tion campaign. The campaign, under President Gaafar Muhammad 

an-Nimeiry, pitted north against south. President Gaafar sent his 

militia army (known as the People’s Defense Force) out in the mid-

dle of the night to carry out raids and attacks on the mostly Chris-

tian southern Sudanese villages. They killed, raped, and pillaged 

and the people lived in constant fear. The war was 

about religion, money, oil, and power, things the 

young boy did not understand. All he knew was 

that this was his land and these were his people. 

Cast out from his land, the little boy whose 

name means “the father is exalted” after the Bibli-

cal patriarch, began his journey out of Sudan. He 

joined a group of young orphans, all homeless, all 

scared, and began a challenging trek that would 

change him forever. As they walked, the group 

grew larger and larger. Soon thousands were walking together. 

Leaving their homes, leaving their land, and not knowing what 

the future held. These young orphans, over 27,000 of them, would 

come to be known as “The Lost Boys of Sudan.”

The Lost Boys of Sudan, the name given to the group by non-

profit organizations, which intervened to help them, were nothing 

like the lost boys you read about in children’s tales. Forced to grow 

up fast, the boys, and some girls, walked over a thousand miles in 

the harsh African heat. They were led by village elders who were 

We walked at night because  
the rebels wouldn’t find us ... 
If they found us, they would 
surely kill us.”‘‘
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bombs,” Abraham adds. “We knew we could not stay here because 

the militia were looking for us.”

And so the weary group began another walk, this time taking 

them to a refugee camp in the Turkana district of Northern Kenya. 

When they arrived at Kakuma camp, they were excited just have 

a roof over their heads. At the camp the boys were taught English, 

math and history. Abraham fell in love with education.

“They used to teach us in the sand,” he recalls. “My teacher would 

write calculations with a stick in the sand and we would solve them. 

My favorite subject was math and I was good at it. I loved to learn.”

Kakuma camp, established in 1992 and administered by the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, was designed to 

house the influx of Sudanese refugees arriving at the Kenyan bor-

der. A Swahili word for “nowhere,” Kakuma is an arid unforgiving 

land with frequent dust storms and heat. The Lost Boys, who had 

dwindled to about 11,000, lived at Kakuma for many years until 

new opportunities came knocking from overseas. 

Thanks to several missionary groups in the U.S., 3,800 of the 

Lost Boys were awarded refugee status in the United States. Abra-

ham remembers the day he arrived in the USA at JFK International 

Airport. As he walked out of the terminal, he saw a woman holding 

a sign that said “Welcome Home Abraham.”  “Home,” he thought, 

“what is home?” He barely remembered what a home felt like. 

“There was snow on the ground,” he says, “I wondered if this was 

the North Pole, the place I used to read about in books.”  Soon, 

some of the Lost Boys made their way to Michigan, their new home. 

“Our first American meal was pizza. I didn’t like it. So, I found the 

soda and I drank lots of soda like I had never drank before.” 

Three of the boys were given an apartment to share, where Abra-

ham slept in his first real bed. He took a hot shower and ate a warm 

meal on a real, clean plate. “Maybe this is home,” he thought.

And yet in the back of his mind he continued to think of the fam-

ily he left behind in the middle of the night. Were they alive? Were 

they thinking of him? He tried to push the questions to the back 

of his mind. Very few of the Lost Boys had found their families and 

he knew the statistics.

While in Michigan, Abraham completed his GED, and enrolled 

at X college for his bachelor’s degree. At college, he received a phone 

call that would change him. Upon arriving home from school one 

day, his roommate said, “You received a phone call, Abraham. It 

was from a man calling from Nairobi. He says he’s your brother.” 

“But I don’t have a brother,” replied Abraham.

He got the phone number and called this stranger back, his 

hands shaking. “I had 10 questions for him,” he remembers. “If he 

answered all the questions right then, I would know he was telling 

the truth.” The man on the other end of the shaky line answered 

questions about Abraham’s hometown, parents, and family. Each 

question Abraham asked, the man on the other end of the line 

answered correctly. Before he got to question ten, Abraham broke 

down. “You really are my brother,” he said.

X brother explained to Abraham that after he left their mother 

had a second child- him. He said their mother was doing ok and 

was living in Uganda. Abraham was overwhelmed with emotion. 

He found out later that his father was also still alive living with a 

new family back in Sudan. 

In X, Abraham journeyed back to Africa to reunite with his long 

lost family. After his long, terrorizing journey, he was so grateful 

to see their faces, give them hugs, and speak to them around the 

campfire. 

Soon after returning to the U.S., he landed a job in Pennsylva-

nia. There, he heard about a local school called Wilmington Uni-

versity. He decided to enroll for his MBA. “I wanted to keep going 

to school and better myself,” he says. “So that someday maybe I 

can go back to Sudan and help the people there get a better educa-

tion.” Every month, Abraham sends money back to his mother and 

brother, sponsoring his brother’s efforts to complete his bachelor’s 

degree in Kenya. 

But his days as a Lost Boy have given him another family. “We 

are more than brothers now,” says Abraham. “We have experienced 

too much together.” And so the Lost Boys keep in touch through 

email, letters, phone calls, and reunions. Abraham even lives with 

one of his fellow Lost Boys in an apartment in Pennsylvania. 

Every Thanksgiving, he and some of his fellow Lost Boys meet for 

dinner. They bring their new wives and some bring their children. 

“We carve the turkey together,” says Abraham, “And thank God 

that we have each other.”   WU

You received a phone call, Abraham.  
It was from a man calling from Nairobi.  

He says he’s your brother.”


