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Part 2: Stranded in Tamanrasset

Parfait, 36, is also a refugee. His health is poor and his breathing shallow -- he too has tuberculosis. Like most undocumented immigrants in Tamanrasset, he's reluctant to talk. The city is a great gathering point for broken, mistrustful people. "You have everything you need, I have nothing and I need medicine," he wheezes. Eventually, for a couple of dinar, he provides information, offered discreetly at the home of an acquaintance.

Ten years ago, he says, he left Cameroon with about €200 in his pocket. He'd saved up €30, and his family contributed the other €170. Just the difficult journey through Chad took a year and a half, before he finally arrived in Benghazi, Libya. He's seen everything, from trucks that got stuck in the Saharan sand to police checkpoints where anyone who couldn't pay was beaten, and he's survived attacks by bandits.

These days, Parfait takes a sober view of things. "There are always some people who die," he says.

Still, he managed to find work in Benghazi, thanks to his training as an electrician. He earned the money he needed for the crossing to Lampedusa, which would take 16 or 18 hours by boat, at least by optimistic estimates. But suddenly Parfait didn't want to go anymore. "I got scared," he says. He'd heard too many stories of unreliable people smugglers, capsized boats and friends gone missing.

Treacherous Journey 

Parfait turned back. After a few months at home in Cameroon, he made a second attempt, through Mali this time, paying €65 to cover the 1,200 kilometers (750 miles) of desert from Gao to Tamanrasset in a pick-up truck. Halfway there, the truck was held up by robbers. Parfait lost his mobile phone and €300.

Twice he made it as far as Algiers, and twice the police caught him and transported him the 2,000 kilometers back to the border. He's been in Tamanrasset now for three months, where he hopes to recover from his illness and earn some money. Or perhaps those two things, but in the reverse order, because how is he supposed to get the medication he needs without money?

Tamanrasset is one of the few stopovers for refugees from sub-Saharan Africa, because there aren't many options when it comes to crossing the Sahara. And since the civil war in Libya closed off that route to the Mediterranean, only two other possibilities remain. One way is to follow the western coast of Africa through Senegal and Mauritania to Morocco, then cross the sea to Spain. The other way is to try crossing the Sahara through the middle, a route that passes through Tamanrasset.

Living in Fear 

A two-tiered society has developed here. On the one hand, there are migrant workers from neighboring Mali and Niger. These are the visible immigrants, the ones who don't need a visa and are here in Algeria legally. Hundreds of these men hang around the city's benches and walls, waiting today, waiting tomorrow, always waiting for work.

Then there are the others, the invisible immigrants, the ones from the Congo or Ghana, Nigeria or Sierra Leone, who have come here without documents and live in fear of the police. They do the best they can to hide, and they don't want to talk about their experiences.

Parfait wants to go to Spain, he says, because his daughter is in Bilbao. She's six years old, and he only knows her from pictures and phone calls. He's never seen her or held her in his arms. Her mother managed the crossing several years ago. Parfait says he sent them money twice, but then stopped -- it's a difficult relationship.

Yet despite all of these dramas, the refugees don't want to go back. Or they can't go back: The dishonor would be too great, their failure too obvious. After starting out full of expectations, both their families' and their own, how can they show up again empty-handed, never even having set eyes on Europe?

Dreamland Europe 

So they find themselves blown about like drifting Saharan sand, partly because they know so little about Europe. In the best cases, they have a friend or a relative there, or at least a telephone number they can call when they arrive. But in most cases, they have and know nothing at all.

For these refugees, Europe is a secret cipher that stands for their dreams of a better life, for work and education and wealth. Europe is the promised continent they know from TV, where African soccer players can make it big, where supposedly there are jobs for everyone and always enough food, hospitals and good schools.

Hardly anyone in Tamanrasset has heard of Lampedusa, the Mediterranean island that lies close to Africa, but belongs to Italy, and has been struggling to handle an increasing number of refugees. They have even less of an idea of what to expect in Europe. And few of them has ever studied a map.

"I hope I can find job training, and work," Parfait says. He pauses, then adds, "I'm hoping for a lot of things." He isn't allowing himself any doubts. "I'm sure you have difficulties too," he says. "But they're different difficulties from the ones we have."

Translated from the German by Ella Ornstein
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