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F A L L A R T S P R E V I E W

O U R I M M I G R A N T S T O R Y
A glimpse into the lives of San Diego artists who hail from other nations and now call America home
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“There are a few reasons why I wanted to tell this story,
but the main one is that everyone has a voice, and you just
have to find your voice. This is where my voice is right now.”
AUTHOR ALEPHONSION “ALEPHO” DENG
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F
or five years, Alephonsion “Alepho” Deng ran during the night withmany other young Sudanese boys to evade capture. Close to starvation, he
covered a thousandmiles on foot—without shoes or parental guidance. To survive, he had to dodge bombs and circumvent dangerous terrain
filled with wild lions and crocodiles. ■ His journey began in 1987, when his village of Juol was attacked. One of the nowwell-known Lost Boys of
Sudan, he was forced to flee for his life. He was just 7 years old. ■ Deng, now 36, lived at the KakumaRefugee Camp in Kenya for nine years. At
19, he resettled to SanDiego’s City Heights neighborhood with his older brother, BensonDeng, and a cousin, who both lived at the same camp
with Deng. Their younger brother, Peter, was left behind in Kenya.

ThroughoutDeng’s
turbulent life,writinghas
beenasafetynet.Hisnew
book, “Disturbed inTheir
Nests:AJourneyFrom
Sudan’sDinkalandtoSan
Diego’sCityHeights,” is to
bepublished inNovember. It
portrayshisharrowing
experiencesandhisarrival
toanew life in theUnited
States.Hemethis co-author
andmentor, JudyA.Bern-
stein, throughSanDiego’s
InternationalRescueCom-
mittee in2001shortlyafter
hearrived.

“WhenIwas in the ref-
ugeecamp, Ididkeepa
journalof theyears that I
spent there.But,by the time
Iwasready tocometo the
UnitedStates, itmysteri-
ouslydisappeared,”Deng
said recentlyovera late
lunchatAwashEthiopian
MarketonElCajonBoule-
vard. “Insteadof saying ‘My
Journal,’ itwas ‘MyCom-
panions,’ itwasmyown
perspective. Iwouldwrite
downthedetails, andI
would takemytimeand

reallyopenmyheart. Ihad
neverdone that, and itwas
very therapeuticat the
time.”

InSanDiego,during
Deng’s first trip toWalmart
withBernstein, shebought
himasmallnotepadto
continuehiswriting.This
allowedhimtogoonchroni-
clinghisnewexperiences
andhisobservations.

“I thoughteverything
was freebecause I sawpeo-
plepickingupstuff and
putting it in their cartand
movingaround,”he recalled.
“We justgothere,wedidn’t
evenhaveadime, youknow,
notevenanickel.”

Dengrecognizes that
writing isan important facet
ofhis life—andevenhis
survival.While living in the
refugeecamp,hecameto
believe that learningEnglish
was “magic,” andcould
bringoneoutof suffering.

“I fell betweentwo
worlds,”wroteDeng,after
living inSanDiegoashort
while.

Reflectingonhispast

andthinkingabouthis
journaling: “Like,wow,man,
never thought Iwouldmake
it this far.That’s thebest
remedy Icanhave,bywrit-
ing,bysharingandputting it
out there.”

Betweenhis smilesand
laughter, onecanseehowhis
spirit andgrithavehelped
himnavigate life’shardships
andhisdestiny.

“WhenIarrivedhere (in
2001), Ididn’tknowhowto
switchonourapartment
lights,”hesaid. “Theyhadto
sendacaseworker toour
apartment toshowus.
‘Here’s thekitchen.You
serve food in thekitchenand
keep food in the refrigerator.
Here’s thestove, andthis is
how itworks.’… Inever
operatedastovebefore. I
was thrown intoanother
world.”

“Myaccentwas thickand
myarticulationwasn’t clear.
Ididn’t speaknearlyaswell
as Ido today. Iwassoft-
spoken; Iamstill soft-spo-
ken. Itwashard foran
Americantounderstand

me. Itwasabit frustrating
formeandalso for them.”

Anotherculturalbridge
forDengtocrosswaseye
contact.Growingup,hewas
taught that lookingpeople
in theeyewasdisrespectful.
Herealizedmisunderstand-
ingsoccurred inconversa-
tionwithAmericans,who
assumedhewasbeingeva-
sive.

The titleof thebook,
“Disturbed inTheirNests,”
originates fromhis first
memoir.Published in2015,
“TheyPouredFireonUs
FromtheSky”waswritten
byDeng,Bernstein,brother
BensonDengandBenjamin
Ajak.

“Wewere looking fora
title, andwecouldn’t find
any,”Dengsaidwitha
chuckle. “Judy likedseveral
titles, but theyweren’t
catchy.Onedayshewas
lookingover something I
hadwrittenandthere itwas,
that line.Shesaw itand
said, ‘Hey,whatdoyouthink
of this title?’AndIsaid,
‘Yeah,wheredidyouget

that?’Andsheshowedme
andsaid, ‘Youdon’t remem-
ber thisone?’ ...

“Therearea fewreasons
whyIwantedto tell this
story,but themainone is
thateveryonehasavoice,
andyou justhave to findyour
voice.This iswheremyvoice
is rightnow.”

SomeofDeng’swriting
influencescome fromhis
favoriteauthors, including
ChinuaAchebe,Elechi
Amadi, JohnSteinbeckand
MayaAngelou.

After recentlypresenting
amotivational speechat
SouthwesternCollege,Deng
saidhewould like tocontin-
uegivingsimilar talks.He
hasanew jobatBreadand
CieCaféandBakery thathe
enjoys.Heplans towriteone
morebookwithBernstein
andthenembarkonwriting
solo.

“Iwould love togoback
andpursuemyeducation. I
alwayshaveayearning to
growandtogainknowledge.”

Davidson is a freelance writer.
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In new book, ‘Lost Boy’ shares the story of his journey from war-torn Sudan to San Diego
BY DENISE DAVIDSON

“Disturbed in
Their Nests:
A Journey From
Sudan’s Dinkaland
to San Diego’s
City Heights”
by Alephonsion Deng
and Judy A. Bern-
stein; out Nov. 6;
Blackstone Publish-
ing; 448 pages
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