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All I Know About Myself 
and Everybody Else, 
Lest I Forget
Translated from Catalan by Peter Bush

 
 

You can see the whole of Segrià county from the top of the hill 
where the Old See stands. The view extends as far as neighboring 

counties, encompassing strips and squares of land, patches that are towns, 
scraps that are hamlets, industrial estates and warehouses, like pieces of a 
construction game a child has forgotten to tidy away. Contrasts between 
parched land and wet, the whole chromatic range from one extreme to 
another, and so on. Landscape is such a pleasant, malleable genre. While 
it remains uninhabited, it allows all kinds of descriptions, even ones that 
distort. When there are no people in the composition, the landscape de-
mands nothing in return. A tree can be everything a writer wants it to 
be; it can even be a tree.

Houses and blocks of apartments climb the hill and tumble down the 
other side, as if pushed. They roll on until another hillock stops them, 
then look for the next valley that will lead them to the river, to main 
roads, a dual carriageway and a highway . . . . As soon as someone climbs 
a tree, seeks shelter, cultivates or cuts it, that tree is no longer rooted to 
the spot, it moves, grows, twists, and thinks . . . . Roads fork and recross, 
curl up the Old See’s hill and descend ever so slowly. Beneath, across the 
Segrià plain, roads open and spread in every direction and drain the flat-
lands, like arteries that spawn veins, paths that fork and entwine . . . . I 
would have loved to be a landscape painter, sitting on a folding chair and 
spending hours deciding whether that greenish blue is or isn’t turquoise, 
examining the details on the leaves of trees, discovering a technique — oh, 
yes, technique — to swell out spectacular clouds and, after the painting is 
finished, I’d give it a gilt frame. 

I could never handle the distance that separates people from the interior 
of a landscape. It is much easier when I think of landscape photography, 
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but narrative always allows someone to slip inside the boundaries of the 
description. Then, of course, everything changes. As soon as a person 
appears in the frame, the landscape vibrates, trembles, and turns around 
that figure. Night and day we have seen all kinds of landscapes, deserts 
and frozen wastes, jungles, meandering tropical rivers, and entire regions 
from a satellite. We have documentaries and books of photography, maps 
and aerial photos, by now we have seen the lot, from afar and close up, 
abstract and tangible, but a story . . . 

As soon as a man, woman, or child enters the frame, even if it’s only a 
shadow, everything becomes more complex. I have thousands of photos 
of the area and in very few can you see a single person. Whenever I have 
taken a photograph of someone, I have felt uneasy, have regretted doing 
so, as if I had been taking advantage of that person to create something 
as spurious as this book. I find it hard to photograph people. I am a bad 
photographer because I think perhaps it is true that the device steals a 
part of a person’s soul when one takes a photo — the photographer’s soul.

I have spent three days walking around Alcarràs, Soses, and Torres de 
Segre. The Old See’s hill and the belfry tower are so distant sometimes 
you can’t even see them. Now I am in the middle of that checkered can-
vas visible from the hill overlooking the plain of Lleida. I am in Alcarràs, 
and walking along the path to the river, and nobody will take my photo. 

I have been walking along the banks of the Segre for three days, along 
canal towpaths, along roads and poorly tarmacked tracks, past old farm-
houses full of immigrants, across fields and past warehouses. Everybody 
looks at me, the Senegalese, the Malians, and the Guineans do, and, natu-
rally, the local countrymen too. I am a stranger: sometimes you need only 
move a few millimeters from the center to fall off the edge. Nobody will 
take my photo; there is nothing here. I’ve already stated that there will be 
no recourse to a beautiful landscape. Nor is this the epic tale of a reporter 
who travels to another country and then relates all his exploits, because 
Alcarràs, Torres de Segre, and Aitona are so close nobody notices them; 
they are on an invisible map, located somewhere, but non…existent, like 
the things that happen there.

The Mossos have twice asked to look at my ID; they can’t locate me, 
what am I doing here? The third time they stopped me I told them I was 
looking for an Algerian, Majeed. They checked my ID again. Why am I 
looking for him? What do I want from him? Who is this Majeed?

“Majeed has disappeared,” I reply.
“He has disappeared, he has disappeared . . . ” they repeat impatiently. 
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“But who is he?”
“An Algerian . . . . He’s somewhere around here . . . ”
“Has he disappeared or just cleared off?” 
It’s all the same to me, but there is no point continuing this conversa-

tion. The Mossos are sweating. One of them keeps panting and wiping 
his face and neck with a handkerchief.

My skin color is different to the skin of those who walk these byways; 
I’m not a local countryman; I told them I was from Saidí but on my ID 
card it says I live in Olot; my car has an Osca number plate and was pur-
chased in Hospitalet; they stare at my camera and I tell them I’m looking 
for Majeed . . . 

“We don’t want any problems . . . .  And you ought not to walk along the 
main road, there are long straight stretches with no verges, and the sun’s 
very bright and drivers sometimes can’t see. On bends and at crossroads, 
do you understand?” Perhaps they wouldn’t agree, but I reckon they don’t 
feel comfortable talking to me either. 

“They are dazzled and can’t make out contrasts.”
“That’s right, see what we’re getting at?”
Yes, too true, I see what they’re getting at. The thick wintry mists and 

bright summer sun prevent us from seeing clearly. They are saying that 
gradations are important and when the interplay of contrasts is so weak 
reality may be flattened out. Sometimes the outlines of the shapes you 
rely on vanish. A lack of contrast, white and black, the sun in your eyes, 
you shut them. 

When one lot isn’t staring at you, another is; everyone is staring at you. 
I know none of the people going along the lanes of Torres de Segre, yet 
at the same time I am perfectly acquainted with everyone, I know how 
Gambians and Senegalese will react, I know what to expect from local 
farmers I ask for a ride on their trailers to go from one small town to 
the next, from one fruit depot to another. Essentially I am one of theirs, 
but they can’t locate me; I’m not fair like the Ukrainians or black like 
the Malians. Moroccan? A Berber, maybe, and after an hour’s walk, it’s ID 
time once again.

“Watch out,” the Mossos tell me before they leave. They look into 
their rearview mirror till I’m out of sight.

Yes, of course, I’ll watch out. Everything around here is abandoned, 
obviously, I’m going to watch out, everyone’s been watching out around 
here for ages. Watching what you say and think, what you do and where 
you go, with whoever, with your own folk or anyone else . . . 
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I’ve come here tens, if not hundreds, of times. Today is the third day 
I’ve been roaming, and, as usual, I end up in the same place, on my way 
to Alcarràs, to the track along the river. I am a stranger to everyone, 
but that’s why I feel strange, because, despite appearances, I’m familiar 
with every inch of ground around me, and this closeness makes me feel 
confident, even in places where I sometimes think I’ve never been. I rec-
ognize the earth crumbling underfoot when I walk down terraces, the 
damp-earth smell of an orchard, and the different kinds of soil in farmed 
fields . . . . I’m at home, as if Torres, Serós, Mequinensa, or Corbins were 
extensions of Saidí. 

The Mossos drive by, yet again. This time they don’t stop.
I’m walking along the verge of the track that runs alongside the river, 

toward Alcarràs, the top of its belfry trying to emulate the tower of the 
Old See in Lleida. If I keep straight along that track I’ll reach the steps 
that go up to the church entrance.

Alcarràs is growing in leaps and bounds. The heat makes it simmer and 
it is spreading north and south, west and east, and climbing high . . . as 
if the town were spilling its innards over itself and its surroundings, and 
its form had contained the shapes of all the new constructions running 
alongside. Cranes are the markers, reference points consolidating a new 
piece of land won from the countryside, sails indicating new directions 
the expanding town, houses, and streets will take. I have seen maps of how 
the urban spread of Alcarràs has changed, its streets like rugs unrolling in 
every possible direction.

Along the riverside track, the big shapes vanish from time to time and 
reappear where you would least expect them. Barns, dry-stone walls, or 
farmsteads are transformed into terraced housing or apartment blocks. 
There are big buildings that had lodged dozens of immigrants and are 
now mounds of rubble. Until they’re sold as plots, there will always be 
people who’ll make the most of the gaps between the walls that have 
collapsed to find refuge between.

There are also a lot of huge houses that, like the others on the outskirts, 
are surrounded by the highest walls that conceal gardens and windows. 
These buildings have become small castles, with brick walls and barbed 
wire blocking access, three-meter-high barriers and gates that totally shut 
out the world. These aspiring fortresses have smooth walls and barred 
windows. Next to these houses stand plots that look just like those walls: 
smooth, clean spaces where nothing’s doing. Years ago these were thresh-
ing grounds with barns, animal pens, and mountains of logs that were 
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emptied and refilled winter after winter. The lesson has been learned, 
wherever there is a roof, there is possible shelter for immigrants. If there is 
wood, it will disappear or, even worse, someone may set it alight, not from 
any malevolence, simply because everything is so precarious.

All or nothing: barns and storehouses disappear; plots of land are ex-
cavated to build the foundations for the next apartment blocks and to 
negate all that was there before. Some immigrants have left and have 
been unable to recognize the town on their return. Redouane, a young 
Moroccan, who works as a laborer on an apartment block next to the old 
main road, pointed to now imaginary barns that have been demolished 
to make way for apartments: “There used to be a barn there, a barn with 
wooden doors. I remember all that so clearly, the roof, the reed ceiling, 
the mud walls, the smoke-covered corners where we used to light fires . . . . 
I shall never forget the place where I spent my first night in Alcarràs. If 
only I could buy an apartment right here . . . . Now I can show nobody 
where I slept on that first night . . . . The lads who came with me have left, 
some have gone to France, others to Tarragona. I’m the only one left, and 
if it weren’t for me, the day would come when nobody would know that 
barns existed where there are apartments now, or where I slept on my 
first night. Somebody should ask me to tell all I know about myself and 
everyone else, lest one day I too forget.”
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There’s a house with an open door by the side of the track. Three men 
stand in the doorway not expecting to see any passersby. I ask them if 
they have work and they say there is none, that it’s not worth waiting on 
the main road or in the square, there’s none to be had. The house is a 
mess, is filthy, full of scrap iron and rubbish, bags piled against one wall, 
rats, and corners filled with excrement . . . . Twenty-odd suitcases inside 
some large cardboard boxes. When the house is demolished — which it 
will be — all that will remain will be these lines and the photos I take.

“You work?”
“No, I don’t have work.”
“Do you know where there is any?”
“No, I don’t.” 
And then he stares at me as if to ask what I’m doing there, like the 

Mossos. They are from Sierra Leone and have been here only six months. 
They have fled the war. One has huge, recent scars on his arms. A man 
walks up with three jars of chickpeas and a glass bottle full of tea. They 
all produce plastic cups and ask me if I want some. They don’t want me 
to leave, but they’re also afraid I may have come to inflict damage. Why 
did I go into the house? They should have asked for my ID.  After all, 
who am I? In a few years, we will all have to ask that, the world is invad-
ing our small world so quickly we won’t know who we are, where we 
come from, or where we’re going to. Hardly anyone walks by. At most 
the workers from the warehouses. The immigrants stand and stare, trying 
to see if anyone is following me; they think I’m a plainclothes policeman. 
The Mossos ask to see my ID and the immigrants think I’m a policeman.

One of the warehouses on the river track belongs to the Town Hall. 
Their staff store vehicles and all the material they use under lock and key. 
Drums, ladders, sailcloth, structures, and barriers still carrying pennants 
from the fiestas. The outside gate is a meeting point for all the immi-
grants because there is a hose that flows nonstop. It flows night and day; 
someone is always filling cans or drums. On the verge pots simmer on 
the ground between cardboard and wood fires, and all kinds of plastic 
sacking to sleep on and protect suitcases and travel bags. A water stop 
means people are always coming and going. Most are from Mali and 
Senegal, but there are Nigerians too.

Lots of clothes hang from the metal fence surrounding the yard: jeans 
and T-shirts, underpants and slippers on every available wire or branch. 
Pear and peach trees on the other side of the track are also draped in 
clothing. Not long ago, immigrants from the sub-Sahara who came to 
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Morocco tried to enter Spain via Melilla, tried to jump the fence to get 
in, the only remaining images of all that show coats stuck to barbed wire, 
a change of skin by way of toll. The image was somewhat superficial: 
clothing never gets hooked by itself; skin is always beneath.

“What do you want?”
“Hello. Nothing in particular, don’t worry. My name is Josep and I’m 

looking for land,” I lie.
“You’re looking for land? Here?”
“Yes, I’ve come from Barcelona and we’re looking for land. Land to 

divide up for industrial estates and that kind of thing. My job is to take 
photos and research land next to the main roads,” every man, his lie, 
“because now the cost of land is rocketing, we must look for terrain 
elsewhere, you know.”

“Yes, of course. Hereabouts you’ll find as much land as you want.”
“We’re taking it county by county, and this one fell to me. We have to see 

the title deeds for each plot and go through loads of red tape. Some we’ve 
inspected already have planning permission,” lies, lies and more lies . . . 

“No kidding, we’ll soon end up attached to Lleida.”
“We have the land, money, buyers, and workers, right?”
“No kidding, we’ve got the lot, all the workers you want. Barrow-

loads.”
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“Do you leave the tap turned on?” 
“Yes, we never turn it off. What would these poor folk do without 

water? It’s all very sad . . . . And there’s plenty of water, the problem is the 
receptacles. Do you see those containers?”

“Yes.”
“They’re from the tip. They get cans and containers coated with sul-

phates and fill them with water. What do they know? When we saw they 
were taking those receptacles, we removed them. By the way, what kind 
of properties are you looking for?”

“All sorts, big and small, builders in Barcelona aren’t fussy. Do these 
people sleep here?”

“They sleep where they can. One night we found them all inside 
here,” he said, pointing to the yard at the front of the store, “all under that 
lean-to. As it was raining, they all jumped over the fence and stood there 
so they didn’t get soaked, the poor wretches . . . . It is wretched, isn’t it?”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” lies, more lies.
“It’s pitiful. But you send them here from Barcelona. From Barcelona 

or wherever, they pay for their tickets from Andalusia and the Canary 
Islands — don’t you listen to the news? Guilt is dreadful, and nobody 
wants to feel guilty.”

“So we’ll buy your land, hire your workers, and, finally, sell them the 
apartments.” I laugh.

“Like anything you will, that’s for sure. Hey, you know, I’ve got work 
to do.”

Government offices in Andalusia, Murcia, and other places hired 
coaches to send immigrants to Catalonia and Madrid, but there’s no 
fruit in Madrid; everybody knows that. When they reach Catalonia, they 
don’t go to posh Berga or Pedralbes. When they’ve seen there is nothing 
doing in Barcelona, they come to Alcarràs. They learn that’s the place by 
word of mouth, and in the end everybody finds out, because, as even the 
immigrants will tell you: “I arrived in the Canaries. They sent me from 
the Canaries to Almeria, from Almeria to Barcelona, and from Barcelona 
to Alcarràs. And all paid for, but once you’re in Alcarràs, nobody pays for 
your ticket to go anywhere else.” 

And, of course, they all end up here, the only place where nobody 
gets on their back. In Barcelona they are a nuisance, dirty the place and 
are an eyesore. That’s how it was two years ago, in July and August 2001, 
in the Black Corner of the plaça de Catalunya, the corner nearest to 
Portal de l’Àngel. In Alcarràs their presence is now seen as normal. It’s 
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normal to walk along the track by the river and in fruit fields and come 
across encampments made from sacking and bags of mud, plastic sheeting 
and wooden pallets . . . . It all seems to make sense here, but in Barcelona 
everything was out of kilter, the contrast between the ground covered in 
cardboard and the façades of banks, cafés, and shopping centers around 
the plaça de Catalunya was too hard to take. 

For two months I closely followed the arrival, dispersal, and, finally, re-
moval of Malian and Senegalese immigrants from Barcelona to Alcarràs. 
It wasn’t difficult; it was all out in the open. The immigrants established 
themselves in the plaça de Catalunya and didn’t budge. They chose that 
spot for the same reason they stay close to the side of the Town Hall 
warehouse: they had the shade from the trees and, above all, the water 
from the fountains in the square. That was in early June 2001, but as 
there weren’t very many of them, no one thought they might become 
a problem. In the early days I counted between fifteen and twenty, and 
the fact is, that was already a problem, because the bars and shops around 
the square wouldn’t let them use their bathrooms. That was the start of a 
huge problem, because once they were banned from using the bathrooms 
in the parking lots, they started pissing and shitting on the flowerbeds. 
When the flowerbeds in the plaça de Catalunya were oozing shit, now 
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that was really one hell of a problem.
And it only increased when more and more immigrants arrived at 

the end of June and their suitcases piled up, and at night the expanse 
of cardboard and men filled that whole corner. By the middle of July, 
the stench from the piss and shit was intolerable. Tourists walked by and 
wondered what that was all about, looked at each other in bewilderment 
and put their hands over their noses. At the same time complaints were 
heard from the Town Hall: it was obvious the Spanish government was 
dispersing immigrants and sending them to the autonomous communi-
ties. That was its way of saying that they were sending them to Catalonia 
and Valencia. Obviously, they didn’t send them to the Basque Country. 
Or to Zamora in Castile, I reckon.

That was one of the causes, but the consequence was that the flower-
beds in that corner of the square were overflowing with piss and shit. On 
the hottest days of summer the stink filled half the square, and of course 
that was inadmissible. The media had a field day, though the silence of the 
intelligentsia was thunderous. Suddenly, they were in the situation the 
towns in the Segrià had been suffering for fifteen years. It was one thing 
to theorize alterity, interculturalism, and social class in Europe at the 
city’s Center for Contemporary Culture and quite another to confront 
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it in the plaça de Catalunya. It was August and everyone was on holiday. 
The Barcelona Town Hall was too. Someone had the great idea to shift 
them from one location to another. As they couldn’t get rid of them, 
they turned them into nomads within the city. 

For over a week Malians, Senegalese, or Guineans in the square were 
bussed from one part of Barcelona to another. The day when the clean-
ing trucks arrived, they could do nothing because they had brought no 
suction pumps. The flowerbeds were so full of slurry that hosing them 
down would only have made the situation worse. They had to ring for 
a lorry with a suction pump; it was the only way to go. It wasn’t that 
there were liters of slurry, but the workers refused to clean it away. The 
cardboard disappeared in a flash, but all that dung . . . 

Meanwhile, the Guardia Urbana made the immigrants walk around 
to the plaça d’Urquinaona and intended directing them all toward Pere 
Quart, but some turned down Via Laietana. The sight of dozens of immi-
grants with bundles on their heads or dragging suitcases behind them that 
had lost their wheels and made a horrendous din seemed to be a warning, 
to augur something. Now and then we glimpsed street-sellers with blan-
kets, but they were nothing beside that parade.

We had experienced this in Saidí some twenty years ago, and nobody 
had batted an eyelid. And it also happened in Alcarràs, and everyone had 
turned a blind eye, but when dozens of black men started pissing and 
shitting in the plaça de Catalunya, it was unambiguously symbolic: the 
world no longer stopped anywhere. It was quite paradoxical, because 
most of those immigrants, courtesy of a backyard solution policy, were 
sent here to Alcarràs. There were also Algerians and Moroccans, but the 
majority were from the sub-Sahara. It was also thought to be a good idea 
to separate them: let’s forget political correctness, it’s a well-known fact 
they are groups who don’t see eye to eye. 

If we had had more resources we could have followed their exact move-
ments, from the small village in Mali, Sierra Leone, or Guinea Conakry 
to the beaches of Senegal and the Canaries, and from there to Madrid 
and Almeria and back to Madrid and then to Barcelona. Alcarràs, Torres 
de Segre, Fraga, Saidí, the last ports of call, and here and there and finally 
to the side of the Town Hall warehouse, under another set of trees. One 
of those young lads washing clothes, after two years to-ing and fro-ing 
between the greenhouses of Almeria, the orange groves of Valencia, or 
grape or strawberry harvests, may even be one of those who had camped 
in the plaça de Catalunya and has now returned.
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Three lads washing clothes inside drums, singing and laughing; one 
comes, sees and plays an empty drum like a bongo, then looks at me and 
smiles. They sometimes stand in circles by the fireside and start singing 
and banging drums. Malians and Gambians come and go past the front 
of the door with baskets of washing. Piles of clothes are drying in the sun 
on stones by bundles of wood, trousers are spread over reeds, pear trees 
dressed in T-shirts, shapes that fuse with those of the men sleeping on the 
ground among the trees. When I approach, under the shade from a pear 
tree, three half-naked lads wake up who were still asleep on cardboard. 
Irony or cruelty? One had turned a Catalan flag into a kind of pillow. In 
fact, there are several, perhaps they got them from the Town Hall ware-
house, they look like the ones they hang up in the big fiestas.

They don’t even move, until one lifts his head up and mutters — he 
must be muttering what the hell is he doing there?; the others stay prostrate 
and reluctantly say hello. In French I tell them to sleep, that I don’t want 
to bother them, and that I’m just taking a walk through the pear trees. 
I’ve not watched out enough and almost trample on one lad, who runs 
off terrified and doesn’t stop till the others call out. He looks at me and 
doesn’t seem to be able to make his mind up to come back. They hide 
in the undergrowth and put their bags and cases out of sight; you find 
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men anywhere. I’ve sometimes been frightened too; there are huts every-
where, dozens of men sleep among the canebrakes and poplars and pop 
up where you least expect them.

“We have done nothing wrong,” they repeat in English and French.
“I never said you had,” I reply as I listen to them, and the only word I 

understand is “police.” They too think I am a policeman, perhaps some of 
them saw me before when the Mossos were asking me for my ID. They 
must think I was chatting to them, that I’m plainclothes and that there 
must surely be more of us.

I ask them for their papers. They put their hands in their pockets and 
take out plastic bags they carefully unfold to show me their passports that 
they clutch with both hands, woe betide me if I try to take them. Sen-
egalese, twenty-one and twenty-four years old. When I tell them that’s 
okay, they sit back down. 

“Have you got family here?” 
“We’ve got cousins, senyor.”
“And work?”
“There is no work, senyor. Some people are lucky and do have jobs.”
“But you don’t.”
“I worked two days, but that was a long time ago.”
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I offer them cigarettes. It’s hard to pretend that you smoke when you 
don’t, but it’s the best way to converse, and if you don’t smoke they won’t 
dare take a cigarette. The conversation can last as long as a cigarette, but 
after so many conversations surprises are relatively few. The boats, the 
extremely high cost of making the leap from Senegal to the Canaries, 
the friends lost on the way, the families expecting money, and their quest 
for work, nothing we don’t already know. We know how old they are, 
and where they come from, even their strength of will. We know the lot, 
we’ve seen the news and the documentaries, but we don’t touch their 
sweaty passports, we don’t know what it all means. And we won’t find 
out the stories they’re carrying with them until they decide to tell us.

Naturally, one can also position oneself, make comparisons. I could be 
more explicit, state the value of everything one possesses, and evaluate 
the effort exerted and the fruit that ensued. I could be even clearer . . . . 
Last year I walked across these same fields and met a group of Gambians 
living in reed-and-plastic huts. One of them kept himself apart from the 
group, there was something deformed about his face. When I got closer, I 
saw it wasn’t a deformity but an abscess, and the lad was crying; the pain 
in his jaw was unbearable. The infection had created a boil on his cheek. 
I drove him to the dentist with a friend of his from Alcarràs – he didn’t 
like the idea of going alone with me. He prescribed antibiotics and I paid 
for the extraction. That’s what being explicit is sometimes, that lad’s gums 
carried the filth nobody wanted to clean up in the plaça de Catalunya.

One of the small farmers from Torres de Segre I talked to last week 
told me these people had come so we didn’t lose sight of the world. He 
said it was a warning about the way the world was going. Not where 
it was heading, but the way it was going, and that schools and hospitals 
were luxuries. We couldn’t speak for them, but we could speak for our-
selves. We still think there is a safety net that can support everything, that 
life here is secure, stable, and we will never need a boat to cross a strange 
sea. There are no safety nets.

When it’s time, I slowly walk up the ridge. From there I can count 
more than forty men in one of the encampments. There are at the very 
least three encampments in this area, though they are probably smaller. 
You walk through a canebrake and find another, you stride over a stream, 
you cross a field and there’s no way you can avoid bumping into some-
one waiting in the shade or tidying clothes under plastic. I came here ten, 
eight, and six, and three and two years ago, and last year . . . and you always 
find the same landscape before or after the battle and have the impression 
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you are seeing an unreal world that has become so real. We see documen-
taries on Africa, on the living conditions in countries there, but the tele-
vision screen acts as a membrane. There are no membranes here, here it’s 
far too hot, there’s the smell of grass and damp earth from the orchards, 
rusty tins and excrement, huts made from plastic sacks, pallets and tin, 
scorching heat . . . . The true Festival of Diversity should be held here, on 
the outskirts of Alcarràs. As if what they’re trying to establish here were 
part of a reality we cannot grasp. Going to the Maghreb or Sahel, visiting 
inland villages or shanty towns and then describing all that, can also be a 
membrane. First, there’s the journey, and then the protection afforded by 
distance that here, surrounded by poplars, reeds, and fruit trees, is reduced 
to zero. My feet are burning, because before I stepped inside, I put boots 
on; here there are broken bottles, cans, and all kinds of detritus and shit. 
There is no distance from me, I carry this rubbish within me and hope 
it never goes away.

“They’ve come here so we don’t forget who we are. These people 
fall from the sky, you don’t see them coming and you find them in the 
middle of a field,” that farmer told me.

Theory is all well and good, but it never reaches this far. We theorize 
and read shelf after shelf of all the postmodern anthropology we can 
find, we gobble down the liquid society, pluriculturalism, and each and 



219

Francesc Serés

every neologism they mint, but then a man gives you the passport he’s 
been carrying in his trousers inside a plastic bag, a bag that smells because 
sweat smells, clothes smell and grass and fields smell. And theory fails. 
Fails when a sweaty shirt sticks to skin, when two mosquitoes search out 
a hole to reach that skin. And two young lads carry all the theories and 
good intentions with them as they walk almost naked along the verge 
of the river path, a bundle of cut cane on their heads to make a hut, and, 
suddenly, everything is clear, and all the hybridity and that theoretical 
palaver disappear: all is crystal clear, two young lads, sweating, toiling, 
and carrying reeds to make huts, from Mali to Alcarràs, that is conclu-
sive, though we don’t realize that yet: the distance from Mali to Alcarràs 
is minimal. There is no theory because there is no need, the distance is 
nil and the conclusion is crystal clear: tomorrow we could be the ones 
carrying those reeds, when we too will attract a swarm of mosquitoes to 
make our lives unbearable.

I return to the warehouse and the encampments around it that pursue 
the traces of invisible roots leading to the spring, the paths they make 
through the undergrowth in their quest for water. We can do without 
everything else, but not water . . . .

“Bonjour.” I’m so tired of saying bonjour.
“Bon dia, senyor.” 
“Have you washed those drums?” 
“Yes, we washed them a good long time, using sand, earth, and stones. 

We scrubbed them no end. The water here is good, senyor. And it is free, 
it’s very expensive in my country, senyor. Those who have water made us 
pay the earth for it and we had to walk over six kilometers to find any, 
they sometimes poisoned the water nearer home, senyor, they’d throw a 
dead animal into it so it putrefied and we’d have to buy the water they 
sold us. Do you see that water spurting out of the pipe so bright and 
clean? Do you see, senyor, that nobody throws rotten flesh into the well 
so we have to look further afield and pay a high price for it?” 

They separate out into groups according to the place they’ve come 
from, the ones from Mali, the Cameroons, Ghana, some from Guinea 
Conakry and others from Gambia . . . . I have visited them so often I’m 
beginning to distinguish them and guess correctly where they’re from.

It’s they who who don’t know where I’m from; they always maintain 
the same distance, the same wariness, and look to see if anyone is follow-
ing me, if more police are approaching through another canebrake. Then 
they walk toward me, sometimes it’s water, or food, or cigarettes, that’s 
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quick and practical, but it soon turns into a nightmare for me. I look at 
the cigarette burning between my fingers and as I rarely lift it to my lips, 
they must realize I’m no smoker, I don’t know how to draw or make 
sure I don’t sputter. They readily accept my cigarettes, complain when 
I’ve none left, sometimes quite vehemently: there should be enough to 
go around.

This group is from Mali, the oldest is twenty-seven, the youngest, 
nineteen. We’re all sweating; my shirt sticks to my body and their sweat 
streams everywhere too. There’s no shade to retreat to, except for the 
canebrake; they’ve been chopping wood from the poplars and all the 
trees by the warehouse are stunted, cut back, worse for wear. Reeds and 
branches burn on the fire; someone grabs a stick to light a cigarette.

They’ve been here for days and don’t know what to do or where 
to go next. There’s no work to be had. There was a hailstorm not long 
ago and the price of fruit is so low it’s not worth the farmers’ while to 
pick them. There’s not enough work. This morning I went to the main 
square. I counted sixty young men sitting on the steps up to the church, 
on boulders, on the ground, waiting for somebody to come along and 
hire them. Today nobody will hire them. I walked by at about ten and 
if they’ve not been hired early in the morning, they won’t be working 
today, they’ll spend the day touching their caps as they are doing now, 
putting them on and taking them off, time and again. 
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None of the men futilely whiling away their time here have worked 
for two days on the trot. They ask me if I know where they could find 
work, and I don’t know what I can say that I haven’t told them dozens 
and dozens of times before. I don’t know, perhaps you could try Soses, 
or Torres, or Seròs . . . . I walked past and saw groups of people by the 
roadside, looking as if they were trying to hitch a lift, but they don’t want 
to go anywhere, they are simply waiting for someone to stop and ask 
them to jump on the trailer or a backseat. It’s miserable watching them 
standing on the verges, leaning against a sign or sitting in the midday sun 
on a fence by gullies or drains. It’s one of the many prices they must pay. 
Then, gradually, some escape the trap, years to get papers, rent a shared 
flat, send back money, and return with a little bit of good luck. Mercy is a 
well with a bottom that reaches as far as Africa, as here. After two minutes 
when they’ve not asked me, two of the ones lying down ask me yet again 
if I know where they might find work, any kind of work . . . 

“I’m really sorry, but I don’t know. Perhaps if you went to Seròs, Soses, 
or Torrent . . . ”

I would like to be able to say they can try here or there and ask after this 
guy or that, but that was what it used to be like. Ten or fifteen years ago 
there was work practically for everybody, it was unusual to find someone 
who had never worked. People took on Moroccans, Gambians, or Algerians 



222

THE MASSACHUSETTS REVIEW

because there were many more kilos of fruit than people to pick them, that 
mirror of prosperity encouraged small farmers to continue investing and to 
think all that toil would be enough to shore up the walls they would have 
to defend tomorrow. Over the last few years, millions of tons of fruit have 
rotted on trees and these people’s lives have rotted, when perhaps they 
came here because back home their family and country are rotting.

One of the lads tells me he will go to Almeria if he can’t find anything 
here, but he’d need a week’s work, a week’s money to pay for his ticket. We 
talk away from the others, who lost interest in me when they saw I’d run 
out of cigarettes. They come and go, look at us and wonder about joining 
in our conversation. This lad tells me he ought to go to Almeria, in fact, 
he has no choice but to go. He says his name is Hervé — Hervé? — and is 
twenty-one. He asks me once again if I’m police. Perhaps I shouldn’t wear 
my hair so closely cropped. He talks nonstop, the whole story of his family 
in Mali, that same story that is doubly anonymous because it is so distant 
and so common, aged parents, brothers without work and sisters who must 
be married. There’s nothing in Mali, nothing at all, and every family has a 
stack of children, now growing up because they don’t die so young as they 
used to. A stack of youngsters sentenced to live in the middle of a barren 
waste, as bored as they are desperate. Here too there is a barren waste to 
cross. The train is expensive, he must go from Lleida to Tarragona and from 
Tarragona to Almeria, one hundred and twenty euros.

“Go by bus,” I tell him. “From Lleida to Saragossa, Saragossa to Madrid, 
and Madrid to Almeria, it’s much cheaper.”

“I’m afraid I’ll get lost. I know how to get as far as Madrid, but the 
moment I get to Madrid, I wouldn’t know what to do . . . . I’m scared of 
the metro . . . . ”

“Scared of the metro?”
“I’ve never traveled on it and nor have the three lads who are coming 

with me. Nobody here has ever taken the metro. And I’ve never lived in 
such a big city. I’m even a bit scared of getting lost in Lleida. If I go to Ma-
drid and have to go to a different coach station —” he swats a mosquito 
that had landed on my cheek. Too late, there’s a spot of blood already. 

“Hey, you probably won’t have to change, the coach station in Madrid 
is very big and coaches leave from there for all of Spain. I’m not sure, 
though, I can’t say for definite . . . . But you shouldn’t be scared of the 
metro.”

“I don’t understand the map. I can’t read. Where I come from . . . And 
taxis won’t take us, and we can’t walk along the street with our bags, the 
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police . . . that’s why I need to take the train. We can go by train to Almeria 
without having to change anywhere.”

“But, are you sure there’s work in Almeria?”
“There must be . . . right? There has to be, I’m sure there is. With God’s 

help . . . If there’s none here, there just must be some there. But I’m afraid 
to travel there, we all are, the work is very hard. In Almeria I’ll only find 
work under plastic. It’s very hard working shut inside those plastic green-
houses. When they hire you here, you work under the sun, but there’s a 
breeze. It’s very hot under the plastic, and sometimes they pay you a pit-
tance for each kilo of marrows, and for each box of tomatoes . . . . Believe 
me, I really find it scary, people don’t feel well, there’s nowhere to sleep . . . . 
Sometimes we sleep inside the greenhouses, I’m afraid to go there . . . ”

“And here? You’ve got nothing here.” The sun beats down on my 
cheek and the bite suddenly swells up.

“Yes, I know, not here, Almeria or Mali. Only my suitcase.”
His suitcase, like all the others, is hidden among the reeds and wrapped 

around with plastic sacks. Everything at all valuable is wrapped in plastic. 
When I came the other night, it was raining, and I saw a dozen of them 
under an awning, and they didn’t seem to realize lightning could strike, 
they were all standing under the plastic sheet, holding the branches keep-
ing it up. They had made the leap from a boat to land, but everything is 
still a boat and made of plastic.
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In the neighboring encampment twenty-odd men are lying next to 
a fire surrounded by cans, cardboard, and filth. It’s so hot you can’t feel 
the heat from the fire. Some are sitting on fruit boxes, and two share a 
battered, dirty thermos. They have stacked up some old pallets to create 
shade and shelter from old plastic sacks. They act as cupboard and even 
dormitories that can be a haven for them if a storm breaks. Along with 
bundles of wood, bundles of clothing and bags made from plastic sacks 
and remnants of sailcloth. Where else, if not, could they leave all their 
wrapped-up belongings so they wouldn’t get wet? There is nowhere else, 
they carry their documents and money on them, and leave their clothes 
and bags on verges between the trees.

 By the river, I see a lot of men paddling, others sit in the shade, dan-
gling their feet in the water. A group of four men are weathering the 
heat, half stretched out, leaning on their elbows, immersing their whole 
bodies in the shallow water. They are singing in deep guttural tones, 
rhythms I don’t entirely catch. They have watched me come, the rumor 
will have already gone around that someone is prowling about, and they 
take no notice of me; I have no cigarettes or jobs for them. Downstream, 
some wash clothes, open packed cases and spread out jerseys and trousers 
over reeds and fennel. Years ago, seven, eight, or nine years ago, we used 
to come and swim in the river in Cinca. The water was dirty then, ever 
since they built a paper-making plant upstream, which coincided with 
the need for pesticides for the fruit, so the river was more like a drain 
than anything else. The water was dirty, but it was all there was to do in 
Saidí; the river was our only source of amusement. We tried to catch carp, 
as three lads are trying to do now in the middle of the river, in a spot 
where summer has left reasonably deep water. They laugh because they 
catch none and only stir up the mud at the bottom, blotches that thin out 
and float downstream where people are washing clothes, who complain 
and laugh. Meanwhile, the others sing on.

The sun goes down, the river water shines on the men’s backs, and it 
is a very beautiful sight.


