


OLIVIA BURTON MAHI GRAND



Translation by Edward Gauvin

Editing, localization, and layout by Mike Kennedy

ISBN: 978-1-941302-56-9
Library of Congress Control Number:  2017958661

Algeria Is Beautiful like America, published 2018 by The Lion Forge, LLC. 
Originally published in France as L’Algérie c’est beau comme l’Amérique © Steinkis 2015 
© 2018 for this book in the English language —The Lion Forge, LLC.  LION FORGE™ and the associated 
distinctive designs are trademarks of The Lion Forge, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

Printed in China.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Written by

OLIVIA BURTON

Illustrated by 

MAHI GRAND





For my mother.

— Olivia

For Judith and Zélie.

— Mahi



at last, i’ll see for myself
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I got the idea for this trip ten years ago. 
For ten years, I had been putt ing it off.

Originally, the whole family was supposed 
to go together. Or what was left of it, at 
least: my mother and my cousins.

Just one bag?

Everyone was eager to set foot in their 
childhood homeland again.

Destination?

Algiers.

And I was curious to discover the country 
they’d left behind back in 1962 and told me 
so much about.

But whenever I brought up the idea, everyone 
always had something better to do. It was too dangerous.
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The news was fil led with stories about terrorist 
attacks, assasinat ions...

It was never the right t ime.

When I f irst mentioned going anyway, 
my mother flew off the handle. A 
woman, alone in that backward, unstable 
country? I had no idea what I was doing!

The t wo months before I left were rough: fierce 
arguments, messages from loved ones trying to change 
my mind...

So to calm the flurry of tempers, I promised not to venture 
outside Algiers.

But that was a l ie. I had to see it. I didn’t know why, but I did.

It was finally t ime to go. And despite myself, I was terrif ied.
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Algeria. I’d imagined what it was l ike since I was a child.

It was everywhere in my family, especially at my grandmother’s place in Bandol, France, on the 
French Riviera, where I spent every vacation.

She and my grandfather l ived in the 
Aurès Mountains in Algeria unt il the 
war broke out. Then they fled to the 
capital city of Algiers. The Aurès 
is a high mountain plateau in the 
eastern part of the country. Those 
villages, those houses, and the 
stories of what they once contained... 
that’s what I’m after. To see what it 
was really l ike.

In 1965, my grandparents moved to 
Marseille, which they hated. They 
said it was too dirty, and there were 
too many Arabs! My grandfather got 
sick, and my grandmother fell into a 
deep depression...

But then they found a perfect l ittle 
seaside resort where they could 
spend the rest of their days.
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For me, Bandol was heaven. For my grandmother, everything there reminded her of Algiers, just not 
as nice. She thought the palm trees looked scrawny, and the lemon trees were less fragrant.

At the beach, she’d miss the l impid blue of the 
sea and the fine blond Algerian sand scorching 
her feet.

A blue bluer than the blue of my childhood 
beach? I couldn’t even imagine!

The figs, peaches, and watermelons weren’t 
bad there, but they didn’t hold a candle to the 
ones back in her mountain village.

She missed Algiers, with its handsome apartment 
blocks, restaurants, and styl ish cafés.
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I wasn’t as enamored by everything she told me about. For instance, how hard her father and her 
husband worked to clear the rocky soil in their village in the Aurès. That sounded l ike a pain.

In the winter, it would snow a lot, and 
in the summer, it was 113° in the shade! 

And then there were the swarms of 
locusts that would descend on our 

crops in a black cloud with a terrible 
crackling sound! The Arabs would drum 
on empty barrels to scare them away, 
but in a few hours, everything would 
sti ll be destroyed. What a disaster!

Worst of all was when she’d talk 
about the “incidents.” The word 
was vague to me, but it covered 
the fire that took their farm, their 
losing everything, their ex ile... 
From the sadness in her eyes, I 
saw that her l ife had been turned 
upside down.
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I preferred the stories about the beaut iful 
houses they’d built. With staircases and 
marble floors that they’d water on summer 
mornings with the bl inds drawn in order to 
keep cool.

It all seemed bigger and better than their 
apartment in Bandol, which I already l iked 
a lot. But what I absolutely adored was my 
grandmother’s story about her first ball.

Grandma? 
Were your dresses prettier 

back then than they are now?



Before leaving, I went through her 
photo albums, looking for the family’s 
houses and villages. But I didn’t find 

much about the area. Landscapes? 
Streets? Nada. Algerians? Next to 

none. But st ill, a few photos 
stood out for me.



My grandmother and her sister in 
Bernelle, in the Aurès, in the early 
’30s. This photo always looked l ike 
it came straight from an Engl ish 
movie about the Caribbean. My 
grandmother wasn’t married yet, 
leading a pretty carefree l ife.

My mother, on their apartment balcony in 
Algiers, in 1960. She was sixteen, smil ing in 
front of this fabulous view. But down there in 
the streets, it was war. I’ve always dreamed of 
stepping out onto that balcony.

1917. My grandmother was four years old. She’d thrown a 
tantrum, crying and sobbing, and the photographer had a hard 
t ime gett ing a good shot of this decorated, model family.

In Corneille, in the Aurès, 
1949. My mother as a 
child, dressed as a woman 
of the east. What did the 
goodly Algerian woman 
beside her think?!
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The Algerian family portrait was completed in 
Aux erre, France, at the busy family gatherings 
my grandmother’s sister used to host with her 
husband, a former mil itary commander. There was

always a lot of loud talk and laughter. 

That part of France, known as Yonne, is even farther from 
Algeria than Bandol, but l ife was often merry in that 
fix ed-income apartment tower where they had ended up.

Left to right: four cousins, my mother, me, my mother’s friend, another cousin, my great-aunt, her brother-in-law, 
my grandmother, and my great-uncle.
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Don’t leave me 
with all this food!

…and then Ahmed says, “but 
miss, it looks like your butt 

is eating your dress!”

Toward the end of the meal, Algeria always reared its head. Inevitably, nasty jokes about Arabs, 
or patos* who’d been so unwelcoming to us, so st ingy and stuck-up. When I real ized that I was, in 
the strictest sense of the word, a patos myself, I’d shrink into the seat.

...a river of blood in 
the streets!

But no one 
here ever 

talks about 
it!

Along with the cheese platter came coded names that quickly changed the mood of the gathering. 
Mention of the fellaghas,* the rue d’Isly,* and the OAS* brought back memories of the war, and 
with them, grief.

Patos - A pejorative Algerian slang for French people born in France.
Fellagha - Mil itant soldiers fight ing for Algerian independence from France (bet ween 1954 and 1962).
Rue d’Isly - On March 26, 1962, French soldiers opened fire on pied-noir, or “Black Foot,” protesters, French-born Algerians opposing 

Algerian independence, on this street in Algiers.
OAS - Organisat ion Armée Secrète (Secret Army Organizat ion), an underground organizat ion formed by several French generals and other 

pol it icians committed to maintaining control of French Algeria. The OAS used every means necessary, including terrorism and murder, in 
both Algeria and France itself, to oppose Algerian independence.

My life simply 
ended in 1962.



16

Over after-dinner drinks, the older generation would recall stories of French soldiers found 
mutilated, cemeteries desecrated... In short, everyone agreed that the Arabs were “barbarous.” 
I tried to picture it and grew terrif ied.

But I also heard heroic stories. One brave Algerian, although a member of the FLN,* had saved my 
grandfather’s l ife. Another had entrusted the care of his children to a French friend before going 
underground. There were countless other examples of the possibil ity of friendship with Arabs.

FLN - Front de Libérat ion Nationale (National Liberat ion Front), an Algerian social ist party formed in 1954 from the fusion of various 
similar Arab and North African nat ional ist groups. It was the driving force in the struggle for independence, and the principle 
inst igator of the Algerian War.



“Naadine mouk!” - An Arab swear meaning “Cursed be your mother’s rel igion!”
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Sometimes, when the whole family had gathered to digest in front of the TV, my great-aunt 
would shoot up l ike a rocket and change channels...

Naadine mouk!*

I didn’t understand what was going on, 
but I found it pretty funny.

No one in my family could stand de Gaulle.
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My mother never spoke to me about Algeria except when we were both in Paris.
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But when she was with her Black Foot 
friends, it was a different story ent irely!

My father had vanished shortly after I was 
born, but there were always lots of friends 
around the house. I’d l isten to them joking 
around and yell ing at each other, fascinated. 
They’d play up their accents and their racy 
ex pressions. Some of them had met in high 
school in Algiers. Time and again they’d 
share memories I never quite understood: 
putt ing up posters, sell ing vegetables at 
the market for the OAS, a friend shot down 
in the middle of the street... The volume 
would triple whenever they talked about 
the war, the state of their country t wenty 
years later, or the possibil ity of ever going 
back to visit. Whatever the topic, it seemed 
l ike they were always arguing.

Sorry, but Oran was 
a hole in the middle of 

nowhere!
So you’re taking her 

back to Algiers? What 
are you, a mountain 

goat from the Aurès?
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I l iked her memories of Aix-en-
Provence better, where they’d 
all wound up in 1962 to start 
college. They were t wenty 
years old and fresh out of a 
war zone.

They’d weep with laughter talking about the icy winters, 
eat ing out of t in cans in decrepit rentals, the fights with 
the communist students, nights out at clubs, and the 
hours spent in various cafés.

They did so much loafing around, I was surprised they ever found jobs.
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It was on one of those nights that I started feel ing l ike the daughter of a Black Foot. 
One evening, my mother told her friends about a job interview she’d had earl ier that day. 
At the end of the session, the recruiter asked:

Where were you born? In Cornei lle, in the Aurès...

...in Algeria. Really? Why, I’d never have 
guessed! You’re so stylish.

The l iving room full of stunned friends felt l ike it was ready to start a riot.
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That was something my mother had never 
gotten over. She often brought up the t ime 
she and her childhood friend first arrived in 
Marseille in 1962, and they were greeted by 
t wo rich do-gooders with perfume samples... 

“...as if we were refugees!”
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For a long t ime, I’d picture the t wo of 
them, t wo eighteen-year-old girls, gett ing 
off the boat in tears with their l ittle 
suitcases, having left behind parents who 
only wished for their safety. I wanted to 
take a ship to Algiers at first, to make the 
same journey they had, except in the other 
direct ion. But a plane t icket was a lot 
cheaper. Plus, a few days before leaving, my 
mother told me that I’d gotten everything 
mix ed up: no one in the family had ever taken 
a boat, they’d all come by plane. I guess I’d 
seen too many different stories on TV.

It worked out for the best, though.  
I get seasick easily.

Please fasten your seatbelt, miss.
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My picture-postcard image of Algeria went up in smoke 

when I started high school. I had an amaz ing history 

teacher and many friends, mostly from left-leaning 

famil ies, who introduced me to pol it ics... because, you know, 

my mother never talked about it. In fact, since coming to 

France, she’d never even wanted to vote. And add to all of 

that a teenager’s natural urge to quest ion everything, and 

suddenly all of those family stories became problematic.

Case in point: I was fifteen and invited my best friend 
down to Bandol for school break. Florence’s parents 
were sociologists, and she wasn’t shy about her 
opinions. One day, she interrogated my grandmother 
about her l ife in Algeria.
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So what did you 
do back there?

We lived off 
the land.

Oh, you were 
colonists?

We were farmers! We didn’t have 
the k ind of plantation you see in the 
movies. We toi led day 
and night…   

How many 
slaves did you 

own?

I thought my 
grandmother was 
going to ex plode.

Don’t talk nonsense! We paid 
our workers and treated them 
very well... maybe better than 
they do in France!

I put an end to the sociological inquisit ion with a well-aimed kick under the table. 
But deep down, I was shaken. What had my grandparents really been doing back over there?
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I was even more dumbfounded when my friends shared their own family histories.

Me? My mom’s a Black Foot.

- That’s weird…
- Why?
- Well, uh... how should I put this? You don’t look…
- Look like what?
- Well, you don’t look like an Arab!
- WHAT?!

I suddenly felt very 
uncomfortable.
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But the peak of discomfort came in 
college. Oddly enough, I’d never opened 
a book on Algeria t il l then. But other 
students told me about the Black 
Foots: racist ex ploiters, fascists... 
torturers, even. I had a hard t ime 
placing those descript ions with what 
I knew about my family. I didn’t know 
whom to side with anymore.
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Not to mention Black Foot entertainers l ike Enrico Macias, Marthe Villalonga, or Robert Castel: 
cheap, vulgar loudmouths, all of them. I mean, just look at them, right? Ridiculous hicks with thick 
accents and crazy mannerisms... Their jokes were never funny. They were kind of… showboaters, right? 
Arrogant and chauvinist, at the very least. With a sent imental streak a mile wide! And those accents!
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I was also treated to annoying comments about Algerian cuisine, about garl ic and ol ive oil, which we 
used a lot. In the late ’70s, garl ic and ol ive oil were neither chic nor healthy. They smelled and didn’t 
digest well. And hot peppers? Well, those were just obscene. I was torn bet ween rage and shame.
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As a result, I had a hard t ime even saying the words “Black Foot.” It’d get stuck in my 
throat. It crackled with negative energy. I mean, as far as symbols go, feet are a far cry 
from your head or your heart. And as for black… well, do I need to draw you a picture?
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Besides, it’s not l ike anyone even knows where the 
ex pression came from:

The color of the boots French 
soldiers wore when conquering 
Algeria in 1830?

The color of French wine-
growers’ feet after they 
trampled the grapes?

Or the nickname given to French 
people in 1956 who were agitated 
by the Moroccans’ claim to 
independence?

In all three cases, the origins 
have neither glamour nor glory. 

“Blackfoot” is also the name of 
a famous North American Indian 
tribe. 

Except that in Algeria, the Black 
Foots weren’t the nat ives.
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I got a l ittle paranoid.

I’d defend my family against outside attacks, but back at home, I started looking sideways at all 
these people who actually did talk kind of loud, making racist jokes, singing the “Chant des 
Africains”* over dessert.

Chant des Africains (Song of the Africans) - Originally a mil itary song of the French African army during World War II, it was adopted by Black 
Foot part isans during the Algerian War.
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Finally, I asked my mother, who fil led me in on things better than her parents could. She had built 
a l ife for herself as a grown-up in France. But they had left their l ives behind in Algeria.

So, uh, Mom… were you against Algerian independence?

These days, the course of 
history seems totally normal, 

but it’s true:  back then, I 
was all for Algeria staying 
French... just like everyone 

else around me!

Actually, I had zero political 
awareness. My family wasn’t 
leftist, that’s for sure. But 
more than anything else, we 
couldn’t come to terms with 

the idea of leaving behind 
the sunny, wonderful French 
territory where we’d all been 
born! We lived modestly, sure, 

but our quality of life was 
amazing.
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So why didn’t you stay?

The last two years of the war were very, 
very violent in Algiers. Attacks every day...

you can’t imagine! Lots of deaths… we were 
afraid! Yes, before the war we got along 

with the Arabs, but despite everything, we 
had very different cultures: religion, the 
place of women in society, the way they 

viewed work... no thanks!

But if they had been given 
the right to vote…

No way!

Why not?

There were nine times as many 
of them! You couldn’t possibly 

understand! You never lived there. You 
don’t know what Arabs are like. Just 

look at what’s happened to 
the country since...
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I also stepped in it with my 
great-uncle in Aux erre.

Uncle, is it true there was 
torture back in Algeria?

It could happen. L ike in 
any war. On both sides.

They never talk about 
the atrocities the FLN 
committed against the 

French or even their own 
countrymen. The victims 

number in the thousands.

A war l ike any other, then: end of 
discussion. I loved that man. He could be so 
incredibly sweet and so funny. The thought 
that he could’ve tortured anyone haunted 
me for a very long t ime.
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After all of these misunderstandings, I withdrew into sullen silence. I tried to say as l ittle 
as possible around my friends. And around my family, I’d mutely l isten to them brood. Algeria 
bored me and haunted me at the same t ime. I couldn’t share their pain or their nostalgia, 
but they both ran through me, engulfed me. At the mere mention of the word “Algeria,” my 
heartbeat sped up. I had inherited a war I hadn’t ex perienced.

Sometimes, I wished I had been born into a real French family, from Brittany or Lyon or 
someplace l ike that, with a clear family history going all the way back to the Middle Ages, 
depicted in paint ings on the walls of some huge mansion. A family of intellectuals or freedom 
fighters. People I could talk about without embarrassment. A l ineage full of impressive deeds, 
monuments in shady cemeteries, and fancy lacquered furniture...
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...and then, Algeria fell off my radar.  I went on with my 
l ife as an adult and became a French Professor.
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The horror stories that reached us during the Dark Decade* saddened the Black Foots that 
I knew. But I also felt it was a kind of Karma: see what happens? “Après moi, le déluge.” — 
“After me comes the flood.” I heard remarks about what savages those outsiders were, and 
how that much had always been obvious...

As a whole, France itself remained as deaf to the noise as my family. Algeria, 
Rwanda... those places are so far away and fearsome. Let them kil l each other.

The Dark Decade -  A term for the 1990s, during which Algeria was ravaged by a murderous conflict between the government and various Islamist groups.
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As Algeria l ived one 
nightmare, I was l iving 

another: in the year 2000, 
my grandmother died.

On her hospital deathbed, 
she asked me to grab a 

l ittle sachet of dirt from 
her apartment.

She’d brought it all the 
way from Bernelle, her 

village in the Aurès.
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A few months later, we decided to sell her 
apartment in Bandol. It was hard saying 
goodbye to the place where I’d spent so 
many bl issful vacations.

I went down from Paris to sort through her 
things: photo albums, an Oriental teapot, a 
couscous steamer… In the end, I found very 
few traces of the land where she’d been 
born and l ived for five decades.
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Then, opening the secretary desk, I stumbled across a folder labeled with my name: “For Ol ivia.” I 
couldn’t bel ieve my eyes. Inside were fifty-some pages covered in shaky handwrit ing... her memories 
of Algeria, which I’d asked her to put on paper a hundred t imes at least!

At first, it had just been an affect ionate scheme 
to give a lonely old woman something to do. 
Then, as t ime went by, I started really wanting 
to know these things, for fear of someday losing 
her story. Every t ime I visited, I’d pester her, 
and she’d respond with a t ired sigh.

But to my surprise, she outsmarted me! She’d been 
writ ing in secret this whole t ime, just for me. My 
family has always l iked surprises, and she knew me 
all too well. I devoured the pages, a heroic saga of 
family history, full of heartbreak and love for a lost 
land. That was the turning point: one day, I would go 
to Algeria. And ten years later, I left for Algiers.
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I stuck her pages in my luggage. That way, I was bringing a piece of my family with me and 
a few pointers to help me find the places I was looking for.  Or so I hoped. I also brought 
along a tape recorder, some bug spray, a healthy dose of guilt, and the number of someone 
to call on when I landed: a man named Djaffar.





one foot on the ground
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Les Glycines Residency, 
please.

Les Glycines? 
No problem! Is this your 

first time in Algiers?

Yes.

Terrific! 
Welcome!
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Rather than be all alone at a hotel, I was 
encouraged to stay at this retreat for 
scholars and art ists run by French priests.

I wasn’t sure about it, but it was close to 
downtown, and cheap. Plus, they were will ing 
to take me.

Les Glycines!
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To think I would be l iving with priests!

I used to suppress a snicker whenever 
my grandmother would tell me about 
her visits to the bishop in Corneille. 
She was so proud that he’d stop by 
l ike clockwork every few days just to 
sample her cooking...

Are you Olivia? 
Welcome. I’m 

Father Leclerc. 
I’ve been 

expecting you.
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We were just having 
coffee out in the 

courtyard... ...let me introduce you:

Zoubida was from 
Oran and organized 
professional training 
for women.

Nacera, an archeologist, 
l ived down south but 
worked in Algiers.

Father Albert had 
apparently been 
there forever.

Zora, a historian, 
was from Tlemcen.

Olivia’s here on a 
pi lgrimage…

Your family was 
born here?

Let’s call it
reconnaissance!

Yes, in the Aurès. 
They moved to 

Algiers when the 
war started…

The war! I wasn’t 
even born yet. 
But the Aurès? 

Don’t tell me 
you’re headed 

there all alone?

I’m not sure 
yet. I’ve got 
the name of 

someone here...
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What you need is a guide! 
That area is k ind of cutoff...

You know it?

No!
Nope!

Not a bit!

Meanwhile, keep an eye 
on your camera when 
you’re downtown, and 
try to be back here by 

seven o’clock.

There’s no official curfew, 
but the town becomes a 

graveyard at night.

Definitely don’t go walk ing 
around alone in the dark...

Daytimes are OK 
now. Better than 

they were ten 
years ago.

Back home, they used to hand out 
pamphlets threatening women to 
wear a vei l or wind up dead! So 

walk ing around in broad daylight 
was seen as an act of defiance!

Wow, what did 
you do?
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I never wore one in my life! I remember running into other 
women with their faces bare. We wouldn’t talk to each other, 

but we’d exchange these proud looks. That’s how we’d give 
each other courage.

Besides, it’s 
easier for an 

Islamist to 
get a visa for 

France!

Why didn’t you just leave?

I wanted to fight back in 
my own way.

But sti ll… it 
stays with you.

I was in bed last night when I 
saw the doorknob jiggle.

I ran over to 
block the door.

Then... ...there 
was a knock.

It was my neighbor 
Henry, the American 
student. He just had 

the wrong room!

Ever since the Dark Decade, I’ve had weird 
reflexes. Back then, I’d hide my family’s things 
every night so the apartment looked empty. 
At the slightest sound, we were all ready to 

go hide in the basement.

Welcome to Algeria, Olivia!
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How long have you been here, Jean-Marie?

I arrived in 2001. Things were even more difficult then.

Where are you from?

I was a worker-priest from Pas-
de-Calais in northern France.

I spent a lot of time with laborers from the 
Maghreb. I developed very close ties with those 

communities, and I wished to learn Arabic.

So I left.

I spent fourteen 
years in Tunisia.

And now, 
Algiers.

There can’t be a lot of 
Catholics around here, 

are there?
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No. At mass I get about forty, 
mostly expats and Lebanese.

We don’t proselytize. I even discourage young girls 
from converting. It could make their lives hellish. 
But we do offer refresher courses in Arabic and 
provide housing for researchers who don’t have 

the means to live in Algiers.

How long do you plan 
to stay?

As long as I can!

I have no desire to go back to the insane 
individualism in Europe. I’ve found common 

ground with Islam here, where sharing and 
helping your neighbor are respected.

Okay... back to 
work!
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I arranged to meet 
Djaffar at six. He was 
an architect, l iving 
in Paris, but visit ing 
Algiers for the month. 
I had butterfl ies in my 
stomach... we didn’t 
know each other, and 
the success of this trip 
depended a lot on him. 

I headed downtown for the 
first t ime. I couldn’t wait 
to see it.
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I’m looking for the Museum of Martyrs...?

Just down the street. You’re so close. Are you French?

Yes.
Here for work?

No, vacation.

Well, it is my pleasure 
to welcome you!

Thank you!
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At last, I reached the Jardin d’Essai, a 
French-style botanical garden.

It was good to see the greenery and the mix ed 
company at the cafés.

Hello!

You’re early!

Uh... I thought we said 
six...?

No, you’re early.

Where did you come 
from?
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My flight from Paris 
arrived this morning...

Nono, I know that! 
I mean just now, where here?

Oh! The Museum of Martyrs...

Well, you dive right in, don’t 
you? Did you like all that state 

propaganda?

I... It was a bit 
overwhelming, actually.

But what they’re 
showing... it’s mostly 

true, right?

Yes, mostly. But not entirely. There is 
nothing about the many men who fought 

for independence only to be eliminated 
afterward. Nothing about the struggles 

between rival parties. Nothing about 
the massacres perpetrated by the FLN 
against Algerian civi lians. It’s a museum 
to the glory of the FLN, made to justify 

their seizure of power.
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Oh. But, hey... you’re here 
to search for your 
roots, right?

My sister said, “She’s the 
daughter of a friend, you 

have to look after her!” So 
what are you looking for?

Nothing in 
particular, but…

You don’t know what 
you want to find?

Well, yes... I want to 
put faces to names in 
Aurès and Algiers. To 
find people who knew 
my family and can tell 

me about them.

Hah! You’ve got the right idea! It’s faster 
and more fun than ten years of therapy! Algiers wi ll be easy. But the Aurès is 

k ind of remote and far from safe.

And I’m k ind of 
a busy man...
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What? Are you insane? 
What’ll your mother say 
if I let you take a train 

all by yourself?!

Do you want my sister 
to k i ll me?!

I’ve traveled before! 
I’m not a chi ld. And I 

want to see the Aurès.

L isten to me… You can’t 
just show up out of 

nowhere out there. You 
have to know someone. 
That’s how things work 

around here.

I’ll make some calls and get 
back to you when we’re good.

So... you’re coming with me?

Yes, but it wi ll have to be quick. 
Three days max. I have work.

I’m sure I can figure it out. 
There are trains here, 

right? And hotels?
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Say, sister, can I drop 
you off somewhere?

   Bah, you dirty whore! 
I wouldn’t pay five dinars 
  for you!!!

Taxi...?

Taxi...?

Taxi...?
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That evening, Djaffar called me back: he made some contacts out there.

We left in the morning.
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What, are we 
racing the Paris-

Dakar rally?!

Your people live 
in the middle of 

nowhere! And there 
is nothing on the 
road, NOTHING, 

except maybe police 
roadblocks... and 
you better hope 

they’re real police!
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Land of 
thieves!

Look at all these fools 
in their cars! There are 

more cars than there are 
people in this country, 
and I’m counting the 
chi ldren! A few years 
ago, the government 

launched a one percent 
credit program meant to 
help young people “realize 
their dreams.” So what 

happened? Everyone used 
the money to buy a car! 
The entire goal of the 

program was to suppress 
any desire to revolt by 

handing out money...

And you see that bullshit? 
This is the shore, but you 

can’t even see the sea! Just 
warehouses! In the ’70s, 
there were restaurants 
here, nightclubs on the 

beach. We partied hard all 
night, with an ocean view!

There’s construction everywhere!

Yeah. Modern apartments 
with balconies. Just like in 
Monaco. But no one’s on 
those balconies because 
they hide women away 
up there. And once the 

towers are finished, they 
put up satellite dishes!
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Like clockwork! The clown police!

Ta-daa!

Anti-terrorist measures.

It’s sti ll a powder keg around here. Just 
five days ago, a bomb took out a precinct: 

three dead, fifteen wounded.
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Wow! 
Beautiful!

The Palestro Gorges. Does the name ring a bell?

Vaguely...

Your grandfather never told you? This is where the French Army got ambushed by 
the ALN* in 1956. They were boxed in. Twenty dead, just like that. It was a big blow to 
public morale. The press kept talking about the mutilated bodies. It didn’t take long 

for a response: three days later, forty Algerians were rounded up and killed.

ALN - Armée de Libération Nationale (National Liberation Army), the armed wing of the FLN.
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What? It’s beautiful, isn’t it?
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See those mountains? That’s 
where the Aurès begin!
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Honestly, I have to wonder why your ancestors ever 
bothered coming over this stony desert!

Change of scenery? To become a landowner? France really talked up the 
colonies in the nineteenth century...

The land was cheap! Where did they come from?

Poor little French 
towns where they 

were starving 
to death. My 

grandfather’s 
father, Hippolyte 

Fabry, was a 
saddler in Isère, 

near Lyon. 
He came to 

Merouana, Algeria, 
in 1900. He was 

one of the first 
colonists in the 

vi llage.
He started out 

as a baker, then 
purchased a plot 

of land near 
Cornei lle. Bit 

by bit, he grew 
out his property 
unti l he was the 
biggest farmer 

in the area.
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My grandmother’s father was special! 
Victor Martin was from Ardèche, a little 
hamlet in the French mountains. He was a 

brother from a Christian school. Brothers 
were like priests but they didn’t hold 

mass. He taught Latin and history, and my 
grandmother was super proud of him.

He came to Algiers on a 
mission in 1898 and a few 

years later, found himself 
out of work after the 

separation of church and 
state. His school basically 

shut down. So he applied for 
some land. And according to 
my grandmother, he didn’t 

want anything near Algiers.

Hah! That 
idiot! Why? 

That’s a very 
ferti le area! 
Nothing like 
out here...

According to my mother, he had a taste for 
adventure, a real pioneering spirit! Weird, I know. 
He had owned fifty brooms in his life but never 
touched a pickax! Once he got his land grant, he 
went back to Ardèche to find a wife. He found a 

single woman of thirty who agreed to follow him 
to Bernelle... I guess it’s now Oued El Ma, today.

They had three daughters, including my 
grandmother, Jeanne, the youngest.
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Hippolyte and 
Victor became the 
richest colonists 

in their respective 
vi llages, Cornei lle 
and Bernelle. The 
two towns were 

very close, so 
they married off 

their chi ldren, 
Paul and Jeanne, 

my grandparents, 
to merge their 

family properties 
together.

My grandfather Paul developed the farm after that. Apparently it was pretty big. My 
mother always heard talk of “a thousand hectares and a thousand head of sheep.”

It wasn’t as fun for 
my grandmother. She 
told me once that she 

would’ve rather lived in a 
city, traveled, led a more 

sophisticated life. But 
they were stuck in their 
small town homestead.
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One night in 1955, a worker came to warn my grandfather that he was 
on the blacklist, and his farm was going to be burned down. In fact, the 

guy was actually a FLN member who was going to be part of it!

So the whole family left Cornei lle and moved to Édouard-Cat 
Street in Algiers. Paul worked as an accountant at his cousin’s. 

Later, in 1962, they sent their chi ldren to France but stayed 
behind themselves. My grandfather didn’t want to leave 

“his” country, but three years later, he brought himself to 
do so after my grandmother almost got strangled in their 
apartment bui lding. Probably an attempted burglary, but 

they were scared for their lives.
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Think we’ll run into 
anyone who knew my 

family?

Old folks, 
maybe.

I wonder if I’ll be 
welcome...

Oh, they’ll 
welcome you 

with open 
arms. What 

are you 
afraid of?

I don’t know, the granddaughter of 
Black Foot colonists showing up out 
of nowhere who is like, “Hey! Just 
dropped by to see your houses…”

First, “Black Foot” doesn’t mean a thing 
here. And “granddaughter of so-and-so”? 

Even less!
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That’s a made-up identity. It covers 
a lot of very different experiences.

From the Jews who’ve been here for 
centuries, to the guys who showed up from 

Ardèche, Italy, and Spain…

Someone who grew up in Oran 
and someone who grew up in 
Merouana aren’t the same 

k ind of Black Foot!

It’s the same between 
Maurice Audin* and your 

grandfather…

...there weren’t 
a lot like Audin 
out there. But 
in general, the 
Black Foots did 

have some things 
in common, yes: 
ties to the land 
and the native 

peoples, and the 
right to vote. 

They all shared 
the same sense 
of superiority...

...and it wasn’t 
just a feeling! It 

was very real! L ike 
concrete!

Yeah, see? Bah, no...

The only things that mattered back 
then were political positions. But 
that’s over now. No one in France 

today defines themselves by saying 
“I’m the son of a collaborator!” 

That’s not an identity. Same goes 
for “chi ld of a Black Foot”... it 

means nothing!

Maurice Audin (1932-1957) - A young French math professor and member of the Algerian Communist Party who campaigned for Algerian independence.  
He was arrested in 1957 and tortured by French paratroopers. Exact date of death unknown.
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They weren’t 
collaborators!

No, you’re right... they 
were an occupying force!

Three days with this guy? 
This is going to be hell... So I’m the granddaughter 

of occupants, and I grew up 
hearing about the Aurès and 
Arabs, and not enough about 

Great Britain!

That makes me a good 
Black Foot chi ld!

No! At most, that makes 
you a chi ld of Algerians.

If you ask me, even if it k i lls them 
to be associated with the people 
they looked down on, Black Foots 

are Algerians.



83

But... you lost me...

They were born 
here, they grew 
up here. In their 
own way, they 
loved this land. 

They’re Algerian!

Yeah, but… 
I wonder what 

I’m going to find 
out about my 
grandfather…

Listen to me: you’re just Olivia, 
that’s all! All those labels are 
bullshit! You’re starting to piss 
me off with all your Black Foot 

nonsense!
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Ah, shit!
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Where are 
we?

I have no idea!

What do the signs say?

Who knows? I don’t read Arabic!
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You can’t read Arabic?!
I was educated 

in France, 
remember?

And clearly there is no one 
around here but goats!

Maybe... take a left...?

Well, you are k ind of from 
around here... Left it is!
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That village looks like an abandoned slum!
That vi llage is fifty 

years old....

Hey, Hamid! 
It’s Djaffar. We’re here. 

Just outside town. 
Okay, we’ll wait.
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Who’s Hamid?

Our first contact, a friend of a 
friend. He lives in Batna, but he’s 
coming all the way out here for 

the lady!
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Hello! Welcome!

Hi, thank you for taking the time...

Mademoiselle here is looking for her roots...

The Fabry family from Merouana and 
Victor Martin from Oued El Ma. Fabry… yeah, that name rings a bell… 

I’ll take you downtown. It used to be 
the colonial village.
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What did 
grandma say 

again?

Hello!
Rachid, my

cousin. He lives 
here.

Do you know the name 
Fabry?

Fabry? Oh yeah, 
everyone knew them.
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I think it was at the end of this street...

For landmarks, I have: the main street and 
a wrought iron balcony. That’s all.

Got it. This way.

There’s not a single woman outdoors around here!
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The old church. 
It’s a gym now.

Sexy church!

Where is this dumb house?

Voilà!
Oh no!
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Not this place!

Are you sure this is the 
Fabry house?

What if 
it’s gone?

The Fabry house? No, that’s 
not it at all!  Follow me...

Yes!

I thought 
it was over 
that way... Wasn’

 Moha Let’s go back 
the way we 

came...

Is this 
right?
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You k ids know nothing!

That’s the park the 
French bui lt. Oh yeah! My grandmother told me 

about that. She loved dancing there!

THAT’S the Fabry house!

You sure?

Absolutely! 
It’s locked up 

because the owners 
live in France, but 

that’s it!
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Hello? Hello! 
Yeah, it’s me! Guess 

where I’m calling 
from!

...

...

...

...

...

Merouana! I’m in 
Merouana, standing 

right in front of your 
house!

Mom?

No, listen! 
I promised I wouldn’t go alone, 

but I’m with Djaffar.

Don’t cry, Mom! 
Everyone’s been really 

nice!

I can’t, 
it’s all locked up. Which 

room was yours?

Yeah, it’s in great shape! 
Renovated. Looks brand new.

Of course, I’ll 
send pictures. Don’t 

worry, I’m doing fine.
Kisses!
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True, the house was neat and 
clean, but without any charm. 
Sol idly built, with a second story, 
which was rare on that street, it 
was a far cry from the palace I’d 
imagined growing up. How did they 
l ive here? What would my mother 
do after school? I had a hard t ime 
picturing her as a child in this t iny 
village and connect ing that to her 
l ife as a grown woman in Paris.
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We can see the cemetery if 
you want. It’s shared by two 

vi llages.
I have to warn you, though… it’s not in very good 

condition. It was damaged in the ’90s, by terrorists.

Kind of creepy!
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Fabry...? Martin....? Fabry....? Martin.....? THERE! Hippolyte Fabry! 

Good thing grandma’s not here to see this. Or anyone else in the family, for that matter.

Well, at least there’s one left!
You OK?

Yeah, fine.

In fact, graves never 
meant much to me...

Ow! Shit! Noooooooo!
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Thanks! These are my grandmother’s 
memoir. They mean a lot to me!

Not to rush you, but we should move 
on. Ever since the ’90s, we’ve avoided 

being out at night. I booked you a 
hotel room in Batna.
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Daily summary: one locked house and one gutted grave. I’m having a hard t ime catching my ghosts.

What’s so funny?

His music was part of 
the spoi ls of war!

This singer! 
Jacques Brel, out here!

He’s my mother’s favorite singer. 
Can we turn it up?
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The next day, we met up with Hamid and Rachid in front of the old school in Oued El Ma, 
formerly Bernelle, where my grandmother’s parents, the Martins, l ived. The town looked a lot 
l ike Merouana, but smaller. Would there be anything left here?
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Don’t worry, 
I’m doing fine...
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It’s a wedding 
tradition! Ah...

It’s not an 
attack!

Great tradition... Totally 
freaked me out...

Wait here.

Ready to go? 
The Martin house is 

this way...

My grandmother said 
there was a terrace... If there was a terrace, 

it was probably walled in. 
They don’t put families 

on view around here.

Grandma, what k ind of fantasy 
stories were you telling?
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This is it!

They say come in, 
they welcome you.

They say the 
Martins were a 

fine family!

Ah...cool...
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Given their age, I don’t 
see how they could have 

known the Martins...

Yeah, and it doesn’t 
really fit the 

description... I think 
we’re in the wrong 

house!

Come see the garden! Hmm, well, there was in fact 
a terrace here. They just 

walled off the street side...

Everything looked small and ugly to me. It wasn’t how I’d pictured it. Not this rustic. Not this 
modest. It was a far cry from Gone with the Wind!



109

And this area is for 
the animals! Anything familiar?

Nope!

The bathroom!

My grandmother always told me about 
their “modern” bathroom: they’d been one 

of the first in the village to put one in...

It’s been eighty years. Nothing says 
this was the Martin’s bathroom.

What?
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You’re sitting on a 
Roman column.

No k idding!
This is the 

place!

She talked about Roman ruins nearby!

This is the 
Martin house!

One floor, a tiny garden, a tinier village, desert all around, and a 
supporting cast of Algerians... what kind of life was this?

It was hard to get away. The 
family even invited me to their 
son’s wedding in September! 
I must’ve thanked them t wenty 
t imes for their warm welcome, 
but Djaffar cut the goodbyes 
short, saying we were ex pected 
in Merouana.
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Contact No. 2: the Seghir family had us over for lunch. They were friends of friends of friends of Djaffar’s! 
The husband was born in Merouana, the wife was from Cherchell, on the coast. That was all we knew when we 
got there.

My first couscous in Algeria! I’ve been dreaming of it!

So you knew 
the Fabrys?

Of course! They owned 
the biggest farm in 

Cornei lle. They had a son 
and a daughter, I think.

Yes! Their 
daughter Laurie 
is my mother!

Just a second... Do you mind if 
I record this...?

Not at all. The Fabry 
chi ldren… I remember 

them. We weren’t 
friends, but I’d run 

into them...
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We weren’t allowed to 
play with French children!

Really? My mother said 
she had Algerian friends 

as a little girl...

Yeah, it’s true, we played 
with French chi ldren, but 
not at school. We went 
to a native school. But 

we’d play with them in the 
streets and around.

At their houses?
No, we weren’t allowed 

to go over to their 
houses. But they came 

over to ours! Hah! They 
were in charge!

In Algiers, I went to 
school with French 
friends. But after 

school, everyone went 
to their own homes.

How many French families were there in Merouana?

Not many… twelve?
Did your father ever talk about work?
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Yes, he was a gardener 
for the André family. 

My mother did the 
cleaning...

The Andrés didn’t treat their workers very well. You 
worked all the time and kept quiet, or else you got 
fired, that’s it. His mother wasn’t allowed to touch 

certain fruits and vegetables: strawberries, peanuts… 
Potatoes and onions, yes, but the rest, no. They lived in 

poverty under the colonists.

Ah! At least you speak 
your mind!

The Black Foots say they 
gave the people around 
here work. That before 
they came, there was 

only poverty…

I don’t know about 
before. That was 

too long ago.

Nonsense. All that 
is pure myth.

One thing’s for sure, there 
was certainly money in Algiers! 

That’s what motivated the 
conquest! Algiers was rich 

from slaves and buccaneering.  
France was in debt to Algiers 
after Napoleon borrowed so 

much money to feed his troops. 
Since France couldn’t pay it 
back, they invented the “fan 
affair”*... they said there 
was nothing in Algeria but 

mosquitoes...!

“fan affair”- In 1827, the Dey of Algiers held an audience with the French consul and demanded his due. The interview took a bad turn. France claimed the 
Dey slapped the consul with his fan, using this as a pretext for war. The ensuing diplomatic escalation led to the invasion of Algiers in 1830.
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“Arabs and ants!” the 
French would say. They put 
us in the same category!

My daughters-in-law!

Why don’t they join us?

This would bore them!

So what about the 
Fabrys? Any memories?

Monsieur Fabry was older than 
me, so we didn’t speak much.

But people said they were a 
proper family. And he could 

read and speak Arabic.
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Besides, Monsieur Fabry came 
back later, in 1963, I think.

Really?

Yes, and since he’d owned the biggest 
farm, they offered him a job overseeing 
agriculture in the region. But he said no.

So no French people stayed?

Yes, just two. Both teachers. 
A couple of old maids…

And no one tried to woo them?

Oh, they were already old back then!

They died here.

Which side were they on?

They were neutral. 
They stayed at home 

all the time.

Were any French people pro-
independence back then?

No! They felt threatened. 
There was a gulf between us.

Well, there was Babeth. She ran a bar 
where the French soldiers went. One day 

she heard them talk ing about FLN activists 
that they were going to arrest the next 

day. That night, she went to warn them so 
they could escape.
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But really, you couldn’t be 
pro-independence if you 
were a colonist. Unless 

you had some exceptional 
political consciousness, it was 
unthinkable. If schooling had 

been encouraged for Algerians, 
they might have managed to 

converse on equal terms. But as 
things were... no chance.

What did 
you do for 

a living?

I was a contractor, a stonemason. I 
left school at twelve, but my younger 

brother got a degree. They’re the 
ones who benefited most from 

independence.

Hello!
My son-in-law! I called him 

because he knows 
vi llage history. 
Does the name 

Fabry mean 
anything to you?

The Fabrys had the 
biggest farm in 

Merouana! I never knew 
them, of course. But 
the name remains.

There’s even a 
proverb...!

Really? 
What is it?

Can I...?

It means: “A glass 
of beer from 

the Fabry well is 
better than rain 

from above!”
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That’s because he kept buying up land 
over the years, and that made a lot of 
people suddenly very rich! And some of 

them drank that money away!

Hah! So it was like a 
magical well, then?

Or poisoned. And people 
sti ll say it today.

I’ve got a friend in France who’s into 
history. He’s done research on the area. 

Give me your e-mail address. He might 
be able to tell you more about your 

ancestors.

Gladly!

Well, now, do you want to go see 
your inheritance?

Excuse me?

Or what could have been your 
inheritance! The Fabry property!

Then let’s 
hit the 
road!

Oh, yes please!
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Voilà, the Fabry lands!

But... how far?

All the way to 
the mountains. Where’s the 

farm?

Torn down.

Come back anytime! 
Till then, inshallah!



119

So this is the land my grandfather and his father roamed on 
horseback? My ancestors, those Gauls, proud of their success, 
far from the cit ies, fearful of bad weather, and so sure of their 
rights...

What are you 
doing?

Soaking it in.

You should fill a 
bottle and take it 

back to Paris! ...we should probably 
get going soon...

We’re not going to Algiers!

Oh no! We’ll never make 
Algiers by nightfall!

Huh?
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I wanted to stop by and see my 
family in Boutaleb. It’s on the way.

But...

You wanted to see the Aurès, 
right? Well, I want to make a 
pi lgrimage, too! My father’s 

entire second family is in 
Boutaleb.

Second family?

That’s right! He 
had a wife in town 
and another in the 

country!

I haven’t seen them for 
twenty years. So we’ll 

stay over and head 
back tomorrow, okay?

Do I have a choice?

Convenient!
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Actually, I was fine with it. I didn’t want to go back yet. These barren landscapes reminded me of 
other rocky stretches by the Mediterranean where I always felt at home.

And they reminded me of 
my mother...

Look at that golden reflection! That’s what I want 
when I retire. And some olive groves and fruit trees!

...I won’t lie, with your budget, 
it’ll be a fixer-upper at best...
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It has a very charming garden 
just across the road...

The search in Provence took t wo years...

...all for nothing.

So my mother started looking into other regions that weren’t as ex pensive or sunny. 
Friends had told her about a pretty fishing village in Brittany...
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…so we went to see.

Then she found out about Larzac in Central France. Those great open spaces reminded her of 
the Aurès. Except in the Larzac, there were no houses for sale…

She’s been looking now for ten years, and it’s driving me crazy. 
But now I see what she can’t find in France: Algeria.

What is this 
bullshit now?
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What the hell are they doing 
out here in the mountains? I 

don’t like this...

What the hell are 
WE doing out here?

Good thing those were real cops!
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Strange… nothing 
looks familiar. I 

remember a vi llage 
high up in the 
mountains...

Ah! A walking GPS!

He’s my cousin!  
He’ll take us there.



128

They were going to put us in 
the same room, but I said I’d 

sleep on the roof.
Good 

answer!
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Hello! Are you OK?

Yes, thank you!
Where is your husband? How
many children do you have?
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My husband is working in France.

That’s a huge lie, but no 
point complicating things...

And I have no chi ldren.

Which is true.
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Should I come get 
you next month?

How about a 
smoke up in my 

room?
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So how’s the reunion? Belkacem’s a good guy.

He bui lt this house, y’know. Piece by 
piece, every summer, saving up from 

his job as a stonemason in Martigues. 
And I wasn’t going crazy, they had to 

leave the vi llage up in the mountains. It 
was too cutoff from the world and too 

vulnerable to terrorist attacks.

I’ll tell you one thing: he hates those 
bearded types. He’s seen ’em up close. 

They k i lled lots of his friends around here. 
They’d come shake him down, steal his 

cows. Know what he did? He handcuffed 
’em and said he lost the key!

Do you know his children very well?

No… we haven’t seen each other for at least twenty years. His eldest 
is sixteen and pregnant already! I gave him an earful about not sending 

his girls to school. He just doesn’t push them. So I promised I’d send 
them a computer.

Funny how your paths separated…
That’s for sure! Where I came from, 
my future was all laid out. I should’ve 
gotten married at eighteen, too... to 
a woman my mom picked out at the 
hammam in my neighborhood in the 

Kasbah... had a boatload of k ids… But 
then there was this major incident 
along the way: the war. And that 

turned everything upside down.
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What did your dad do in Algiers?
He left these parts real young because there 

was no food. Started working at the port. 
Then he ran a café. Then a newsstand and 

finally a hair salon. Did well for himself. 
Couldn’t read but wanted us to go to school. 

The boys, I mean. I had no use for school, 
myself. Didn’t understand what they were 

going on about. Except for geography! I liked 
that because I learned about things I hadn’t 
known about before: Mont Blanc, altitude, 

snow...

I also remember a drawing class where we 
were supposed to draw a boat. I put an 

Algerian flag on the mast, and the teacher 
slapped me across the face. Called my father 

in. So he comes in, all dressed up. Looks 
at the drawing, gives me another slap. He 
apologizes to the principal, who backs off 
and says he’ll overlook it. But then, on the 

way out, my dad pulls me close and says, “You 
were right, that was the right flag, you just 

can’t let on to them.” When they arrested 
him, I had to go to work. I sold newspapers 
and then apprenticed at a printing plant.

He was involved with the FLN?

Yeah. Took delivery of weapons through the 
port and distributed them. Medicine, too. He 

found safehouses for major fighters, with my 
brother’s help. I’d run errands for him without 
knowing what for, carrying a covered basket in 

my hand, just following him around.

My brother was the first to be 
arrested. He came back after a week, 

the ends of his fingers red and round as 
cherries. They’d torn off his nai ls with a 
pair of pliers. Soon after, he left to join 

the underground, and I never saw him 
again unti l the independence.
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For my father, it lasted two years. He got 
ratted out once, in 1957. It took us a whi le 

to figure out where he was. We finally found 
him in a detention camp. He couldn’t open his 
mouth. He was lying there, a guy on either 
side of him holding his head up, and a third 

feeding him pre-chewed food by the mouthful 
like a mama bird. That’s the state he was 

in. Later, he told us that during his torture, 
one thing obsessed him, just one thing and 

he’d have spi lled it all: he was afraid of 
cockroaches. Absolutely terrified. So he 

fixated on that. As long as no cockroaches 
showed up, everything was fine!

He held out.

And you?

I got arrested in ’61. The military had a fi le on me because of the print 
shop. One of the guys there was printing pro-FLN pamphlets at night, but 
I didn’t know anything about it. They questioned me for a few hours, hit 
me, shoved sand in my mouth, but that was it. Maybe they thought I was 

too young, but I got off easy. I stayed in a holding area outside Algiers 
for four months, no one knew where I was. Came home to factions, 

struggles between leaders, and us underlings... we didn’t understand a 
thing. It was brother against brother among Algerians. The government 

never talks about that. It was terrible. Really disgusted me.
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Then what?

After that came independence. For me, the turning point was 
summer ’62. A guy from the print shop tipped me off about a 
youth trip to Europe. What a shock! The girls...! That’s when I 

started questioning our traditions. For me, a girl who went out 
on the street bareheaded was a whore. So at first I had no idea 

what was going on. Then I had some experiences! A few years 
later, I left for Germany on a mechanics internship, and I ran 

into a woman there I’d met in Algiers, an intellectual interested 
in the phi losophy of Frantz Fanon. I felt like an idiot next to 

her friends. Marx, Engels, Freud… I didn’t know who they were 
talk ing about, I’d never read those books. Ashamed, I asked to 

borrow some. That was the beginning of a thirst for knowledge.  
My inferiority complex. Back in Algiers, I had a hard time because 

I couldn’t accept society the way it was. I left Algeria for good 
in 1970. Went to Paris. There, I lived with a psychoanalyst and 

started school.

So women were your salvation!

You joke, but it’s true!

You see, I’m Algerian, of course, because my history 
is here. But after a whi le, I get bored with my family, 
or my friends in Algiers. I can talk the talk, but I don’t 
have any deep ties anymore, and I don’t care. Maybe a 
bit for the young boy down there, the one who speaks 

English. He might have a chance...

Depends on the computer…

And what he wants. I think there are two k inds of 
things in life: what you enjoy and what you endure. Only 

the first interests me. Things are either solvable or 
unsolvable. And the latter is out of my hands.
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Speaking of wants, I want to sleep. Laila saida.

Good night.
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The next day, we said our goodbyes to the Belkacem family.
They made Djaffar promise to come back before another t wenty years went by. 
He promised that, and a computer.

The Aurès already seemed far away.

I wanted to see Corneille, and so I saw Merouana. I wanted to see Bernelle, and so I saw Oued El Ma.
An El Dorado to my family, a puzzle to me, one that would be impossible to ever truly finish...

It’s hard to put myself in my family’s shoes, 
happily l iving out here, bent on their tasks 
and bl ind to everything else. But there was 
at least one thing that no one misrepresented 
or ideal ized: the beauty of this part of the 
world. I wasn’t ex pect ing that, at least not 
to such a degree. Splendor that bewitches 
you and doesn’t let you go.

All that was left was to find the 
apartment in Algiers where my 
grandparents wound up at the start 
of the war. The place where they were 
the most unhappy, I think. Because the 
world they’d known since they were 
children was crumbl ing all around 
them, and they couldn’t understand 
why. When you’re fifty years old, how 
do you accept the fact that you’ve been 
on the wrong side of history? That 
your ent ire l ife has been built on a deep 
injust ice? And me? What part do I have 
in that injust ice? In the end, maybe not 
having kids is a good thing... I won’t 
have to answer their quest ions.

Dreaming?

Just soaking it in. Happy to be here...
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Well, you’re alone there. Everyone here wants out!

Your home, m’lady!

I don’t know how to thank you…

I’m just glad I brought you back in 
one piece! Get some rest.

Wait, I forgot something...
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Wow! Seghir’s son-in-law 
sure works fast!

Djaffar!
...

At Glycines. 
Sunbathing! The Kasbah? How about 

the beach instead?

I’m just kidding!

Okay, see you soon...

...

...

...
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See? A real shame, isn’t it?

There are architectural treasures here. This 
area’s a UNESCO World Heritage site.

But the houses are in ruins! Why? Simple. 
Because the money never goes where it’s 

supposed to! It just disappears!

This used to be the border to the French districts.
Were they that separate?
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The French never came to the Kasbah, and we only left it to go 
to work. So when independence came, all this housing was all of a 

sudden empty, a total mess. Some people didn’t dare move in, 
but a few others did.

Did you?

I found a nice vi lla in Hydra.* I showed it to my mother, who 
said: “Too many rooms. You need a bike to get around! And 

where’s the nearest market?” I said, “There is no market here.” 
She said, “Then I’m not staying.” So then I found an apartment 

in Telemly* with a balcony overlooking Algiers and lots of 
wonderful furniture. She sold it all off to an antique shop. 
Suddenly there were tons of secondhand dealers. All those 

pianos and sideboards... people didn’t want them, they took up 
space! But we didn’t have any notion of space or of cleanliness.

Hydra - A chic neighborhood in the heights of Algiers.
Telemly - An upper-crust neighborhood in downtown Algiers.



145

Such an 
amazing view! Indeed. This is 

Édouard-Cat Street.

Noooo...!

Argh, I can’t find the page anymore! 
It was number 9, at the foot of the 

stairs. My mother told me all about it!

What?
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Hmph! No number, of course.

How do they get their mail?

They don’t!

Well… this is the door at the 
foot of the stairs...

Out of order! What floor?

Sixth!

Great.
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Look. All this is from the ’90s... 
people barricaded themselves in...

Excuse me, is anyone 
home up on six?

I don’t know. But a 
family lives there.

What’s the 
problem?

She clearly 
doesn’t like 

her neighbors.

On the right just out of the 
elevator… but which one...?

There!



148

Come in!

Let me introduce you...

My mother, my sister, 
Zyma, and my nephew.

Let me show you...

We did some work recently. 
The tiles are new, and we 

repaint regularly...
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We love old things and take care of them.

Please excuse the mess. We’re 
moving things for Ramadan.

The balcony is over here!
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She’ll take the laundry down for your photo!

I have to go to mosque. It’s Friday. 
But stay as long as you’d like.

Thank you! To think I didn’t 
bring anything! Not 

even flowers…

Flowers? What are 
we, goats? Well, if he’s 
on his way, I better be 

going, too.
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Come back anytime. Part of this place belongs to you!

Coffee?

I just wanted to say… I know it’s k ind of weird, 
showing up like this. I just wanted to see where my 

family once lived, that’s all.

I understand perfectly. We 
have a proverb that says: 

“When you don’t know where 
you’re going, take a look at 

where you came from.”

Oh yeah?
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So… have you been here a long time?

My grandparents moved here in 1965.

Oh! Just after mine moved away, then. 
Do you know if they met?

I think so. But…

...but?

It wasn’t easy. I heard talk of insults. 
They were stopped before it turned into a fight.

The neighbors on the fourth floor weren’t as lucky. The 
wife went straight to the k itchen, and when she opened the 

refrigerator, it exploded.

What?!

Yes... a trap. She was badly wounded. After that, they 
opened all the doors from a safe distance... with string!
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It was the war. It made everyone crazy.

Neither you nor I are to blame for any of it. 
We must simply move on.

And you were right to come back.
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Goodbye. 
And thank you!

Next time you’re in Algiers, you’re not 
allowed to stay in a hotel. Come stay with us!

Inshallah!

That’s it, I’m doing it, too!
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Well, I saw it. A magnificent land. A traumatized 
land. Very courageous people.

I leapt feetfirst into black-and-
white memories that weren’t my own.

I was stuck in the family album, caught in a narrative loop. 

No smoking! 
It’s Ramadan!

I’m leaving with my own Algerian 
story, which doesn’t have much 
to do with my family.

But it’s mine. It’s in color and 
pulsating with life.

I already want to go back.

But I managed to break free of 
the cycle.
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Back from vacation, huh? 
You got some color!

Yeah, it was lovely. 
I was in Algeria.

My homeland! Where’d you go?

Algiers and the Aurès. My family was born there.
No way! Tell me all about it...
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Wait...

No way... Grandma?!
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We both came a long way, didn’t we? Still, it’s staggering, all these ties between two distant shores...

Mom! 
I’m home!
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Let me see! You look terrific!

I feel terrific!

I was so scared! My daughter, all alone in 
Algeria! You’re one stubborn girl!

You should have come! 
Let me tell you...

This is all I found to bring back. 
Pictures and dried dates.
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...and that’s the highway 
to the Aurès. You were 
right! It’s just like the 

American West!

No, it’s even more 
beautiful than 

America!

Your house in
Cornei lle…

Not bad! Hasn’t 
changed much.

Oh, and guess what? 
Grandpa’s name is part 

of a proverb now!

Really?!

Yeah, something about 
him buying up land and 

people spending the 
money to drink…

Alcohol? That’s odd. 
But I guess it means 
they remember him.

Yeah. And this is the 
Martins’ house in 

Bernelle.

Oh no! It’s in 
terrible shape!

Mom, it’s been 
fifty years…

And this is the cemetery. 
Not much to see.

Move on! Next!
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...and finally, Algiers. 
Speaking of which, I 
learned something…

Let me see!

It looks untouched…

Here’s the family who let us in.

They look nice.

More than nice. Mom, did you know 
the people on the fourth floor?

Ah, see? Arab hospitality! 
People here have no idea.

And the best for last: 
the balcony!

So, did you know your 
neighbors booby-trapped…

Any more?

What a view!
Wait...

Hmm…
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Our balcony didn’t have a pergola.

A what?

The vine-covered gazebo.
They said they had lots of 
work done. They could have 

added it.

This was the apartment on the right, 
after the elevator? Yeah...

All the way to the right? The 
rightmost, or the middle right?

Was there a little hallway to 
the left after you went in?

Yeah, I think so.

Nope. No hallway to the left.

But does the view look familiar?

Yes, sure. I mean, I think so.

You said they were really nice?
They invited me to come 

back and stay with them!

Did I mess up?

I suddenly don’t feel so good.



168

I got the wrong apartment! This whole circus of a pilgrimage to somewhere no one 
in my family’s ever set foot!

I can just picture Zyma and her brother’s faces 
when the real family shows up...

That sounds nice. Maybe we could go back 
together, with the cousins? Uh, sure...

All those emotions… such joy at finding that 
place, being welcomed, despite the past...

We’ll have to have Djaffar 
over for dinner to thank him.

Yes, of course.
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...all based on a mistake…

I got it wrong.

But in the end… 

...what difference does it make?
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