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This is the journey that changed her life..

It was the last week of November, I was looking 
forward to my annual break over the festive period 
and preparing to shut my practice for the holiday 
season, when a WhatsApp message popped up in 
my phone. It was a message, requesting doctors, 
social workers and nurses to join Al Quds, a charitable 
organization on a humanitarian trip to Bangladesh to 
assist the Rohingya refugees in December.

I did not know much about the plight of the Rohingya 
refugees, so I started googling to gather some 
information. I was quite horrified at some of the 
disturbing articles describing the genocide that led 
to this alarming refugee crisis. My mind was made 
up, I volunteered to join the group. I arranged for 
two of my colleagues to attend to my patients whilst 
I was away. I did not know what to expect, nor 
was I acquainted with any of the other volunteers. 
We conversed on the “Bangladesh Aid “ group on 
WhatsApp over the subsequent weeks. All volunteers 
had to fund their own flight tickets, accommodation 
and meals. The mission was to provide medical care 
in the camps, put up shelters, boreholes, tube wells, 
toilets and distribute food. Budgets were calculated 
and donation requests were sent out on all social 
media platforms.

As the days drew closer, our passports were sent 
to the Bangladesh embassy, there was palpable 
excitement and anxiety. I notified the board members 
of the World Memon Organization of our mission and 

the members generously donated towards my travel 
costs. I personally took care of the rest.

I began reading more and more about the plight of 
the Rohingya people. The D day was arriving. Six days 
before departure, we received a message from the 
Al Quds organisation that the trip was cancelled due 
to unforeseen circumstances. A container filled with 
Relief Aid was unable to reach Bangladesh on time.

Despite numerous efforts to convince the organisation 
that we could still initiate the mission without the 
container as we could purchase medication and all 
other material for the project, locally in Bangladesh, 
the organisation remained adamant on cancelling 
the trip.

We were heartbroken and very disappointed as we 
were holding Amanah and were accountable to a 
lot of donors. People had trusted us and contributed 
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generously towards the organisation without an 
ounce of doubt. We felt obligated to them and 
answerable in the court of Allah Swt so we decided 
to go ahead in our personal capacities to fulfil our 
niyah.

But we were now apprehensive and worried about 
this mission because we would be completely on our 
own. We requested the organisation to refund the 
donations and then set out to fulfil the mission. 

Our team comprised of myself and three others. 
Zakira Hayat is a 53 year old business woman from 
Lichtenburg. She runs a successful linen business and 
has her own non-profit organization that funds a 
madressa and also runs 
a feeding scheme. She 
had a contact at the 
Bangladesh refugee 
camp through whom 
she had been donating 
funds to construct toilets 
and tube wells. It put 
us at ease, knowing 
that we had at least 
one local contact in 
Bangladesh. Zakira’s 
twenty year old son 
Goolam Husein was also 
to accompany us. He is 
pursuing his Bachelor’s in 
Commerce from Cape 
Town and sacrificed his 
holidays to volunteer 
alongside his mother.

Aziza Allie is a 58 year 
old practicing educational psychologist from Cape 
Town. She left behind her husband and two sons 
to volunteer for this mission. I, an Obstetrician / 
Gynaecologist, could not have been amongst better 
people.

Al Quds didn’t assist us with arranging permissions 
for carrying out medical work at the camps. We 
contacted a Bangladeshi medical team to try 
and join them but they asked for R 15,500 a day as 
donation. We didn’t have that kind of funds. I was 
anxious and didn’t know what to do. Dr Yakub 
Essack, from the Islamic Medical Association heard 
about our plight and assisted us immediately. He 
promptly made arrangements with an international, 

partnering medical team who were working on the 
ground at the camps in Bangladesh.

I met my 3 member team for the first time at the OR 
Tambo International airport (Johannesburg) about 
90 minutes before take off. I felt as though I had 
known them for years and was very comfortable. 
Zakira and Aziza were managing the funds and had 
Alhamdulillah collected R 230,000. The night of 20th 
December changed our lives..... our journey had 
begun...

We arrived in Dhaka after flying for almost 13 hours. We 
were already tired and it didn’t help that the passport 
control in Dhaka was not a seamless process. After 

a good night’s rest in Dhaka, we flew to Cox Bazar 
in the afternoon. We prayed Jummah Salaah at the 
airport, asked Allah Swt to protect us and make our 
mission successful.

The flight was short and comfortable. As 
we landed, I witnessed pristine, golden 
sandy beaches next to the calm, shimmering 
turquoise waters of the Bay of Bengal. It was 
hard for me to connect the horrific stories 
of the refugee crisis with this placid, balmy 
beach town of Cox’s Bazar. I felt at peace. A 
wry smile escaped my lips. Who would have 
thought that we would find peace in this part 
of the World - filled with torment, sorrow 
and eternal suffering but the Lord works 
in mysterious ways. Having to collect my 
luggage on the runway was a first for me..... 
it finally dawned upon me that I was firmly 
in the middle of a third world country.

After checking in at our simple hotel, Zakira’s 
contact came to meet us so that we could plan 
the rehabilitation project. We went to a restaurant 
and shared a meal. Our aim was to complete our 
mission on a shoe string budget. While continuing our 
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discussions, we noticed a large group of Doctors from 
the Physicians Across Continents (PAC) organisation. 
Zakira and Aziza prompted me to go and network 
with them and extract some vital information as to 
how the medical camps function and the costs to 
volunteer. I was a bit apprehensive  but I had nothing 
to loose and everything to gain. 

Dr Jamal Ghosheh, a neurosurgeon originally from 
Syria was the founder of PAC. He immediately put me 
at ease and offered me to join his clinic - obligation 
free! The all-male team comprising of 10 doctors and 
my team of 4 mingled freely; we became one, big 
family in that very first meeting. He arranged with 
his team to collect us the next morning. This would 
also give us the opportunity to survey the camps 
and the needs. We were not prepared to just hand 
out donations without assessment of the needs 
and supervising the funds. I could not wait for next 
morning.

PHYSICIANS ACROSS CONTINENTS CLINIC

I woke up early, packed a little bag with my 
stethoscope, a snack and some water. My team sat 
in the hotel foyer for over 90 pensive minutes waiting 
for the PAC team. I kept checking if the Wi-Fi was 
working so that we didn’t miss any messages from 
them. The anxiety made my heart beat faster....what 
a build up! 

We started feeling uncertain and were now unsure 
as to whether they would turn up. A million thoughts 
raced through my mind. A silver grey minibus finally 
arrived filled with the doctors dressed in light blue 
scrubs. It put a big smile of relief on our faces. The 
team comprised of doctors from Palestine, Jordan, 
Sudan, Mecca and our South African team. 

The journey began with a few short stories and a 
detailed commentary of each bit of the drive to the 
camp. We drove for approximately 90 minutes and 
got to Thengkali refugee camp. I saw an elderly, frail 
man carrying a 25 kg food hamper on his back, it 
made my heart ache. We then passed by a group 
of around 8 children who were completely naked 
sitting on the side of 
the road in the sand. I 
was getting more and 
more anxious. There was 
an unending stack of 
bamboo shelters before 
we finally arrived at the 
clinic. There was a long 
queue of patients sitting 
on the dusty ground 
under the hot sun.

We saw many patients 
especially women 

and children. It was an emotional day. Many had 
psychological issues and post traumatic stress. 
Numerous mini surgical procedures were performed 
under local anaesthesia. Patients that needed major 
surgery were noted for referral to the Cox Bazar 
Hospital where the same team would perform the 
more complicated surgeries.
The conditions of the refugees were indescribable. 
I was overwhelmed by their poverty and suffering. I 
found myself asking each patient about their families 
and circumstances. Their horrific tales of deprivation, 
torture and despair broke my heart.

I had never seen so many patients with goitres 
(non cancerous growths on the neck due to iodine 
deficiency) in a single day. Iodine deficiency 
remains a nutritional problem amongst the Rohingya 
with consequences that persist from birth till early 
childhood years through their adult lives. I also 
witnessed some rare conditions that I had only read 
about in my medical journals on that fateful day in 
that clinic.

While we consulted and attended to the needs of 
over a hundred patients, Zakira and Goolam went 
on to buy 30 chairs for the patients so that they were 
comfortably seated, awaiting their turn, instead of 
squatting on the simmering sand. They also planted 
a shade over the waiting area of the clinic to shield 
the suffering from the scorching sun. Aziza found time 
in between to buy some sweets and popsicles for 
the children. Aziza presented the children with the 
delicacies but they didn’t seem to know what they 
were. They remained emotionless and blank..

The children were so deprived and depressed, they 
didn’t seem to know what normal is. Their days 
comprised of just sitting in the sand - no schools, no 
supervision, no facial expressions, no laughter, just 
blank faces with hollow eyes...

I tried to put a smile on their face but did 
not get a response, just the same blank stare 
- child after child. Initially I thought it was 
because of the language barrier but my 
interpreter suffered the same fate. I guess 
the most profound moment in someone’s 
life is when they are watching their whole 
world fall apart, and all they can do is stare 
blankly. This was a nation in shock!

Day 1 : 23RD DECEMBER 2017
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The army doesn’t allow any foreigners to remain at 
the camp after 4pm, so at 3 pm we took a quick walk 
through the camp to get a feel of the needs. It was a 
long walk through an uneven terrain with no walking 
path. We passed shelter after shelter, each identical 
to the next.  Shelters were constructed with bamboo 
frames and covered with plastic sheets. The floor was 
just sand. There were no possessions. Some had a few 
cooking utensils, the rest were empty. 

All they had and held onto was their 
steadfast faith in Islam and unwavering 
trust in the Almighty Allah Swt to take them 
through this difficult phase of their lives. I 
was overwhelmed, I had never witnessed 
such resilience, resolute and absolute faith 
under duress. While we walked towards 
our transport, multiple Azaans went off. 
Amongst all the hardships and pain, the 
faithfuls gathered to offer Salaah, a nation 
that firmly believed in Islam held fast to their 
faith. 

An inspired sermon 
was delivered by an 
elderly gentleman to 
the gathering  and 
interpreted by my 
interpreter. He looked 
like a picture of calm 
in the chaos and he 
spoke articulately with 
conviction.

“It is by faith that we 
pray and receive 
answers for our prayers. 
Without faith, the word 
of the Almighty will have 
no effect in our life. The 
only thing that Allah Swt 
requires of us, is faith. 
He is pleased, when we 
are able to trust Him fully 
and take His word as 
true. He has no pleasure 
in those who fail to 
trust Him. Nothing is 
impossible with the one 
who believes in Him. The 
righteous shall live by 
their faith!

This is our trial by fire. He 
puts us here, He will take 
us home. 

Often we fail to fathom such tests of faith. Nevertheless, 
one thing is certain, God in His sovereign will and 
wisdom does try the faith of even the saints, and it’s 
for our good. By faith alone we are forgiven, saved, 
justified and given eternal life.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks as he concluded. This 
was a moment of hope for me. 

As we rounded up our team at the clinic, a young 5 
year old came running in, carrying  her little brother 
in her tiny arms. Her brother was about a year old but 
looked like he was still a 6 month old baby. He had 
a rash on his head, was severely malnourished and 
dehydrated. We inquired about her family, she said 
that her parents were killed. She was her brother’s 
sole caregiver and caretaker. We were astounded. 
At such an innocent age, having to endure so much 
pain. We gave him treatment and she disappeared 
into the darkness of the camp...

We left the camp with heavy hearts and sat in 
silence on our way back. I reached the hotel 
with my team and we went for a light supper. 
I wondered about that little girl. Which child 
has the burden of the world on her frail 
shoulders at the tender age of 5!! Being the 
sole provider for herself and guardian of 
another young life. Yet, there she was; doing 
all she could to enable them to achieve their 
tall ambitions of staying alive, through yet 
another day of their eventful life.

Aziza and I were sharing a room and when we went 
to bed, we spoke about the little girl again.
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PHYSICIANS ACROSS CONTINENTS CLINIC

We were up early, it was a beautiful day. I could see the 
clear blue sea from the hotel window. I felt optimistic, 
today would be a better day. I still wondered about 
the girl though, from the day before.

Our silver grey minibus arrived. The 90 minute journey 
began once again. We stopped on the way for 
coconut water. This was a treat for us from the PAC 
team. They said that the refugees called it a “rich 
man’s” drink. Today it was just Aziza and I, Zakira and 
Goolam went to the Bhalukhali camp to assess the 
land for the erection of shelters as well as to negotiate 
prices for the building material.

We started our clinic, the queues were endless. I 
paired up with Fuad, a second year dental student. 
He was a Rohingya refugee but had escaped, 
years back to a foreign land. He interpreted for me. 
I saw many women for antenatal care. Many were 
pregnant and recently widowed from the attacks. 
They had crossed over the border, into the camps to 
seek refuge.

I came across a 30 year old man that had been 
burnt extensively. It disturbed me. On enquiry , he 
elaborated that he was burnt by the soldiers at the 
age of ten. The scars were not fresh but they were 
for life. How does 
a human being 
attack a helpless 
ten year old child. 
The realities of this 
situation struck a 
nerve, I realized 
that this oppression 
faced by the 
Rohingyas was not a 
new phenomenon. 
It was an ongoing 
process for 
decades, a 
systematic ethnic 
cleansing, a well 
thought out and 
planned genocide 
...I lost hope once 
again.

The cases of 
skin diseases, 
d e h y d r a t i o n , 
malnutrition, rape, 
dental problems, 
worms, scabies and 
trauma from attacks 
were endless. The 
12 year old that was 
raped all night by six 

army officials horrified me. An innocent life ruined forever. 
Aziza, in the meanwhile tried to experiment with the 
children’s emotions to elicit some smiles or a positive 
response. She pulled out a packet of the Manhattan 
gummy bears that I had asked to keep in her bag. 
She offered it to each child. They reluctantly took it 
and stared at it, unsure what to do with it.

And no matter, how long the children looked 
at it, they felt nothing. They had all died 
when their parents did, tortured, raped and 
murdered in the fields of Myanmar by the 
soldiers. And now they had no soul left to be 
shattered. ....A lost childhood...

Aziza finally demonstrated that the gummy bears 
were meant to be eaten. They did eventually put it 
into their mouths but even the sugar rush mounted to 
a zero response.

Zakira and Goolam met us at the end of the clinic. We 
all took a group photo because it was the last day of 
the PAC clinic. A founder member of the Al Markazul 
Islami foundation had heard that we had arrived for 
South Africa to assist. He volunteered at the end of 
the PAC clinic to take my team to see the labour unit 
in the Tengkali camp. I was excited, finally I would be 
seeing something in my speciality. The drive to the 
camp was unnerving, the road was narrow and the 
terrain was rough. There was absolute chaos on the 
roads. We were living on a wing and a prayer with the 
primary goal to just reach the destination alive.

Day 2 : 24TH DECEMBER 2017
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AL MARKAZUL ISLAMI MATERNITY UNIT IN 
THENGKALI

And my transport arrived, another 90 minute journey, 
still not enough time to process my thoughts. The 
vehicle was comfortable but I was on pins and needles 
at the thought of those pregnant women having to 
walk miles – hungry, barefoot, ailing, exhausted and 
dehydrated just to see a doctor.

As I arrived, a serpentine queue of pregnant women 
were patiently waiting. All the women wore cloaks 
but underneath, was a simple cotton wrap-around 
called a Thami. They  were all barefoot and calm, 
awaiting their turn.

The maternity team consisted of 2 nursing sisters, a 
midwife and a newly qualified Doctor. This maternity 
unit had one bed that was used for birthing and 5 
other beds for pre and post delivery. On a busy day, 
up to 11 babies were delivered. In November itself, 

there were over a hundred births but September 
witnessed a record 200 births.

Sitara is the midwife from Burma. Being a refugee 
herself, with 8 children of her own. Her youngest child 
is 6 months old and she delivered her baby, all by 
herself ! She assists all the pregnant women that go 
into labour. I witnessed her even giving the patients 
some of her own food. She has a heart of gold.

The conditions under which these women deliver is 
unimaginable - a simple plastic table cloth on a hard 
delivery bed. There is no mattress or linen. There is no 
incubator or even a baby crib. If a baby needs to 
be resuscitated, it’s done on the floor in a silver tray 
lined with material. They feel no joy nor do they ever 
complain. It’s just a silent process, they don’t even 
look at their babies. The babies have no napkins or 
clothes. They are wrapped in their mother’s Thamis. 
Some women have not eaten since they went into 
labour or even thereafter. They just lie there after 
delivering their new borns – numb and dispassionate!

I guess they know being numb was worse but 
it felt better. Better than crying themselves 
to sleep all those nights. Better than feeling 
crushed under the weight of their burdening 
life. Better than confronting their problems, 
only to fail. I guess they felt better to feel 
nothing, to fight nothing 

To be Nothing!

During the examination 
at the clinic a woman 
brought her two month 
old to show Sitara that 
the baby had survived. 
The baby was born at 1.5 
kg and sent home the 
same day. The babies of 
that weight in my part of 
the world go to ICU. It is a 
miracle. Allah is Merciful.

In this unit, upon 
discharge the women 
get a hamper that will 
suffice for a month. 
It comprises a food 
hamper, paracetamol, 
milk powder, baby 
clothes, a mosquito net 
and a packet of sanitary 
towels. They also get 2000 
Takkas (local currency). 
The women then return to 
their barren shelters, the 
cold floor, no possessions, 
no warmth....probably  

the worst conditions to 
return to, after having a baby.

After I had attended to more than 30 pregnant 
women, Sitara brought me fresh coconut water, it 
was her way of saying “Thank you”. It certainly made 
me smile although my heart was aching looking at 
the dismal provisions for pregnant women. The drive 
back was in complete silence. I was both physically 
and mentally drained!

Day 3 : 25TH DECEMBER 2017
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CSBD MEDICAL CAMP

The Charity Society of Bangladeshi Doctors is an 
organisation that is affiliated with the Islamic medical 
Association of South Africa. They collected us for a 
clinic in an area that was not accessible by road. I 
asked myself if this was going to be another day of 
heartbreak. As we drove to the camp, a majestic 
elephant walked past our vehicle. These elephants 
were part of the forest which were now occupied 
with the refugees hence the mighty mammal was 
intruding upon the roads, frequently used by his 
usurpers. 

The Doctors from the Islamic Medical  
Association of  North America joined us at 
the camp. We didn’t know what to expect. It 
was a very long hike to the top of the hill. The 
narrow uneven pathway was a challenge. 
All the medications and equipment were 
carried up by the team. We walked past 
small children sitting under the harsh sun, 
next to the bamboo shoots that will soon be 
used to build shelters. They were hoping to 
have a roof over their head by the end of 
the day and were patiently awaiting their 
turn. Some children were trying to have a 
bucket bath at the tube well.

The walk was endless, I never thought I would get there. 
It was hot and everyone was sweating profusely. The 
air was suffocating and the smell of decomposition 
made me nauseous. The occasional breeze carried 
the stench of human faeces, unwashed skin, stale 
food and death. There were flies everywhere. The 
refugees were always ailing and in need of constant 
medical attention due to the squalid and subhuman 
living conditions.

This clinic was the first one in this camp since August 
2017. The queues stretched up to the moon. The 
patients were malnourished and dehydrated. 
Constant coughing, skin diseases and high fevers 
formed the majority of complaints.

I was horrified that most 25 year olds were on their 
seventh or eighth pregnancies. These young women 
looked older than they were. Was this because they 
were adults who had lost out on their childhood? The 
average weight of these highly pregnant women 
were between 35 and 45 kg. I have never witnessed 
this in my several years of practice.

On prodding a few locals, we realised that frequent 
pregnancies were a contingency plan to increase 
their population and avoid the tribe from being wiped 
out due to the systematic genocide being carried 
out by the forces in Myanmar against the Rohingyas. 
A pregnant woman had the added advantage of 
not being subject to rape and were allowed to cross 
the borders without questioning.

We worked hard and made sure that every patient 
was treated to the best of our ability. Aziza helped 
with measuring blood pressures. The clinic was 
congested, claustrophobic, scorching and patients 
were precariously perched on the edge of the hill, 
awaiting their turn. They stood in the heat for hours, 
waiting to be seen. I examined every patient on the 
wooden rickety bed, luckily the women were skinny 
so the bed didn’t give way.

A young girl complained of unbearable pain in her 
left ear and neck for the past month. She struggled to 
even walk. I don’t have paediatric skills but decided 
to follow the basics that I learnt at medical school 
and examined her ear. She had an insect lodged 
into the ear canal so we carefully removed it. She felt 
instant relief; it was our one bright spot of the day. An 

act of kindness on a day of despair.

The elderly waited patiently to be seen, 
sitting on the hard, cold, dusty floor with 
despair in their hollow eyes...They didn’t say 
much but their eyes cried for help. We saw 
many babies on the verge of death purely 
from malnutrition and dehydration. My 
emotions didn’t cope with this. How can an 
entire nation be displaced and we do nothing 
to give them hope.

443 patients later, our stint ended. No patients were 
turned away. I created hand written antenatal cards 
for the 43 pregnant women that I had attended to, 
so that they could carry it along to any other medical 
camp for some sort of follow up. 360 patients for the 
day were only women and children. As we walked 
back to the vehicles, we came across children that 
made a seating device out of empty plastic oil 
bottles. They flattened it out and used it to slide down 
in the sand while the others attached a string to pull 
the younger siblings in it , just like a slay. Innovation in 
the most difficult of times.

Zakira and Goolam were at Balukhali camp - Block 
E, the site where a new batch of refugees had just 
arrived. The shelters were being put up there, along 
with conducting a survey, as well as buying of raw 
materials for the same.

Day 4 : 26TH DECEMBER 2017
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AL MARKAZUL ISLAMI LABOUR UNIT

The early morning drive to the camp was an optimistic 
one. I was going to my happy place, the labour ward. 
Birthing is a happy moment, I wondered whether I 
would make a mother smile at her new born baby 
today. We stopped to buy towels, baby blankets 
and clothes for the maternity unit. Aziza and Goolam 
bought soccer balls for the children. They wanted to 
teach the older children to play. Our excitement built 
up and we couldn’t wait to reach the camp. Zakira 
was negotiating prices for the rehabilitation project.

The long queue of antenatal patients were waiting 
since early morning. There were no complaints, just 
patient faces. Many pregnant women came with 
their small children to the clinic. The tiny tots hung 
on to their skinny mothers, all stark naked....they 
didn’t even have napkins to cover their essentials. 
Again many skin diseases and unexplained fevers. I 
worked with sister Hafisa, a lady from Dhaka, she will 
be stationed at the camps for four months while her 
husband toils in Dhaka.  

Most patients were clinically assessed, I didn’t have 
an ultrasound machine to assist. Most women were 
so traumatized that they didn’t know when their 
last menstrual cycles were nor did they know their 
current dates. By the time some patients got to the 
clinic, they could barely stand from exhaustion and 
dehydration. They didn’t know when they had eaten 
their last meal or where the next one would come 
from. At times we had to mix oral rehydration solution 
to provide them with just enough energy, to enble 
them to stand up.

The patients that delivered their babies were quite 
exhausted and anhedonic. The husbands waited 
outside, they were not allowed into the clinic due 
to lack of privacy between the women in the unit. 
Sometimes the fathers were shown the new baby 
from a side door. 

As I watched through the window, I saw small children 
running home with heavy bags of food rations. Their 
malnourished, blistered bodies carrying the 25 kg 

bags of meals that would last them for a month. It 
was survival of the fittest. 

I then saw a distraught woman walking into the 
clinic, she was turned away from another facility. She 
was exhausted and dehydrated. As she entered, I 
examined her. She was ready to give birth but was 
completely dehydrated. We gave her rehydration 
solution, after which she delivered a 3 kg healthy 
baby. This was her fourth child. Not a single moan 
escaped her lips during her delivery. She grabbed my 
hand in silence and gratitude after the delivery. She 
said she prayed for me. We tried to help her bond 
with the baby and breast feed. She was blank and 
expressionless. She went home within  fifteen minutes 
of the delivery to her cold, empty shelter. In my world, 
patients are kept for a minimum of two nights post 
delivery to monitor for bleeding and also to rest. These 
women are not so privileged.

It was an emotional goodbye to that unit. I felt sad 
and incomplete, yet my new patients remained 
emotionless. As we got into the vehicle to leave 
for home, Aziza gave out balloons to the children 
standing around. They didn’t know what it was 
and bit on them....they thought it was some kind of 
food. Which child doesn’t know what a balloon is?  I 
questioned their morbid life in Myanmar...

Day 5 : 27TH DECEMBER 2017
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BHALUKHALI CAMP 2

The monotonous 90 minute drive brought us to our 
camp. We walked for about 40 minutes, deep into the 
camp. The medications were carried up by our team. 
While walking, I noticed a little girl relieving herself in 
the sand. The lack of sanitation has increased the 
risk of disease because the children play in the sand 
and eat in the same sand as well. The children also 
splash around in the stagnant sewerage water which 
brought even greater misery in the form of rampant 
skin diseases.

There was a long queue of women sitting under 
the hot sun, in the small gap between the tin wall 
of the hutment and floor. They came in hundreds, 
waiting patiently. Many young orphans brought 
their even younger siblings for treatment. I saw a 
severely malnourished one year old that weighed just 
two kilograms. It no longer shocked me!! Was I too 
becoming numb?

A total of 536 patients were examined. 45 were 
pregnant. Many were critical and on the verge of 
death. Many children with old infected, gunshot 
wounds were treated. It was another busy day at 
the clinic with the patients here, suffering much more 
than the other camps. 

We drove past the Naf on the way back, the 
river of blood. Most of the refugees waded 
and swam across this river from Myanmar 
into Bangladesh. The river looks peaceful 
and tranquil, a true paradox to the upheavals 
on its banks and the tumultuous journeys 
undertaken by the thousands who were 
fortunate enough to traverse it. My heart still 
dies each time I hear a new story. There are 
hundreds of them, one more horrific than the 
other.....one more tragic than the other....

We were invited by the North American team of 
doctors for supper. It was another sad goodbye. We 
had become a big, united family. I will never forget 
the team comprising of doctors Khalique, Ismail, 
Shazia and Mohsin

Day 6 : 28TH DECEMBER 2017
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BALUKHALI  CAMP

It was our last day here. I wish I could have stayed 
longer. We didn’t get much sleep the night before 
because we were arranging food hampers for the 
occupants of the shelters we had built. There were 
last minute logistics that needed to be sorted out. 
We were calculating our last remaining funds, to 
assess if we could slaughter a cow and distribute 
the meat – a much needed protein supplement. 
We still had a lot more to see, to do. The families 
needed the protein to fight disease and build their 
immunity in these squalid conditions. If they were 
indeed fortunate to have a proper meal, it was 
usually sullied rice.

Our 90 minute journey began and off we went to 
the camp. It had been a very tiring week. I was 
mentally and emotionally fatigued. It was scorching 

THE CAMPS OF BALUKHALI

Today was my last day at the medical camp with 
the Charity Society of Bangladeshi Doctors. It was an 
emotional day. Zakira, Aziza and Goolam were not 
with me. They had left to handover the finished shelters 
and distribute hygiene hampers. I wished there were 
2 of me so that one could have accompanied them 
while the other attended to the refugees’ medical 
needs.  I had developed a high fever and intense 
joint pain. My body was aching, but I soldiered on. 
I had responsibilities and miles to go before I sleep...
and miles to go before I sleep..

We examined around 600 patients and ran out of 
medication. While waiting for the team to pack up, 
I tried to put a smile on the faces of the children 
outside. I made some funny faces, yet only 2 children 
responded. The rest stared anxiously . I felt sad and 
uneasy to leave these children. I took out my packet 
of biscuits and gave each child a piece. The biscuits 
vanished it no time. Hunger remained their one, true 
companion through all the hardships!!

We were all exhausted. It had been a tough week. 
We literally had 3 hours of sleep, every night since 
we landed. Every night we sat down and planned 
; calculated funds and recalculated over and over 
again, so that every cent is spent wisely. We would 
budget and try to get the most out of the funds 
without compromising on quality! Zakira Hayat and 

Goolam were at the 
camp site from dawn 
till dusk supervising and 
attending to the shelters 
and food distribution 
projects. They went to 
great lengths, even 
personally attending 
to the purchasing 
and distribution of fish 
to families - a much 
needed protein to their 
poor diets. Aziza was also 
involved in the medical 
camps and often 
assisted Zakira Hayat. 
These were women who 
were taking multi tasking 
to another level.

Day 7 : 29TH DECEMBER 2017
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hot, I felt ill. The air reeked of rotting waste. The dismal 
conditions breed disease, there is no sewage system, 
no fresh running water.....My head was spinning 
and my throat was on fire but my pain was nothing 
compared to the suffering that engulfed the people 
of Rohingya. 

We got to the camp after a bit of a hike.  We got to 
our newly constructed shelters, they were up, it was 
a moment of elation. But then I heard some shuffling 
sounds and came across these two brothers sitting in 
the dirt smiling at us. They were unable to walk and 
had severe leg deformities, yet had broad smiles 
plastered across their faces. We found their mother, a 
young widow, a mother of five. Although she looked 
distraught, she welcomed us into her empty, tattered 
shelter. She offered us 2 little plastic stools to sit on. 
As we listened to her horrific tale, I wished that we 
could help the boys. I took down the shelter location 
and other details to pass on to a palliative care 
team. No child should be left unassisted and every 
child however disadvantaged enjoys the right to play 
with his or her friends. I prayed and wished the siblings 
would be up and running soon, matching steps with 
their little friends.

We checked our recently dug tube wells, boreholes 
and newly constructed toilets. We were satisfied. The 
project was reaching  completion. Zakira, Aziza and 
Goolam made sure that no stone was left unturned 
and that every penny spent was accounted for. Our 
team went up to the Mazi’s (camp leader or head) 
dwelling and awaited the truck that were delivering 
our food hampers. Each hamper contained 15 kg rice, 
3 kg lentils, 1 kg salt, 1.5 litres of oil and 3kg of sugar. 
In addition to the hampers, we personally distributed 
a kilogram of fresh beef to the refugees. Every shelter 
we put up, included several amenities such as a gas 
stove, gas cylinder, pots, plates, cutlery, a bucket, a 
jug and a solar panel. The widows cried out of sheer 
happiness when they received these home utility 
items. 

The skinny little children that came to collect the 
family ration never ceased to amaze me. Those tiny 
bodies with wiry frames lifted more than 25 kg of food, 
effortlessly with no complaints. They were weak yet so 
strong.

Most of the young girls had very short tresses. I 
wondered about this and was explained that in 
order for them to avoid being raped, the parents 
dressed them as boys and gave them short haircuts 
so that they could go unnoticed, give the slip to the 
Myanmar soldiers and get safely across the border.

The day soon ended, it was too short. We walked 
back to our transport and saw many little toddlers 
carrying fire wood in anticipation of supper. These 
children become adults overnight. The vicious cycle 
of poverty continues and so does child labour. I 
left with tears in my eyes. I had never witnessed or 
imagined such extensive and ruthless poverty. It was 
4 pm and the camps closed off to the world. The 
Rohingya refugees were not allowed to leave the 
camps. I often wondered what went on in the camps 
at night. The mortifying thoughts still come back to 
haunt me.

Goodbye Cox Bazar

It was time to pack up and go back home. I was 
returning empty handed but with an experience 
of a lifetime. The bittersweet emotions set my mind 
into turmoil. I had forged lifelong friendships and was 
thankful to the Almighty for all the little comforts in life 
that I had taken for granted over the years. 

Despite the obstacles at the beginning of our journey, 
Allah Swt protected us and Alhamdulillah we fulfilled 
our first mission. Our total collection amounted to 
R820,000. We constructed 100 shelters, provided a 
sizeable number of utensils and solar panels, dug 4 
boreholes, 1 tube well , erected 5 toilets, 5 bathrooms, 
distributed 100 food hampers, 100 hygiene packs, 
160 kilograms of meat, set up 30 chairs, a shade for 
the clinic, 2 madressahs with flooring mats, fans, solar 
panels and cupboards.

Alhamdulillah.

Day 9 : 31ST DECEMBER 2017
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HOMECOMING

Day 10

I have reached home safely. The stories of the forlorn 
5 year old child that witnessed her parents being 
killed by Myanmar soldiers and the countless other 
gruesome stories of death and destruction have left 
an indelible mark on my mind and soul. 

Something in me died at Cox Bazaar. Perhaps it was 
the childish innocence that I accepted as faith - the 
claim that Man is basically good.

My wish is to go back and continue the mission ; 
long term solutions must be provided. The Rohingyas, 
imprisoned in the subhuman conditions of the 

Refugee Camps of  Bangladesh which are akin to 
concentration camps, is not acceptable to me in 
today’s day and age. They must return to Myanmar, 
to their own country, to their own lands, to their rightful 
homes - as free people with their dignity and basic 
human rights to peace and security, fully restored.

I come back – stronger , more resolute in faith and 
with a firm belief that we need to be the change that 
we expect to see in the World.

My name is Dr. Taheera Hassim. I am a member of the 
World Memon Organisation. We Serve Mankind.
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