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Out of Eden Learn: Close Reading & Extensions
No Reply
by Paul Salopek, September 22, 2014
Near Mürşitpınar, Turkey, 36°53'41" N, 38°25'21" E
http://outofedenwalk.nationalgeographic.com/2014/09/22/no-reply/

1 Turkish soldiers cut the border wire after dark. Then refugees spilled into fallow 
pepper fields. There were thousands of them, on foot, raising dust. People who 
keep count of such things say more than 100,000 have crossed into Turkey in the 
past 72 hours: the largest stampede of humanity out of Syria since the war began 
more than three years ago. They were running for their lives. Syria was just an idea 
now. It didn’t exist anymore.

2 A group of refugee women and their children sat against a village school. They 
hadn’t moved from the hot concrete steps in two days. They didn’t know where to 
go. As if by not moving, they would become invisible. Safer. And they were tired. 
“Villagers came running through the city shouting, ‘Run! ISIS will kill you! Run!’” the 
older woman, named Amine, said. Her face was very sunburned. “They cut off the 
men’s heads and sell captured women at the markets. We have heard these 
things.”

3 It was the latest offensive of the Islamic State. In northeast Syria, they were 
cleaning out the Kurds.

4 The Turkish border town was completely overrun. Its sidewalks swarmed with 
people carrying bundles, people carrying nothing. The crowds milled about 
pointlessly, in a daze. Some looked strangely embarrassed, as if they had been 
caught in some act of weakness. Some clutched their elbows. Young workers from 
the municipality walked among them, handing out shiny packets of biscuits. 
Welcome to Turkey. Here are your biscuits.

5 Walking out of Africa, I personally have encountered hundreds of homeless 
Syrians along the trail. They are everywhere.

6 Some picked table vegetables in Jordan for $11 a day. (They put me up in their 
grubby tents.) They begged on street corners in the Turkish port of Mersin, their 
children so filthy as to be untouchable. The officers aboard the old livestock boat 
that carried me across the Red Sea couldn’t sail for home. They didn’t have one: 
They were Syrians.

7 There are about three million Syrians hunkered, simmering, homeless and 
unmoored from normal lives, from hope, across the Middle East. Probably more. 
Include the Iraqis shoved aside by spillover fighting, and the total number of 
destitute, uprooted people in the region now scrapes five million. If you think this 
exodus won’t touch you, you are a fool. Your grandchildren will be grappling with 
the fallout from this calamity.

8 A skinny man named Ismail lay on a mat with his family in an abandoned grocery 
in the swamped Turkish town. He had tried to make a stand with 20 other men 
against the Islamists. His village is called Xaneke. The Kurdish positions folded two 
days before. “They had tanks and armored vehicles,” he said, exhausted, staring at 
the ground. “We had only Kalashnikov rifles.” The tanks were probably well-built 
American hardware abandoned by the retreating Iraqi army. His brother had been 
taken captive. He had been calling his brother’s cell phone over and over but there 
was never a reply.

9 “What is this for?” he asked of my note taking. He waved a hand dismissively. 
“What good is it to us?” His brother’s wife, a wrinkled woman, wrapped in red, 
began to wail.

What does the phrase “spilled into” tell us 
about the manner in which the refugees 
entered Turkey?

Explain why Paul chooses to use the 
word “stampede” instead of, say, 
“migration” or “departure” or “exodus”.

What does it mean that “Syria was just an 
idea now”?

Why do the refugee women and children 
not move from the steps of the village 
school in two days? (Look for three 
reasons.)

Notice how Paul uses parallelism and 
repetition in this paragraph: What effect 
does it create?

“Their children so filthy as to be 
untouchable”: Other than the literal sense 
of the filth rendering the children 
untouchable, what more weighty meaning 
might Paul have in mind — what might he 
be alluding to?

Check the meaning and usage of these 
words, and explain how they effectively 
describe the state of the Syrian civilians:
• hunkered:
• simmering:
• homeless:
• unmoored:

Who do you think Paul is addressing 
when he uses the second person address 
in the last two lines of paragraph 7? What 
might future generations have to grapple 
with? What do you think is Paul feeling 
when he wrote these lines?

Who are the Kurds? What is their 
relationship with Syria? With Turkey? 
With the Islamic State?

This dispatch was written over four 
months ago. Check the news for the 
latest about these Syrian refugees.

Why do you think Paul titled this dispatch 
“No Reply”? (Suggest more than one 
reason.)

What are your SEE-THINK-WONDERs?
How does the state of these people’s 
lives make you feel?

NYGH/ELL/S1LA/TCC/2015/ST

http://outofedenwalk.nationalgeographic.com/2014/09/22/no-reply/

