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Welcome to America
Siddharth Khajuria reflects on an encounter with U.S. Border Security

Siddharth Khajuria

A FEW WEEKS AGO, I took one
of the daily Continental Airlines
flights from Mexico City to Newark
Liberty International Airport in New
Jersey. Immigration in the United
States has usually been little more
than a case of, "passport?", "what's
that purpose of your visit?" After
9/11, the collection ofbiometric
data preceded the quick thud,thud,
thud of the necessary
documentation being rubber
stamped.The process never lasted
more than a few minutes.

This encounter started in a
predictably similar fashion.No idle
chatter from the officer, just the
usual questioning delivered in the dry
and superficially friendly tone. And
then some new questions "Is this
your first trip to the U.S.?" (fair
enough,but you know from the
fingerprints and photographs on
your computer screen from my two
post 9/11 trips that it isn't).

Then, "where were your
parents born?"

"Sudan and India", I
replied.A brief pause followed by a
"Come with me, please." 

This was new, and not a
little worrying. But the Border
Protection Officer's got a gun
holstered to his waist and you want
to holiday in his country - you don't
ask questions.

I follow the man down a
corridor, around a couple ofturns
and into an unmarked elevator. We
don't exchange words. No
explanation of our little trip is
offered. The elevator doors open
and we enter another section ofthe
airport. In it are a hundred or so
chairs and a handful ofarmed
immigration officers."Take a seat." I
do.

My officer disappears; my
passport and documentation lie in a
plastic wallet behind a counter. There
are four other characters in the
room: A scruffy, elderly Latin
American man and his wife;a young,
sharply dressed Middle-Eastern
gentleman;and,a couple ofseats to
my left, an unassuming American
gentleman.

With my curiosity now
accompanied by a hint of anger at
the lack of justification or
explanation offered thus far, I ask
the man next to me ifhe has any idea
as to what is going on.

"No idea,they haven't told
me anything. I've been waiting here
three hours, I've missed my
connecting flight,and the next one's
full." 

This doesn't bode well.
"Siddharth!" Another

Border Protection Officer bellows
my name from behind his desk.I
approach him. The same questions:
purpose of visit, previous visits,
parents birthplaces. Same answers.

"Ok, sit down, I gotta do
some stuff with a computer."

I do as I'm told,wondering
what it is that he might be doing with
his computer. In the meantime,
another officer approaches the
American man next to me,
apologises for the wait,and suggests
that he complain to his airline for not
allowing enough time to clear
Immigration & Customs. I want to
suggest that it's patently ridiculous to
suggest that airlines should be
factoring three to four hours to get
one's passport stamped, but
considering that mine has not yet
received any sort of stamp, I remain
silent.

"Siddharth!" My name is
called again, this time by another
officer.

Though there are new,
more worrying, questions. "What do
you do?" 

"I'm a student."
"What do you study?"
"History." 
"Have you got any family in

Pakistan?"
"No, they're primarily from

India."
"What about the Middle

East?"
"Well, my father and

grandfather grew up there, so there
are probably a few distant relatives
scattered about, but none that I
know." 

"Hmm, have you ever been
to Pakistan or the Middle East?"

"No." So what if I have?
"So, you haven't been to

Syria or Iran,or places like that?"
"No." Again. Though I

wander about the implications
inherent in 'places like that'.

No more questions. She
scribbles a few notes down on my
form. Then,finally, thuds the entry
permit stamp in my passport. "Enjoy
your stay." 

I most probably will. But
the immigration procedure is hardly
a friendly welcome to America that
the Homeland Security poster
promises. I hadn't shaved in a month
and I share the skin colour ofthose
who have committed many a
terrorist atrocity. So I don't mind
subjecting myself to the odd
'random' search at airport security or
on the London Underground. But
there's a harsh, almost fearsome,
approach taken by the U.S. Border
Security force. They don't tell you
why they're taking you somewhere.
They don't tell you why they're
asking you questions with inherently
prejudicial presumptions. And they
show no remorse for presuming that
you are a criminal until proven
otherwise.

I leave the security area an
hour later than my fellow passengers
on the flight from Mexico City. My
bag sits, alone, circling a carousel
which has been all but emptied by
those who weren't made to disclose
parental birthplaces, travel histories,
or the locations of their relatives.

Fair enough.There was
probably no need to ask the 80 year
Mexican grandmother who sat
beside me if she had been to
Pakistan recently. But the tone with
which I was interviewed, and the
utter lack of justification offered for
the extra interrogation I was
subjected to left a bitter taste in the
mouth.The paranoia and insecurity
of the present climate are perfectly
understandable, but there is a value
(and decency) in treating your guests
as friends until you know that they're
not.
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Anyone who's ever seen the funny
side ofsuffering, despair, and Klute
(and who hasn't?) or who's ever
wanted to write about evil subjects in
a humorous fashion,or humorous
subjects in an evil fashion,
this is your chance.

Next term the glorious,
glamorous Cabaret of Evil will be
hitting the Assembly Rooms stage.
We're looking for sketches, songs,
monologues, any kind of routine
that might be sufficiently
sophisticated and wicked.The show
will be as varied as possible, any style
of writing or topic that you think is
relevant will be considered.

All submissions, enquiries etc.
to Rob Henderson at
r.s.henderson@durham.ac.uk.

So you think
you’re evil?
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