
Dear St. George’s parish,  

My name is Ayman Almaslamani, and it is my pleasure to speak with you today.  I do 
speak English, but writing is more of a challenge, and I have asked Dave to help me write 
this note so that you can more easily understand my story.   

I welcome the opportunity to share my families struggles in escaping from Syria and 
coming to Canada.  The global news, regardless of country, does not tell the story very 
well. 

I arrived in Canada with my wife Izdehar and my two sons, Emad and Abod, in February 
2016.  We spent two weeks in Toronto before we arrived in BC.  Despite the difficulties 
living in Syria and Jordan, it was a very hard decision to leave all that I knew behind, 
including family, for the chance to move to and live in a country that I knew of in name 
only…Canada.  My wife and I are still young with many family decisions ahead of us, but 
it did not take long once in Canada to realize that my decision was the best decision, I 
could have made for me and my family.  I have told Dave often that you live in a movie 
here in Canada, and life as it is here, with all its conveniences, freedom to live, work, go 
to school, and say what we think, is not something that we ever had.     

My family lived in Daraa, in the south east of Syria.  This is where we grew up, farmed our 
land (olive groves), went to school etc.  Our lives changed dramatically in March 2011, 
with the start of the civil war, which started in Daraa.  We were immediately in a very 
dangerous situation.  The Syrian military and Intelligence Agencies were very visible in 
the community threatening everyone, continually escalating the violence against the 
local population.  Locally, March 24, 2011 is referred to as bloody Wednesday.  It started 
with our electricity being cut off, followed by our water supply.  The army erected 
barriers on all roads in and out of Daraa.  People were detained and arrested without 
cause, with no distinction between men, women, children, old or young.  Children were 
apprehended for writing anti government graffiti in the streets…they had their finger 
nails removed before releasing them back to the families.  Parents took to the streets to 
protest the abuse of the children by government officials.  Their protests were met with 
force by the military and snipers who were posted around the city.     Some people who 
were arrested were detained for long periods of time…many were tortured, and in some 
cases, murdered…some we never did find out what happened to them…they were just 
never seen again.  We lived, in daily fear for our lives, for months…and I do not know 
how we survived.   

At the beginning of 2012, the violence increased significantly in Daraa and the 
surrounding communities.  Daraa was bombed repeatedly by aircraft, tanks and missiles.  
We lived in fear not knowing if we would live through another day.  I remember one 
horrible day in particular, where the Military and Intelligence Agency officials entered our 
village.  They saw a farmer working in his field. His name was Mahmood, and he was a 
friend of mind.  They arrested him for no reason, and beat him repeatedly right there in 
his field until they broke every bone in his body and he lay lifeless.  Mahmood’s brother 
Bakur, also a friend, witnessed the beating and approached the Military officials asking 



why they were beating him as he was simply working in his field.  The Military officials 
proceeded to beat Bakur as well.  They beat him unconscious and he died a few days 
later.  On the same day, 3 boys in the village, Omar who was 11yrs old, Mutassem who 
was 16 yrs old, and another boy I did not know by name but I know he was 15yrs old, 
were caught hiding from the officials.  As punishment, and a deterrent to others, gasoline 
was poured on the boys and they were burnt to death in the street for all to see.   I am 
sorry I do not remember the exact date, but I will never be able to forget that horrible day.   
These are but two stories I am telling you to give you a picture of how scary it was to live 
in that environment, and being as helpless as we were to do anything about it.   

The decision to try and make it to the Jordanian border came after a bombing in our 
village.  We were huddled in an area of our house that had no windows so we could avoid 
any broken glass that may scatter during the bombing.  I sat there, holding my infant 
son, looking at my wife, my brother and his family who were gathered with us, and in my 
heart, I said sorry, for as the oldest son in my family, I could not do anything to protect 
them.  I held them in my arms…that is the best I could do.  No words can explain the pain 
of that moment.   

It was after that bombing in our village that we decided to leave Syria.  Jordan was the 
closest border to us, and we planned our escape.  We gathered some clothes, some 
blankets and our documents.  We found someone willing to drive us in his small min van, 
for money of course, and we drove the back roads thru farmers fields towards the village 
of Altaiba, which is 5km from the Jordanian border.  The driver knew the countryside and 
kept us out of sight of the military barricades.  There was no question, had we been 
caught, we would have been arrested for sure, and possibly killed right there.  The 
military did not value our lives.  I remember it was a Friday, and we left Daraa at 9:00 
a.m., and arrived in Altaiba at 11:00 a.m.  We spent the day in a house, and the plan was 
to head towards the border at sunset.  While resting in the house, we heard a helicopter 
overhead.  It was a military helicopter and we knew they would drop a barrel bomb near 
us as people were accumulating prior to departure. Fortunately for us, the bomb dropped 
and exploded 700m from our location.  The explosion was huge, and very scary.  We left 
at sunset and our journey to the border involved driving 2.5km, then walking an 
additional 2.5km in silence towards the border, traversing between two Syrian army 
check points.  We walked in silence in the dark of night.  We were about 300 people in 
total, mostly kids and older people.  My group consisted of my wife, who was pregnant 
with our 2nd son Abod at the time, my son Emad, my brother and his family, along with 
my little brother.   We arrived at the Jordanian border on November 18, 2012.   

Jordanian officials registered us as refugees and we were directed to the Alzatary 
refugee camp.   

The weather was so cold in the Alzatary Camp.  We were provided with some very light 
blankets and a tent for each family.  This was winter, and the weather was so cold and 
rainy.  We had no basic necessities of life.  I vividly remember having to wash my son 
Emad, who was 1.5 years old, and my nephew almost same my son age, in cold water 



day after day.  Our daily job was to prevent the rain from getting inside our tents.  If I 
could tell you all we went thru, I would need to write a book…these are just snapshots of 
what we went thru.   

 

We made the decision to leave the camp, so that we could find better shelter and some 
work.  It was expensive to live outside the camp, but we felt we had no choice.  The camp 
was not a healthy environment for anyone, and with my wife pregnant, and my son Emad 
with asthma, we needed a better situation.  If you did not know, Syrian refugees are not 
allowed to “officially” work in Jordan.  But I had no choice.  I worked construction and 
was caught by government officials and threatened with being sent back to Syria.  I 
signed a document saying I would not work anymore, but I always went back to work.  
What choice did I have?  Work was mostly construction and odd jobs…we did what we 
had to do.  The most important thing was that our families were safe.   Despite leaving 
everything behind, we felt so lucky, as we knew many families were not, and had been 
killed or simply disappeared.    

We faced a lot of racism.  Many Jordanian people were openly hostile towards Syrian 
refugees…you could see it in their eyes.  We were treated as second class people, and 
this extended to children in school where teachers and students treated Syrian children 
terribly.  Many left school as a result.  The same circumstances face Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon and Turkey.  We were not provided with any civil rights, and therefore had no 
right to complain.  We were Syrian Refugees, and government officials and local citizens, 
wanted us to know it.    

I came to Canada thru our family application with the UNHCR (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees) in Amman, Jordan.  I think of our escape from Syria every 
day…and while I can be sad for family members who are still in Syria or living difficult 
refugee lives in Jordan and Lebanon, I feel so lucky to live in Canada, and for that I am 
thankful everyday.  I know that Alaa and Badrah, Ahmad and Rasha, are so thankful to 
have been accepted into Canada…and look forward to connecting with St. George’s 
when possible. 

I want to tell you all that we have left family behind in Syria, Jordan and Lebanon…who 
have a similar or worse, story to tell.  I know how difficult it is to do this sponsorship 
work, and there are many in need.  Your continued support in helping my family arrive in 
Canada one day would be most welcome.   

Before ending, I personally want to thank St. George’s parish.  We are fortunate to know 
of St. George’s thru Ken and Ruth Genge, and their daughter Margaret and son-in-law 
Dave.  Without the collective help from all of you…whether that is lending parish support 
to the formal application process, or helping to fill out the application forms…your help 
has been greatly appreciated, and on behalf of the Almaslamani family, I thank you.  

Sincerely,  



Ayman Almaslamani 

      

 

  

 

 

 

 


