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Refugee Tales 2017 special edition
MAGNA CARTA AND MODERN DAY PILGRIMS
Mary Barrett
On July 1st 2017, nearly one hundred walkers gathered on the first day of Refugee Tales at Runnymede, at the Juror’s
Chairs to hear David Herd speak from Chapters 39 and 40 of Magna Carta:

39. No free man is to be arrested, or imprisoned, or disseised, or outlawed, or exiled, or in any way destroyed, nor will
we send against him, save by the lawful judgement of his peers or by the law of the land.
40. To no one will we sell, to no one will we deny or delay, right to justice.
These words, the basis and formation of our legal system, and what has emerged as the protection of the rights of the
individual, formed the guiding principal of this year’s walk.
And so each day, the walkers paused to enjoy lunch and a brief rest and then to listen to a series of talks on ‘due process’ which is fundamental to what we understand as the rule of law.
This theme, called ‘due process’ , expressed in the United States Constitution as no one shall be ‘deprived of life, liberty
or property without due process of the law’, was examined and discussed by a number of artists and thinkers during
Refugee Tales. On the first stop in Weybridge, Sarah Wood set inspired us and Refugee Tales’ patron Ali Smith spoke
passionately on due process and Commons. Steve Collis set this theme into the location of our walk as he discussed the
role of the Levellers, who during the English Civil War campaigned for the rights of the individual to common land. They
are most famous for their stand at St George’s Hill, very close to Weybridge. At Richmond University, Rabbi Jonathan
Wittenberg and Professor Angie Hobbs electrified their audience with their contrasting and challenging look at due process and ethics. Rachel Holmes’ talk at the London Wetland Centre on due process and social reform looked at the historical context of our understanding that anyone including an eighteenth century South African slave has the right to be
considered an individual with rights to our justice system. The final talk on due process and indefinite detention saw two
lawyers, Ayesha Christie and Shami Chakrabarti focus our attention on our current aberration, indefinite detention, and
its abuse of the fundamental rights stated in Magna Carta.
These talks full of passion and context, provided much stimulus to the walkers, those new to Refugee Tales and those
who have been supporters since its inception. Indefinite detention deprives someone of their liberty without safeguards,
the talks provided depth and perspective to the campaign, setting it in historical, social and legal context.

It is hoped that recordings of these talks will be available on the website in due course.

IF ANYTHING CAN SAVE THE WORLD..
Anna Sayburn

I’m in a church in Kingston-on-Thames, dancing to
the joyful sound of a steel band playing Bob Marley.
The group I’m with laughs and claps, snaking in a
conga-line around a politely-seated audience. I met
these people only two days ago.
How did I get here?
My story is simple: six months ago I saw a tweet
about something called Refugee Tales. It sounded
interesting; I went to the website and signed up. I
more or less forgot about it until it was time to head
for Runnymede (site of the signing of the Magna
Carta) for the start of a winding walk along the
Thames to Westminster.
For many of my fellow-walkers, this walk was part
of a much longer journey, which started much further away, on other continents. Many of them had
been through barely-imaginable hardships and
dangers, and carried with them the grief of losing
country, family, friends, the future they had
planned. Their treatment on arrival in the UK was
in some cases soul-destroying.
Except their souls had not been destroyed. Indeed,
their souls were in fine shape, as witnessed by the
laughter, singing and dancing all around me in that
Kingston church.
Refugee Tales is a walk in solidarity with those held
in indefinite detention by UK immigration services,
while seeking refuge in this country.
It’s a profound and simple way of offering a welcome and perhaps forging a path through what has
become hostile territory, creating our own welcome
for those who have been denied that basic human
dignity. Some of the walkers were detention visitors; some were people who had themselves been
held in detention. Some were supporters of the
cause, or people like me who’d simply heard about
the event and liked the sound of it.
We walked together along the river Thames, getting
to know each other, hearing each others’ stories,
enjoying the tranquil surroundings, the freedom
that comes from making our way unimpeded, on
foot, to our destination. We ate together, and after
the evening’s events, unrolled sleeping bags to fall
asleep together in church halls offering hospitality.
Patron of the charity, writer Ali Smith (one of my
favourite authors) puts it beautifully, when she
says: “The telling of stories is an act of profound
2
hospitality.” She describes storytelling as an
“ancient form of generosity” – and to emphasise the

point, when she met us en-route, she read from the
Odyssey, one of the oldest of old tales, describing
how the lost and weary traveller was met with hospitality when shipwrecked on an island. There are
many people shipwrecked on islands these days,
including our own. The welcome is not always so
generous.
One of the many things I learned on the walk was
that the UK is the only country in Europe to hold
those seeking refuge in indefinite, arbitrary detention. It’s a flagrant denial of their humanity, and
one that directly contravenes the rights set out in
the 13th century Magna Carta, let alone the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
The Refugee Tales project is an offshoot of the Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group, a tireless and dogged charity that visits, supports and campaigns on
behalf of people being held at in detention at Gatwick by the immigration service.
As well as organising the walk, Refugee Tales engages writers including Ali Smith, Jackie Kay, Helen Macdonald and Neel Mukherjee to work with
detainees to write stories based on their experiences. The stories are collected in two volumes and are
wonderful. They are even more electrifying when
read aloud, by the writers or by actors, as they were
during the evening events.
In Kingston, I had a chat over dinner with a gentle
and courteous young man whose story was being
told that evening. Later I tried to imagine how he
had survived the shocking experiences relayed in
his tale, and remained so gentle. The previous
night, an amazing young man told us his harrowing
life story directly.
Both of these men wanted, above all, to finish their
studies and be able to work – one as a social worker, the other as a doctor. The UK is lucky to have
people of this calibre in our country. It’s about time
we stopped treating them like criminals.
The first step in recognising someone as a human
being is to listen to their story. The second, perhaps, is to share your own. Stories break down the
barriers between ‘them’ and ‘us’. Before you know
it, you’re all part of the same gang, on the same
journey.
If anything can save the human world, I think it will
be stories.

“Enjoyed a
lot, say no
more words.
Met new
friends so no
more end.
Ship can sink
but friendship can’t
sink.
Please keep
carry on this
service with
enjoy.”

MY FIRST REFUGEE TALES
WALK
Sylvia Argyle
It was a few days before joining the 5 day walk when I wondered what I’d let myself in for. I’d not walked that far day
after day for about 45 years. I checked bus maps and times
along the route, just in case! I reduced my luggage to the bare
minimum even though I’d heard our bags would be transported on the van. Should I take an umbrella? What about waterproof trousers?

I had no need to worry. It was a terrific experience, walking,
sharing the path with guest walkers, new friends and befrienders, listening to their stories and telling some of my
own. The evening readings and music were both moving and
inspiring. The planning committee had done an excellent job,
checking the route many times in all weathers. Cafés, loos,
afternoon meeting rooms and overnight stopping places had
all been thoroughly thought through. The dinners were a treat
to look forward to. The cake… well… if we lost 600 calories a
day walking, we certainly consumed twice that in cake. At
every stop, we were welcomed by local refugee support groups
or church members or kind individuals and they were all
bearing food!

You might wonder how I first heard about GDWG and the
walk. I was lucky enough to be at the Charleston Short Story
Festival last year. Writers Dragan Todorovic and Patience
Agbabi read their stories from Refugee Tales, the stirring stories they had each been told by two ex-detainees. There was a
poignant moment at the end when

the entire audience was moved to silence before applauding passionately. I went straight out of the tent and bought
five copies of the book to take home and give to friends. I
read the other 12 stories as soon as I got home that night
and the next day I made contact with Anna at the GDWG. I
was horrified that refugees seeking asylum, far from being
welcomed here, were often held in detention, supposedly
temporarily, but without any time limit and often without
access to good legal representation. I knew that was wrong
and should be stopped. People needed to be made aware .

Anna invited me to help with the publicity for this year’s
Refugee Tales walk. It was a good move on her part. I was
hooked.

“Before I was soldier for a long time, killed
many people, fight, my heart very hard.

RT teaches me humanity and love. I go to
house – all eat, sleep together, play with children, all accept and equality.

Before my life bad - I think suicide, now I
think I can live new life, I learn and study.”
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ANY OLD IRON…..?
Sal Jenkinson

…….. or maybe an ancient scythe? Or a concrete birdbox that
you don’t remember buying (concrete?!) We went as sellers to
our first ever car-boot sale not long ago and thoroughly enjoyed it - everyone up for some cheerful bargaining – and we
ended up with quite a bit more attic and garage space. So then
we had £48 (that much!) cash that we were managing without
before, so we started a Refugee Tales pot.
Although GDWG runs RT, the project has to be funded entirely separately from the rest of the work. And there’s not only
the annual RT event to fund, but the bi-monthly Walk With
Us days out. GDWG workers and volunteers do brilliant fundraising for RT but there’s more and more pressure on the
grant-giving bodies they apply to and they can never be certain they’ll get what they need for the project. We’re walking
on a shoestring!
I’m afraid I’m not up for filling in grant applications, but I‘m
lucky enough to be able to put aside bits of cash that I don’t
strictly need and have had fun raising, by means such as:
Car boot sale – variable success, but always fun
Selling on-line – those local second-hand/preloved trading websites where buyer collects and you can decide
the price between you
Passing on some no-longer-needed chicken-wire to a
friend. Normally we’d give it away, but they were happy to buy when we told them about RT
Bellringing at weddings – I get paid for doing something I
love, so I pass it on
Selling a raffle prize we won and didn’t want or need
From a friend - sale of second-hand clothes and books. She
can’t do the Walk but thinks RT is doing such a good
job
My OAP winter fuel payment – our heating bills are low
because we have two wood-burners which we fuel from
a local nature reserve where we help coppice during
the winter
Can anyone suggest any other practical and enjoyable ways to
raise bits of cash for RT? Not everyone can spare the cash or
the time to raise it, but if you can it’s staggering how it mounts
up, little by little.
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A CHURCH HALL, SOMEWHERE ALONG
THE THAMES...
Avril Loveless
It’s 2.30 on a Monday morning in July.
I’m in my sleeping bag on the floor of a
church. Where are we tonight? Kingston?
Hammersmith? They all merge as we walk
from Runnymede to Westminster over 5
days. How many are ‘we’? 60 on some
days, 120 on others. Strung out by the
River Thames walking past houseboats;
spotting swans; playing Frisbee in a clearing; eating lunch on the river bank; waving at spectators.
Who are we? We’re a group of friends
engaged in the ‘Refugee Tales’ project.
Modelling ourselves on Chaucer’s pilgrims, we walk together convivially, and
settle down each evening to listen to Refugee Tales, illumined by the heart-felt talent of writers and musicians. Marina

welcome through the landscape, calling
for an end to indefinite immigration detention and calling for a spirit of capacious
hospitality.
I’m lying on the floor listening to my
friends beside me breathing, some dreaming, some snoring, some with their eyes
open in the darkness, some anxious that
the main door has been closed.
My heart aches. It aches to think of the
weight that some of our friends carry each
day: the loss of family, place, culture,
identity; the seeking of sanctuary in hostile places; the ignominy of the callous
immigration processes; the helplessness,
fear and hope in waiting. They are living
the ‘bare life’ of a refugee, stripped of political rights, longing to move beyond even
humanitarian aid and tolerance to partici-

“Before I thought all English people bad. Now I know so many good,
everyday more. You come walk with me for 5 days – not for business,
not for you, you come for me.”
Warner tells ‘The Mother’s Tale’; Helen
MacDonald tells ‘The Student’s Tale’; Ian
Duhig tells ‘The Walker’s Tale’. We cling
fiercely to a moral commitment to share
the Tales of the silenced in ways that honour their desire to tell their story and to
‘ring true’.
Who are we again?
Some of us are friends and volunteers who
visit people when they are in immigration
detention. What does indefinite detention
do to the mental and physical wellbeing of
those people detained? What does that do
to the mental and physical wellbeing of us
in our society? Some of us have been
caught up in the net of indefinite immigration detention, released yet still waiting
for decisions on asylum, refugee status
and leave to remain. Waiting. One of our
friends says, “I feel like I’m suspended in
the air. You can’t touch anything in this
country, in this situation. You can’t pick
anything up because you are not defined.
You are not recognised by any authority.
You don’t have a future. You want to be
hopeful but they just want to make you
hopeless.”
We walk together, not ostensibly on pilgrimage or protest, but as a spectacle of

pate in a just and hospitable society.
My heart sings too. It sings to think of the
embraces of friendship as we greet each
other in the morning; the smiles of shared
pleasures and jokes; the fun of teasing and
tussling on the path; the noticing of the
natural world around us; the concern for
stiff legs and blistered feet; the sharing of
Tales and music in the evenings; the cosiness of conversations before sleep; the joy
of human encounter and unconditional
regard. Our friends bear gifts as we yearn
together for the better imagined.
Refugee Tales is a call for hospitality and a
pre-figuring of what it might look and feel
like when people share their lives in active
welcome and making a place for each
other. We strive to challenge the discourse of ‘there isn’t enough for everyone’
and ‘what’s yours is mine, and what’s mine
is my own’.
We want to change the language, through
the telling of stories. We want to change
the spectacle of people walking together in
their glorious rag, tag and bobtail of
shared humanity. We have a longing for a
more hospitable society.
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Photo credits: many thanks to
Chris Orange, Sarah Hickson and
John Barrett for the beautiful
photos we have been lucky
enough to use in this issue.
Other thanks: The quotes featured
on previous pages are anonymous submissions from our guest
walkers. Thanks to those who
provided quotes and all others
who came and made RT 2017
such a special event. An additional big thank you to those who
wrote pieces for this issue, and all
others who contributed to RT
2017.

REFUGEE TALES 2017 PHOTO
GALLERY

Before you go..
..a quick word about general GDWG news
Forthcoming research...
As some of you may know, Dan Godshaw has spent the last few months in the GDWG office
researching a report on detention and naturalisation (as well as being a very helpful support
worker!).
Children who are not citizens often face substantial difficulties growing up in the UK, but they
are usually protected from detention and deportation until their transition to adulthood when
they reach 18. Having spent a significant part of their formative years in the UK, some adults
end up detained in Immigration Removal Centres while the government tries to deport them
to places that feel foreign. This can be a frightening process that dramatically challenges identities and rights that they previously took for granted, yet there has been little written on the
topic and no research about this group in relation to immigration detention. GDWG is currently conducting research that aims to address this gap by uncovering the ways in which people who arrived when they were under 18 become detained as adults, and explore how detention may affect them as a distinctive group. Dan’s research provides a platform for the voices
of people whose conceptions of safety, belonging and Britishness have been shaken by the immigration controls they are now subjected to. GDWG intends this research to be used as a tool
to advocate for better policy and practice in regards to young arrivers to prevent them from
becoming deportable, as well as to improve the work of NGOs and others who work with this
group in detention. Dan is currently working on a report to be published later in 2017, and key
themes that are emerging include the care and criminal justice systems, precarious transitions
to adulthood and ‘ageing out’ of protection/entitlements, identity and shock, prolonged detention and legal complexity, age disputes, mental health and coping. GDWG will launch the research at an event in London on either 1st or 2nd November, and will also be promoted at an
event in Brighton in late October. Confirmed dates and more details to follow!
In addition, our volunteer Hannah Chambers—a qualified and experienced solicitor—is working on an analysis of the Home Office policy concerning the detention of detainees who are
identified as vulnerable. GDWG's work with detainees shows that the policy is ineffective and
does not operate to ensure these people are released from detention. We are undertaking research to understand why the policy is not working properly. More to follow on this research,
but we will be utilising early findings in the next few weeks as we respond to Stephen Shaw’s
review of his 2016 report into the detention of vulnerable people.

