
 

 

  

Why Walk?  
by Sal Jenkinson 

“Detention is the chapter 
that keeps on going – no 
full stops.”  A. (detained, RT 
walker) 

  

 

My fourth walk. Why? 
Surely by now I’ve done it 
all, heard it all: cried, 
laughed, sung, been 
enraged, been inspired. It 
can’t possibly make sense 
to walk again can it?  

I first walked with Refugee 
Tales in 2015. I had no idea, 
then, that migrants in the UK 
were detained at all, never 
mind for indefinite periods. 
Even less had I any idea of 
the hostile, arbitrary and 
deliberately unkind 
treatment they endure,  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during and after detention. That first long 
walk and readings of the Tales was a 
devastating revelation.  

Reading the Tales at home can bring an 
intellectual understanding and horror of 
what our government is doing, in this 
country so proud of its ancient laws 
designed to protect innocent and 
vulnerable people. But hearing the Tales 
read in a hushed room with dozens of 
others including people who have 
experienced immigration detention - this 
grabs you by the heart. By the end of the 
week you have walked alongside a new 
friend hearing bits of a dreadful story, 
shared a piping hot vegetarian lunch 
delivered just when you thought you 
couldn’t walk any more, thrown a frizbee 
about, danced in a hot village hall after a 
powerful evening Tale-telling, bedded 
down in a church aisle and tried to work out 
who it is who snores (“Everybody” says S. 
about the men’s area) although even that 
will not keep you awake. 
  
This year, 2018, we walked the best part of 
50 miles from St Albans to Westminster,  
passing on the way through Hertford, 
Waltham Abbey and Chingford. Following 
old railway lines now cycle tracks, through 
Hatfield House, alongside canals hoovering 
up the entire ice-cream stock of a startled 
floating shop, joined every day by new 
walkers for one or two days, greeted 
repeatedly by local people who cheered us 
onwards. As we plodded along the Stoke 
Newington pavements on the last stretch to 
Westminster we were baffled by something 
ahead that sounded like a riot or a football 
match – it was half of William Patten Primary 
School out on the pavement chanting “Say 

it loud, say it clear, refugees are welcome 
here”. A teacher who had been working on 
relevant poems with the children remarked 
mildly, “We didn’t tell them to say that”. 
  
Every morning after breakfast two or three 
different walkers read out Articles from the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Sincerely promoted after the Second World 
War, 70 years later these humane and 
inclusive aspirations are violated daily in 
the UK in the name of protecting those of 
us already living here.   K, who has spent 
almost a quarter of his young life separated 
from family overseas and awaiting a 
decision on his asylum application, read out 
“Article 9. No-one shall be subjected to 
arbitrary arrest, detention or exile”.   These 
readings gained in power as the days 
progressed, the ironies becoming harder to 
bear. 

It must be clear what I feel I have gained 
from walking. What do people who have 
been detained gain from it?   O., who had 
just heard his own story read, agreed that it 
had been very hard to hear but – extending 
his arms to indicate all the blue RT shirts 
round about – said smiling “But now I stand 
on all my legs”.   So I do walk again, again 
and again. Both to help the call for a 28 day 
limit on detention to gain ground, and to 
keep up the spirits of these lone and 
courageous migrants who are so generous 
to their UK friends in the face of the UK 
state’s hostility. 

N., once detained and now walking with RT, 
says “I am different, therefore I am 
accused”.  Refugee Tales says “You are here, 
therefore you are welcomed”. 

Photographs by Sarah 
Hickson 
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Popcorn, 28 Tales  
and a Fringe  
by Jean Gould 

Enticed by popcorn as well as politics, we 
had a steady stream of interested and 
sympathetic visitors to our stall at the 
Labour Party conference in Liverpool this 
year.   The argument for a 28-day time limit 
on immigration detention seems more 
widely accepted now and most people we 
spoke to were reasonably well-informed 
and spoke confidently of the Labour Party’s 
support. This was borne out by many MPs 
who came to talk with us. 

Our first Fringe Meeting was chaired by 
Shami Chakrabarti, and Afzal Khan MP 
(shadow Immigration Minister) pledged 
Labour’s commitment to introducing a 28-
day time limit. Rachel Holmes read and 
David Herd spoke for and about Refugee 
Tales. Paul Sweeney, a new Glasgow MP, 
asked to join our platform and has 
continued to be an active and committed 
supporter of the call to end immigration 
detention.   The meeting room was 
overflowing with conference delegates 
having to stand, and the debate was lively, 
running on into the bar afterwards. The 
message is getting out there. 

Sussex Charities Fair 
by Katie Close 

On the 13th October Sylvia and I attended 
the Sussex Charities Fair at Goodwood 
H o u s e . Th e d a y w a s a w o n d e r f u l 
opportunity for us to introduce Gatwick 
Detainees Welfare Group and Refugee 
Tales to local funders and to talk about the 
work of our visitors at the Immigration 
Removal Centres at Gatwick. We set up a 
beautiful stand with the GDWG quilt as a 
backdrop, proving to be an excellent 
conversation starter with attendees. Sussex 
Community Foundation invited us to attend 
and has supported GDWG with donations 
in the past. We were pleased to be able to 
talk about how the donations have helped 
us to offer support to people we meet in 
detention and how the visitors play such an 
important role listening and befriending 
some of the most vulnerable people in 
society today. For more information on 
GDWG go to : www.gdwg.org.uk 
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Detention as a  
Global Issue 
 
In October, David Herd and Anna Pincus 
visited the USA and in one week undertook 
six talks, two workshops, one reading and 
two walks at three universities: Middlebury, 
Hamilton and SUNY Geneseo in Vermont 
and New York State. There were many 
conversations about political hostililty to 
migrants in the USA and stories of high 
levels of detention there with children 
separated from their parents. David and 
Anna discovered   a tremendous appetite 
from students, academics, and local 
activists to explore matters of mutual 
interest, to find out about how Refugee 
Tales uses the hospitality of story to change 
the narrative and to discuss ideas and 
responses to detention as a global issue of 
our time. 
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Greenbelt 
by Bryony Davis 

Over the August Bank Holiday weekend, 
Refugee Tales went to Greenbelt Festival, a 
celebration of music, arts, faith and justice 
held in the beautiful grounds of Boughton 
Hall, near Kettering. Not only did we have 
the chance to be part of the Literature 
Programme, but were given free tickets to 
take fr iends who had experienced 
detention along to enjoy the festival. For 
some, their only previous experience of 
camping had been the Calais Jungle, so 
this was very different, but we soon had our 
l i tt le welcoming temporary v i l lage 
assembled under a home made Refugee 
Tales flag. Greenbelt has a vibrant, friendly 
atmosphere and a slightly overwhelming 
number of things to do – music, dancing, 
art classes, poetry readings, speakers, 
theatre and outdoor activities. One guest 
braved the climbing wall and mastered the 
art of Bhangra dancing, whilst others 
danced the night away at the silent disco. 
We all tried our hand at pastel drawing, 
with varying degrees of success!  

It has to be said – it was COLD and most of 
us spent Sunday morning hiding in 
Jonathan and Bryony's caravan playing 
card games to avoid the rain. We also 
enjoyed just 'hanging out', eating together, 
and sharing stories. Our Refugee Tales 
performance did not entirely run according 
to plan, with Ian Duhig sadly having to pull 
out due to ill-health. Our thanks to David 
Herd who valiantly stepped into the breach, 
reading  the Appellants Tale with very little 
notice. He read to a packed marquee. Anna 
set the context in the work of GDWG, 
Rashid spoke about his own experiences, 
Avril described being a Gatwick Detainees 
Welfare Group visitor to Brook House and 
Bryony conveyed the experience of walking 
with Refugee Tales. There were lots of great 
questions from the audience and a real 
interest about what they could do to 
magnify the call to end indefinite detention. 
We are really grateful to Greenbelt Festival 
for giving us the opportunity to spread the 
Refugee Tales message to a wider 
audience, to our band of helpers and those 
who supported our request for help to 
cover costs. 

Tees and Totes 

Good friend to Refugee Tales and extreme 
doodler Sameena Zehra has a new t-shirt 
design and we love it. It was inspired by our 
work (we love that too) and all sales profits 
go to the Gatwick Detainees Welfare 
Group. Thank you Sameena. Check out 
Sameena's great designs and spread the 
message that 'no human is illegal'. Online 
sales are open now 
from extremedoodles.teemill.com 
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#28for28:  
Working for  
‘the better imagined’ 
by Anna Pincus  

It was an idea born in an informal meeting 
in the House of Lords. We’d agreed that 
indefinite detention was indefensible and it 
was almost time to end the meeting when a 
Peer said ‘Why not show videos of the tales 
in a calendar? How about releasing one 
tale each day for 28 days?’  Highlight the 
need for a 28 day time limit? It sounded 
beautiful in its simplicity. A secular advent 
calendar! We left to make plans. Our 
publisher, Comma Press, swung into action. 
The simple idea needed funds. Lots of 
funds for the filming. Actors and writers 
reading the tales gave their time for free 
but the travel, filming and video editing 
time needed money we didn’t have. We 
turned to Crowdfunder for the first time 
and incredibly, after 28 days, we had 170 
donors who had pledged over £12,000. We 

were left with a sense of the trust our 
supporters had given us. And we were 
hugely encouraged by the fact that most 
supporters were unknown to us. Public 
feeling against indefinite detention was 
manifesting through our appeal for funds. 
This was the first miracle. 

Finding places to film wasn’t easy but 
Becca at Comma found free space. We 
approached Niamh Cusack who is a good 
friend of the project having hosted an 
event in Canterbury in our first year. Niamh 
generously explained our request to actors 
who were generous in turn and agreed to 
read at short notice. Before long we had 
Kamila Shamsie, Jeremy Irons, Maxine 
Peake, Patrick Gale, Neel Mukherjee, Zoe 
Wanamaker, Christopher Eccleston, 
Abdulrazak Gurnah and many more. The 
film maker, Ricardo, of SagittaMedia 
became used to the commute from 
Manchester to London ‘turtle like’ with his 
filming equipment packed into a bag on his 
back. And when the first film was delivered 
and we watched it to check it was fine… 
Then all of a sudden we realised the 
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simple-sounding idea was complex in its 
realization. All the varied powerful 
emotions of the tales were laid out before 
us. And as we watched many tales as they 
were delivered, we sensed that they set out 
systemic failings and repeated themes. The 
connections made us feel that this 
collection was a powerful tool to highlight 
injustices that demanded change. This was 
the second unexpected miracle. Another 
m e e t i n g a n d a n o t h e r i d ea . M o l l y 
Rosenberg at the Royal Society of Literature 
suggested that the RSL share space on their 
website for the tales. It was agreed we 
would write to other literary organisations 
inviting them to do the same. The email 
w e n t o u t a n d v e r y s o o n w e h a d 
organisations all over the country hashtag 
sharing space with #28for28. And once this 
was aired on Twitter, further people 
contacted us and asked to share space. This 
was the third miracle. 

When launch day arrived, we were 
unprepared for the intensity of the 
experience. Because we knew the subject 
of each tale and the detail of their suffering, 
each tweet and each post had an emotional 
weight as the torture or brutality was 
brought into sharp focus. Day three and 25 

to go. We wondered at times how we could 
bear the multiple layering of stories. People 
with limited mobility who hadn’t been able 
to attend our walk or events were eager to 
see the videos. People who had seen the 
tales read during a Refugee Tales walk said 
when they watched the reading they saw a 
new detail, felt it in a different way. We had 
wanted the tales to be read, then watched 
in this video manifestation and we hadn’t 
imagined how it would feel to hear from 
viewers about their experience of the tales. 
The feedback made us aware of our 
audience in a vivid way and there was a 
shared sense of outrage emerging. People 
watched and wanted to do something. To 
walk with us or write to their MPs. This was 
the fourth miracle. 

We realise we measured time in story. 
Opening out the 28 days has given us a 
new sense of the time. It felt a long time. An 
age. It felt too long to be incarcerated and 
not a lot to ask. We’re looking to the next 
miracles and all of a sudden our goal of 
legislative change feels as if it has the 
support of a movement. Join us and watch 
the videos if you haven’t seen them yet. The 
calendar is open on www.28for28.org; 
please do share and write to your MP. 
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Wye Pilgrims Festival 
by Christina Fitzsimons  

Refugee Tales were delighted to be invited 
to be part of the very first Wye Pilgrims 
Festival in September. The Festival was set 
up to mark the 40th anniversary of the North 
Downs Way, which closely mirrors one of 
the old pilgrims routes to Canterbury.  

The week-long festival included walks, talks, 
poetry and music. Chris, George and I led 
one of the walks. We chose a route from 
Chilham to Wye, the first half of which was 
part of our very first Refugee Tales route in 
2015.  

We had 26 walkers, some familiar with 
Refugee Tales, but the majority of whom 
were new to us and to our call to end 
indefinite detention. It was really excellent 
to have Osman, Rashid and Raga with us 
who were able to talk to walkers about their 
own experiences of fleeing their countries 
and of what it is like to be a refugee.  

We had a sunny autumn day and the 
countryside was looking magnificent. The 

walk took us through the ancient Kings 
Wood, full of chestnut and oak and birch, 
and on to the fields leading across the 
valley to Wye. We had a special treat at 
lunchtime. Several kind parishioners from 
Boughton Aluph church were there to meet 
us and served us teas, coffees and cakes 
and told us about the history of this 
fascinating pilgrims church.  

When we reached Wye Church we found a 
festival atmosphere with trestle tables 
beautifully decorated with fruits and flowers 
and berries for the evening feast. There 
were stalls with information about local 
organisations. Sylvia was there doing 
sterling work on the Refugee Tales stall. 
There was music and cups of tea and 
outside a blacksmith was making pilgrims 
badges from pewter using an open fire and 
h a n d - c a r v e d s t o n e m o u l d s . T h e 
atmosphere was so warm. 

It was a real pleasure to be part of the 
festival and to take our message to new a 
new audience. I hope they will repeat it and 
ask us back! 

Christmas Cards 

Our Christmas cards are selling like hot 
cakes! Let us know if you'd like to buy 
packs of 10 cards for £4.99 plus postage. 
They feature an image of the three kings 
that was sewn by the subject of The 
Embroiderer's Tale as told to Patrick Gale. 
To buy online and have a 4p discount here 
is the link: https://
saintjohnswatford.churchsuite.co.uk/
events/lq3bayyu or email 
katie@gdwg.org.uk but hurry while stocks 
last! 
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Notes From a Visit to a 
Detention Centre 
by Benjamin Coussen 

I recently had the profound experience of 
visiting a detention centre with Anna 
Pincus. During the visit we saw three young 
men with differing stories but equally 
desperate needs. The visit taught or 
showed me something about different 
layers and levels of ‘knowing’. What I mean 
by this was that there was virtually nothing 
about the visit that I did not ‘know’ before I 
went there. I have heard and read Ali 
Smith ’s Detainee’s Tale where she 
delineates with acute observational (and 
damning) precision the surrender of nearly 
all one’s items, the four security checks and 
so on, the ‘somehow both bright and dim’ 
visiting room. I also ‘knew’ to expect 
something from the chair situation from 
Hubert Moore’s Visitor’s Tale. The hostile 
iteration in this case was that the detainee 
has to sit on a hard plastic ‘bucket’ of a 
chair bolted to the floor whilst we visitors 
had somewhat cushioned (still chained 
down) affairs. But there is a difference 
between knowing all this stuff and then 
actually seeing it. When I turned a corner 
and saw the prison-like bars once we had 
reached the centre of the building near the 
visiting room, I had a visceral reaction - sort 
of fear and understanding of the actuality 
of the reality of what is going on- that there 
was a fundamental gulf between being one 
side of the bars or the other. I don’t want to 
make too much of the experiential 
‘knowing’ because obviously I still have no 
idea what it is actually like to be a detainee 
or to have a story of hostile treatment. I 
know there are many people who have far 
more ability to comprehend and empathise 
with situations just from hearing about 
them, but for me to actually go there and 

witness i t shook up my cognit ive  
dissonance into a kind of further clarity. It 
seems to me that a kind of tipping point of 
a similar kind needs to be reached within 
the consciousness of the nation in order to 
change the sickness that these centres not 
only represent but actualise and embody. 
It’s urgent because it’s happening now. The 
three men we met were under a Damocles 
sword of deportation hanging on a very 
thin thread above them. The threat in the 
image is merited because for two of them it 
seemed that deportation would almost 
certainly amount to a death sentence. But a 
certain cognitive dissonance remains with 
me. It is to do with the staff at the centre. I 
felt I was compliant in a way I often find 
myself being in the face of authoritarian 
hoops that it is necessary to get through in 
order to reach somewhere beyond them. 
This is never a comfortable feeling. When 
Anna and I left the visitor area and crossed 
the inner courtyard, a number of staff were 
gathered and at this moment and not when 
dealing with the staff in an official capacity, I 
felt there was a hostile wave - as if we were 
very much on different sides of something. I 
wondered why hostility seemed palpable. It 
seems to me that there is a systemic failure 
in a nation and a system that draws such 
lines between people; that creates jobs of a 
kind that in their very existence require 
various forms of extra-judicial brutality. But, 
as I said to Anna, my overwhelming and 
seemingly logical response to the visit was 
“I think I need to train to be a lawyer”! 
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#28for28 In Westminster 
by Sylvia Argyle  

Room no. 6 in the House of Commons was 
completely packed. People were standing 
round the edges. Who would have dreamt 
just a few months ago that Refugee Tales 
would be delivering its message right there, 
in the seat of power? Thankfully, the people 
who have experienced detention, the 
members, the walkers, the donors, the 
crowdfunders, the writers, the actors – they all 
believed it could happen. Filming Refugee 
Tales started at the very end of July. It was 
planned to end just before Parliament 
resumed in October. Ricardo, of Sagitta 
Media worked tirelessly to complete the 
filming schedule.   28 actors and writers were 
organised to read 28 tales. Each was 
prefaced with a call for a 28 day limit on 
detention. It went on the internet, one a day 
for 28 days. 

The message was powerfully reiterated in 
Room no. 6 on Thursday morning 25th 
October. There must be an end to indefinite 
detention now. 

Afzal Khan MP, Shadow Minister for 
Immigration in the Home Office restated 
Labour’s policy to end detention with no time 
limit. And he was pleased to announce that, 
when Labour won the next election, they 
would permit asylum seekers to work. Paul 
Sweeney, MP for Glasgow North-East, spoke 
of the staggering systemic failings he had 
witnessed. David Herd, editor of Refugee 
Tales, spoke with passion, reminding us of the 
support given by the Bar Council and the 
British Medical Association. ‘The Detainees 
Tale’, written by Ali Smith, was beautifully read 
by Niamh Cusack -   disturbing, moving and 
totally compelling.  

Someone who had experienced detention 
then spoke. Recently given leave to remain 
after many years of detention and destitution, 

he spoke quietly of his struggle to reach the 
UK and to remain. His poise and dignity were 
remarkable. The audience leaned forward to 
catch every word. The meeting brought 
together all that ’28 Tales for 28 Days’ had 
embodied. And everyone left certain that an 
end to indefinite detention was needed now 
more than ever and that it was within 
touching distance too. 

Upcoming Events

• The launch of Refugee Tales 2019 is in
London on Saturday 19 January.

• Day walks will take place on 2 March, 13
April, 18 May, 8 June.

• Refugee Tales 2019 from Brighton to
Hastings is from 5 to 10 July.

• Refugee Tales Volume III will be
published by Comma Press in 2019.

Details of events and walks are on the
Refugee Tales website
www.refugeetales.org

Refugee Tales is an outreach project of
Gatwick Detainees Welfare Group
Our thanks to Comma Press.

Edited and Designed by Eli Barrott
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