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The mosaics on the front cover were made by project users at The Comfrey Project, and clients of Freedom from Torture (formerly the 
Medical Foundation for the care of victims of torture).

Mosaics are created from individual pieces broken off from their origins and reassembled in a new place, to form a thing of beauty.
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Poem for everyman

I will present you
parts
of
my
self
slowly
if you are patient and tender.
I will open drawers
that mostly stay closed
and bring out places and people and things
sounds and smells,
loves and frustrations,
hopes and sadnesses,
bits and pieces of three decades of life
that have been grabbed off
in chunks
and found lying in my hands,
they have eaten
their way into my memory
carved their way into my 
heart.
altogether ... you or I will never see them ... 
they are me.
If you regard them lightly,
deny they are important
or worse, judge them
I will quietly, slowly,
begin to wrap them up,
in small pieces of velvet,
like worn silver and gold jewelry,
tuck them away
in a small wooden chest of drawers
and close.

From: John T. Wood, How do you feel?
(A guide to your emotions, 1974)
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Introduction

As soon as this bruised population makes its appearance, fear, compassion and blame jostle together with 
their cargo of blinding stereotypes: a world of victims, dirty like the wars that have produced it, a violent 

and unjust world in which people kill each other for no reason in some far-off place. But who are they all, 
surviving and squatting at the edge of our lives and our gaze? How did they get here? Have they forfeited all 
humanity, if we feel so little touched by them?  (Agier, 2008, p2)

‘Ali’, whose story is one of five that appear in this collection, was granted indefinite leave to remain after many 
long and frustrating years of uncertainty and hardship as an asylum seeker in north east England.  Delighted and 
relieved, he said: “I’ll have to write about this one day, but I’ll need help”. The seed of an idea was sown. These stories 
are from eight individuals who have been granted leave to remain in the UK, having previously claimed asylum. 
They are all currently living in north east England, and have been in Britain for between three and eighteen years.  
They are from Afghanistan, Bosnia (a married couple), Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea and Zimbabwe.

I heard many stories over many years.1  Stories told of reluctance to leave one’s country of birth. Stories told of 
journeys with no certain destination. Stories told of attempts to make sense of, and rebuild lives. And stories 
that looked back, in an attempt to understand and come to terms with all that had happened. To record such 
experiences in writing seemed like an obvious next step. These accounts would emerge in spontaneous and random 
ways, as brief matter-of-fact snippets or longer heart-felt outpourings.2

 
The collecting of narrative accounts of refugees’ experiences, variously referred to as ‘testimonies’, ‘oral histories’, 
‘life stories’, ‘voices’, has been done many times before through many generations of refugees, in different ways, 
and using a variety of media.3   Narrative accounts are collected and produced with particular aims in mind: 
campaigning or lobbying for policy change, awareness-raising and changing public opinion, supporting community 
cohesion work, educating and informing in formal and informal settings.  In that there is nothing new, and these 
stories will provide a valuable resource to those engaged in the important and difficult work sometimes described 
(inadequately) as ‘changing hearts and minds’.  

The approach adopted in collecting the stories
What is different with these stories, however, is the approach taken in collecting them.  Starting as far as is possible 
with a ‘blank sheet’ and no agenda other than to make the stories available, the question being asked was this: 
What do you feel are the most important aspects of the experiences you’ve had as a refugee that you think people 
should know and try to understand? The goal was to then to reproduce and represent the stories, interwoven as 
they were with participants’ feelings and reflections, in the purest form possible.4 

The stories, taken directly from recordings made with each participant, are written using, in large part, the actual 
words spoken by the participants changed only when clarity was needed.  Apart from Sarah, whose first language 
is English, the English of the participants varied to a degree, but all were happy to record in English. In two cases 
occasional sentences were translated from French.  Language errors are left unless readers’ understanding is likely 
to be jeopardised.  What is striking is how powerful a narrative can be, whatever the level of English.  If something 
is important enough to say, it can be said and it can be understood.

Obviously, we speak in a different way to the way we write. Whereas in writing we can order and re-order our 
thoughts and re-work a sequence of events, in speaking we may go down a path with a thought, go off onto a 
different track when reminded of another event or thought, repeat ourselves and then come back to the path we 
began on.   Where necessary, for clarity, I have summarised or omitted repetition, but not embellished. I have not 
added adjectives or adverbs, to ensure no change in emphasis or tone.  Nor have I added my own interpretation of 
events or participants’ feelings. 
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Once transcribed and written, in this respect too, the approach taken in producing these stories is different. With 
many testimony or storytelling projects the message to be communicated has already been decided, and the task 
is to find the testimony givers or storytellers who can back up the message with real-life examples. Moreover, 
once the testimony is given, the story told, there is little opportunity afforded to the individual to make changes 
and corrections, to add and remove sections, or to change the tone in which something has been said.5   A very 
important part of the process in producing these stories was the participants’ own painstaking work editing and 
correcting, with drafts going back and forth.  Until they were completely happy with their stories, the stories were 
not considered fully completed.  

The Process
I began speaking informally with individuals who knew me – both former and current project users with the 
Comfrey Project, and fellow workers in the refugee sector – to gauge opinion on how useful an exercise this may or 
may not be. The overwhelming feeling was that because of the dearth of material of the sort being proposed, it was 
important to have this material available.  Particularly for the refugees, even those who did not wish to participate 
(and there were many), it was important for others to understand what had happened to them. 

When the project began for real, a number of individuals were contacted by email, phone or letter, and were sent a 
brief introduction (Appendix i), along with a request to meet and discuss potential participation.

In addition, a number of individuals working in public and voluntary sector organisations were approached and 
asked if they could recommend anyone (client, colleague, or even themselves) who might wish to participate. 

Inviting individuals to remember and speak about life-changing, traumatic or disturbing events carries with it 
great responsibility. The harm that potentially can be done, if the process is carried out in an inappropriate manner, 
is great. To reduce the possibility of this happening, strict ethical standards typical for this type of research were 
followed (Robson, 1993, Appendix B).6   Those who agreed to meet discussed possible participation using the 
brief introduction as a framework, and were given time to consider whether they wished to participate. They were 
not offered any form of incentive, and were not actively persuaded or encouraged by me to take part.  

Participants were given the opportunity to pull out at any time. Two people, whose stories were recorded and 
written, pulled out and their stories have not been included.  Participants were also given the option of telling their 
story anonymously. All but one chose an alternative name, and two chose not to disclose their country of origin. 
From early on it became clear that, contrary to what I had expected, all preferred a semi-structured framework 
of ideas for recording their stories. A set of broadly chronological open questions ending with a few reflective 
questions, was developed (Appendix ii).  Participants then had time to consider beforehand which questions they 
wished to focus on and which to leave out, which ones merited some detail and which could be covered briefly. 
Consequently, some start with events during childhood, eg: Ali and MM, and some begin their stories during 
adult life in the country they left. Some focus in more detail on the journey, others on the asylum process or on 
rebuilding their lives. While some focus on the detail of what happened, others emphasise their thoughts and 
feelings. 

While being a refugee is not a pathological condition, courage and resilience are required when speaking about life-
changing events of this nature, and this was more so for some than for others. I wanted to let potential participants 
know I understood, acknowledged and appreciated this, while making no automatic assumption that this would 
be the case. For some, the invitation to participate itself caused some soul-searching. One response by email stated: 
‘I had such a battle with myself’. This person, who declined to take part, felt it was an important project, wanted to 
participate but knew it would, at that time, be too upsetting. All those taking part however, believed strongly that 
their story needed to be told.  

Recording of the stories took place between January and September 2010, and in each case took between one hour 
and two and a half hours and was completed over one, two or three sessions. A digital voice recorder was used 
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and I interrupted very rarely, usually only to check something that I thought may not be clear when transcribing. 
Immediately or shortly after recording, participants were given the opportunity to reflect privately in writing, on 
how the recording went (Appendix iii). 

The recordings were then transcribed and written, using as much verbatim material as possible and re-ordered 
where necessary, for instance if the chronological order was interrupted.  I then inserted questions into the first 
draft for the participant to consider where clarity was needed, for instance regarding a sequence of events or 
a particular point was made. Occasionally I asked for further detail where I thought it would add to readers’ 
understanding of the story, or where I felt readers might be curious as to how a particular event unfolded. There 
was no obligation on the part of the participant to answer or give further detail.

The participants were asked to check for accuracy and that full understanding was achieved in written form. At 
this stage corrections could be made, new material could be added, material could be removed, and changes in the 
tone in which something was said could be altered. In fact, any changes requested were made, and nothing that 
was changed by the participant did I contest or try to influence. Changes were done via email, by post and some 
face-to-face. The second (and in some cases third) draft was then checked over by the participants, until they 
were completely happy. One participant only had time to make some changes, and gave me permission to use the 
material as it was.  

Participants were asked if they wanted their stories to be added to Durham University’s Centre for Social Justice 
and Community Action website. Some gave permission, others did not. Participants were invited to recommend 
further reading and viewing and this can be found in the ‘Participants’ recommendations for reading and viewing’ 
section. Participants were also invited to dedicate their story – some chose to, others did not.

Themes
The strength of this collection stems from each story appearing in its entirety, not scattered in small, selected 
chunks to convey or authenticate particular points or themes. Reading each story from beginning to end provides 
the reader with a deeper understanding an individual’s experiences over a period of time: how they were affected, 
how they fared, their feelings, attitudes and reflections. The reader also gets a clear picture of an individual’s 
thoughts on the most important aspects of their experiences that they wish to communicate.

Each story is in three parts:
	 •	The	story	itself	
	 •	Reflections	offered	on:
  - Where ‘home’ is
  - The meaning of feeling settled
  - When one stops being defined as a refugee
  - Hopes and aspirations
	 •	What	the	participant	most	wants	readers	to	understand	about	their	experiences	

For those engaged in awareness-raising, community development, education or policy development, who may 
wish to focus on specific topics, some stories are especially detailed and offer a particular topical insight. Guidance 
on where these can be found is in the ‘Guide to topics covered’ section. 

Mandy Jetter
May 2011
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1 During the many years I spent running The Comfrey Project.  A small charity in north east England, the Comfrey Project was set up in 
2001 to promote health and well-being among asylum seekers and refugees, through group-based gardening activities.  

2 The relaxed, informal and supportive environment deliberately nurtured from the start, placed emphasis on listening to, respecting, and 
believing project users.  It gave rise to a culture of openness and trust, out of which snippets and outpourings emerged.     

3 For a more recent example, it is well worth referring to the Refugee Community History Project’s excellent website www.refugeestories.
org for a large number of in depth testimonies from refugees in English and participants’ own languages. This is part of a major oral history 
project involving refugee community organisations (RCOs) in London. It is also worth referring to the project’s Final Report, which can be 
found on the website and gives an insight into the work involved in training oral history researchers in RCOs, and the results.

4 Many would argue that it is impossible for a researcher to have a blank sheet and no agenda. Much research has been done, and there 
are many strongly held views on the way refugee-related research is conducted,  the role of the researcher vis-à-vis those taking part in 
the research (‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’) and to what extent the latter are objects of, or participants in, the research  (Temple, 2006). For this 
collection of stories the role of researcher was as much as possible a ‘conduit’, in the way a good interpreter might be. Those participating 
were just that: active participants, who had control over the selection of, and changes in, the material recorded and written.  These active 
participants ensured that the final piece was completed to their satisfaction.

5 In considering how researchers and participants ‘...can participate on equal terms and have shared authority in these processes’, Rutter et al 
(2007), assess their excellent research project on refugee integration ‘From refugee to citizen: standing on my own two feet’, and state that it 
is ‘...an issue that remains unresolved in much refugee research, including this research, but an issue to which all researchers must remain alert. We 
did, however, give those who requested it the opportunity to see and comment on the transcription of their interview.’ By contrast, in this collection 
of stories participants were not just given the opportunity to comment, they were asked to check and edit, as a crucial part of the process.
  
6 See: Ethical Principles for Conducting Research with Human Participants (British Psychological Society) www.bps.org.uk [accessed 29th 
April 2011]
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Izet and Ljubica’s Story

Izet’ and ‘Ljubica’, a married couple, were living in Prijedor, in the north of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with 
their two small children, when war broke out in 1992. Having endured a period of separation from their 

children, and then from each other while Izet, a vet, was held in the Omarska concentration camp, the family 
left Bosnia, initially for Croatia, and assumed they would return within six months. Their journey ended in 
north east England, about which they knew virtually nothing. Making new lives for themselves, their priorities 
were to be safe, to ensure the well being of their children, and eventually to have the opportunity to earn a living 
and contribute to British society. It was also crucial for them to retain something of Bosnian culture – primarily 
by keeping their language alive. Now, eighteen years since seeking asylum, they have achieved these goals, and 
are British citizens. Fully integrated, they nonetheless badly miss both family and many aspects of the way of 
life they left behind. 

We dedicate our story to our motherland – Bosnia and Herzegovina,
one of the most beautiful countries in the world.

Memories of the beginnings of war
Conflict was sparked off in the Bosnian capital Sarajevo, and Izet and Ljubica remember that in March 1992 
Muslims were accused of killing a guest at a wedding party – a Serb national.  Barricades were erected, to try to 
prevent access by Muslims and Croats to certain parts of the city. Like many others, Izet and Ljubica assumed 
that with three political parties sharing power, representing the interests of the Muslims (SDA), Serbs (SDS) and 
Croats (HDZ), and  the SDP as well (a minority democratic party, which did not represent national interests), the 
conflict that had already begun or taken place in  Slovenia and Croatia would not reach Bosnia.

However, Serb militia took to the mountains around Sarajevo, carrying with them weapons stolen from the Yugoslav 
People’s Army. Most of the officers were Serb nationals. The couple remember hearing about a demonstration 
taking place in Sarajevo, during Eid, resulting in a girl being shot on a bridge: this was how they remember war 
starting in Bosnia. 

Izet: ‘We never believed this would happen to us because ... all the time we lived with each other, you know, Serbs, 
Muslims, Jews, Catholics.’ Ljubica: ‘I couldn’t believe it, because there was such a mix of people, nationalities, 
religions living there, of mixed marriages, children everywhere. Somehow, I could believe it in Croatia, Serbia, 
Montenegro maybe, because there was majority of one nationality living there ... But not in Bosnia.’ In Prijedor, 
stories circulated of Serbs arming themselves with weapons from the Yugoslav People’s Army, and shooting in the 
air could be heard at night, in the surrounding villages. Izet believed this was to ensure that people would believe 
‘... they were in power in a way ... In the city people were scared what was going to happen next ...‘ 

But Izet was not overly concerned, because of the ethnically mixed society that made up Bosnia: ‘... we believed 
that will not happen to us because we were too mixed for one particular nationality to take over and dictate.’ But 
Ljubica remembered the feeling of insecurity and horror as soldiers returning home from fighting in Croatia 
would arrive at the railway station and by trucks in the centre of town, and would shoot randomly into the air: 
‘I remember once running to pick up [son] from nursery because I was so scared that the shots could get to the 
nursery, that psychological state when you know they are ... leaving the station.  You never knew what will happen.’ 

Deciding what to do 
Izet was working as a vet at the time, and treating animals in surrounding villages. His mother had angina, was 
really frightened about what would happen if the worst came to the worst, and did not feel able to remain in 
Bosnia any longer. The family started discussing what should be done. ‘I never heard of the word refugee or what 
it meant, because we never faced a refugee crisis in Bosnia or Yugoslavia ... We were not watching the news as you 
were, in this country [Britain] ... The local TV was biased towards the Serbs as the news came from Banja Luka, 
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a Serb stronghold, not from Sarajevo, so we did not trust them.  We could listen to the radio and heard the news 
from Sarajevo and what is really happening across the country ... We were talking about potential scenarios ... 
What do we do? Where we would go ... we had a very good friend in Serbia.  We decided we would send my mum 
with our two kids by bus. That was 19th April ’92.’  Izet’s mother and the children got to Serbia and stayed with 
their friend, their son’s godfather, in his village. 

‘Ljubica: ‘You couldn’t get to Croatia any more, otherwise we would never have sent them to Serbia, to be honest 
with you ...’ And Ljubica was keen to take further action:   ‘I wanted to leave. I was trying to persuade him [Izet] 
... asking him, please, please can we go ... I just had such a bad feeling, I didn’t want to stay there ... but he said no, 
no, mixed marriage, no one will look at us.’  

Escalating conflict, and signs of things to come 
The shooting, which by now was being heard regularly in the surrounding villages, signalled the start of serious 
trouble in Prijedor. Izet: ‘When you were watching the war developing in Croatia and Slovenia, you were able to 
switch off the television, or change the channels, and watch something else.  But when it’s happening to you, in 
your back yard, you can’t switch the channels ...’

On 1st May, Izet and Ljubica were planning to have a barbecue. Izet dropped Ljubica off at work, while he went 
to buy lamb. She had worked for the local council for 15 years. When she arrived that day, police and soldiers 
were checking bags.  Some staff had belongings taken from them. Ljubica didn’t, as the security guard, who had 
worked there as long as she had, let her go.  People were being treated differently, and now had to fill in cards giving 
their name, address, religion, nationality, and citizenship. ‘I was thinking twice what to put as my citizenship.  For 
religion – atheist ... citizenship – I put Yugoslavian, not Bosnian ...  a good thing, as people were arrested for saying 
they were Bosnian ...  We all got sacked. Serbs remained in work.’ 

By the end of May 1992, much of the Muslim population of the Prijedor suburbs had fled to the mountains. Izet 
said that Serbs in the barracks had started shelling villages populated by Muslims, ‘... explaining that they had 
proof that they [the villagers] had weapons. Houses were destroyed, people killed, and with no fighting back as 
they did not have guns ...  the Serbs ... were very keen to start the war in Prijedor as it was happening elsewhere.‘
On Saturday 24th May, Izet was treating a dog, and continued to work with the Serb director of the practice – a 
good man, according to Izet. Together they went to tend to and treat cows that had been abandoned and left to 
roam around by their owners, who had fled to the mountains. The animals needed milking and were in danger of 
getting mastitis. Izet and his boss continued to work, having to pass through barricades to do so. On 30th May, 
trouble started in the centre of the city. Croats and Muslims tried to free the city of Serbs. This started at 5am, and 
continued throughout the morning. Izet was expecting to do some vaccinations, but his boss told him that this 
time they should not go. The Serb army (paramilitaries posing as Yugoslav People’s Army) announced on radio 
that those accepting Serb rule should put white flags outside their  houses, even though the army already had a 
plan of the town and knew who lived where.  

Being rounded up
Ljubica: ‘We were altogether in our house, at the back of Izet’s parents’ house.’ Serb paramilitaries then broke into 
the parents’ house. They believed that if Izet’s father, sister and brother had been in the house at the time, they 
would very likely have been shot – ‘they wouldn’t survive.’ The paramilitaries then entered the back yard, guns 
pointing, and ordered the family to leave, telling them: ‘You will be protected.’  People were rounded up and taken 
to the nearby cemetery, including Izet, Ljubica, Izet’s father, brother and sister, and a friend and his wife. They were 
robbed of their possessions – money, rings, and some in the group were badly beaten. Izet’s sister asked permission 
to go and fetch their brother’s medication. She called to Ljubica to come with her, and a young soldier, on hearing 
Ljubica’s name, said ‘You’re not Muslim?’ He let them go, and their friend’s wife followed them without asking, 
and wasn’t stopped. Ljubica remembered thinking as they went: ‘Kill us all, but if you do, what will you get?’ She 
and Izet’s sister simply wanted to get the medication and return to the group being held, but their neighbours who 
‘were really, really good, said “No, you’re not going back.”’ Later, the women and children from that group were 
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released, as at that time women and children were not being sent to the camp the men and boys were about to be 
sent to.

Seventy days of separation
The men, together with boys aged16-17, were taken to the Omarska concentration camp, 30 km away. Omarska 
became known to the outside world when an ITV crew ‘discovered’ it and reported from there. Izet spent 70 days 
there, his father 57 days. Because he was frail they let him and a few of the other older men go.  

The TV crew had come by chance, and the outside world got to see what was happening inside the camp. 
Consequently, it was closed on 6th August, and the detainees were told they were being transferred to other 
camps. Seven hundred prisoners, including Izet and his brother, were transferred by bus to Trnopolje camp.  This 
turned out to be ‘a better option’, as killings had taken place there in July but by August had stopped. Some of the 
others held at Omarska were taken to another camp, Manjača, near Banja Luka, and many of them were killed.
Izet spent one night ‘under the stars’ inside Trnopolje. The next day, he managed to get in touch with Ljubica, who, 
along with two neighbours, all dressed as Serb soldiers or police, headed for Trnopolje. On arrival, they spoke with 
the Red Cross, and, after some paperwork was sorted out, on 7th August Izet was able to return home to Prijedor. 
Trnopolje was closed about a month later.

Knowing it was time to leave 
The couple knew by this stage that if they were to survive they had no option but to leave. Ljubica would have 
left well before their children were sent away: ‘For me, if I had the choice, we would be long gone before anything 
happened.’ She remembers friends leaving with their children, and other friends ‘who ... didn’t know us anymore.’  
But it was really difficult for Ljubica, as her whole family was there. Of her feelings during the preceding weeks, 
she recalls: ‘I had those 70 days. OK, I had my mum and dad, my sister, his [Izet’s] sister, being there ... living ... 
that life, and ... I did speak to my children, but rarely ... no children ... I didn’t know for weeks where he is, what’s 
happened, we heard stories, somehow I always knew he was alive, that was in my heart ...’ When Izet got back, ‘that 
was the priority, just to leave.’ 

By now, they hadn’t seen their children for six months. Moreover, they learned that many of those freed from the 
camps were being killed later on. Some former detainees had been taken away in lorries, and their remains had 
been found recently near Banja Luka.

Izet now had no work: ‘I was sacked from my work, simply because I was a Muslim.’ They had continued to receive 
his salary while he was in the camp, which his employer was paying to Ljubica. But now, with no means to live, ‘... 
we talked a lot about options.‘ With the war escalating, they decided they should leave. They thought it probably 
would be for six to seven months, and assumed that the trouble would have ended by then.

Since returning from the camps, Izet hadn’t slept in his own house. He’d slept there on 29th May before being 
taken away, but since being released had had to sleep at Ljubica’s sister’s house. They knew that some people paid 
to be ‘sneaked out’ of Bosnia.  Initially their thinking was that if they could escape to Croatia, they could then wait 
there to see what happened. They heard that the UN was based in the small town of Bosanski Novi, about 30km 
away, and thought that if they could get there ‘we could be safe’.  

They talked with the chief executive (a Serb) at the veterinary hospital where Izet had worked, and with Izet‘s 
sister’s then boyfriend, who was a Serb and in the military police. Both were prepared to help, by taking Izet and 
Ljubica out of Prijedor by car. There was a convoy leaving for Bosanski Novi the following day. Relatives living in 
Bosanski Novi encouraged them to leave, saying that many people who had left were now safe. 

Izet: ‘The most important thing we said, whichever things can be destroyed and repaired, house, it doesn’t matter, 
it’s OK.  Fortunately at that point none of us was missing, all alive, did not know what sort of stage we were, but 
we were all alive. We didn’t lose anyone.’ With the war escalating, they decided they should leave. They thought it 
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probably would be for six to seven months, and assumed that the trouble would have ended by then.

At that time, being a Muslim or a Croat (as was Ljubica’s father) in Prijedor, was ’not a good thing.’  Izet believed 
that had he been a Serb living in the war zone, he would have had to fight on the Serb side or go to prison. Had 
he been living in Sarajevo it would have been different – he could have got involved in fighting on the Muslim side. 
But in Prijedor the choice was ‘either run away to save your life, or wait to see what happened.’

So, there was no real choice for a Muslim. Some were being sent to do forced labour building trenches, or taken to 
the front line to fight. ‘What for?’ – Ljubica felt. ‘It was not our war. “Let’s get out of here” ... most important was 
to get the children and be somewhere safe.’

The journey
Their decision made, the only thing they needed was some money.  Izet’s sister lent them some to travel with. 2nd 
October was Izet’s birthday. They heard a convoy would be leaving for Croatia the next day, so they packed a Small 
suitcase for themselves and a big one containing all the children’s clothes.  As they were later to find out, the clothes 
would no longer fit, the children having grown out of them over the previous six months. Within 24 hours they 
had left, taking with them their passports and some photos, and leaving Izet’s father, brother and sister (whose boy 
friend persuaded her not to go), and Ljubica’s parents, sister and brother. This they found really hard. Ljubica: ‘We 
never ever said a proper goodbye to her [Ljubica’s mother], you know, and I never saw her again, because she died, 
and it was really, really hard.’ As arranged, Izet’s boss and his sister’s boyfriend helped to get them out. They had to 
pass through barricades. It was a huge relief to get across the river, to where the UN was. Izet: ‘...for the first time 
in three or four months we felt safe and secure.’  They then hoped to go by truck to Zagreb, where they had friends 
who could help them. However for five days they had to wait in Dvor na Uni with about one hundred other people 
for a third country to take them, as Croatia was not allowing any more refugees in.  They slept in tents and were 
fed. Sometimes they had to sleep in the trucks because Serb shelling made the tents unsafe.   

On 8th October, stone-throwing Serb demonstrators in Dvor na Uni protested against the UN’s protection of the 
Muslim refugees.  With just half an hour to pack up, the truck engines were turned on and once on board, they 
were told to lie down and keep away from the sides of the trucks, to avoid being shot or struck by stones. They 
left Dvor na Uni, and at midnight reached Karlovac, near Zagreb. Ljubica would never forget arriving in Karlovac 
a beautiful city on four rivers. There were street lights everywhere, so much so, it looked like daytime. There was 
nowhere to stay in Karlovac, so they were taken on to Varazdin and housed in an army barracks.

Ljubica went to the post office in Varazdin to call their friend in Zagreb. The friend came to collectthem and took 
them to Zagreb.  There, they stayed in a one-bedroom flat, in which around 46 refugees had stayed previously. 
At any one point, someone would be staying there, en route to somewhere else.  On leaving Bosnia, Izet said he ‘... 
didn’t feel sorry about leaving [Bosnia] ... it was a relief that I am leaving my home town, but then again thinking 
it would be for a short while.’ He and Ljubica thought they would return in about six months, to continue their 
lives as before. 

Ljubica: ‘Next thing was to get the children, just to get them, just to get them somehow, from Serbia.’ A week later, 
she went to register as a refugee with the local authority in Zagreb. The children’s details were in her passport, so 
she was able to register them too.  She even was able to register Izet’s mother. Izet: ‘We became refugees in Croatia’.
Ljubica: ‘Then a week later I went to pick up the children, and had to go into Serbia to get them ... friend of ours 
were bringing children to the border between Hungary and Serbia.  And that’s where I picked them up. That was 
all very risky because when I picked them up ... a friend said, “Please try not to get the [passport] stamps [to show] 
that you entered Serbia.” And they stamped my passport. What can I do?’

Ljubica worried about what might happen if they were stopped and questioned while trying to get back into 
Croatia: ‘Fortunately for us there was a car with trailer... and all the customs officers went to that car ... they said, 
“Just go”, and that’s how we passed.  We were very, very lucky, because there was something about that particular 
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car.’  Ljubica and the children got to Zagreb. Getting the children back was a ‘very moving moment indeed’.  They 
were speaking with Serbian accents, and had changed. Izet:  ‘We were chatting ‘til six am next day about everything, 
and were simply overwhelmed.’ 

By chance, they met someone from Peterlee College in County Durham, who later became a friend of theirs. He 
had come to Zagreb to bring food and medical supplies to ‘Merhamet’, a Muslim charity. Izet: ‘We had a chat with 
him and agreed he would take us to England.  And we decided yes, why not. There were four of us, and two friends 
of ours, who were our neighbours in Prijedor, who went with us, and the lady ... was pregnant at that time.’ Setting 
off on 28th October, they spent the first night on the road, and the second in the Netherlands with friends from 
a neighbouring village. Izet: ‘We wanted to stay in the Netherlands ...  he was really helpful to us, we couldn’t say, 
oh we will not go any further, we are happy here, so we went all the way to Thornley, a village in County Durham!’  
Ljubica: ‘He [Izet] couldn’t say to [him]!’’

Arriving in Britain
The family and their friends arrived in England on 1st November 1992, in the afternoon. Ljubica remembers 
having no perception of what the UK was like.  She knew the names of a few cities, and a bit about industries 
and coal mines from geography and history lessons at school, but she had never heard of Newcastle. Their first 
thoughts were: ‘How, where, are we going to live? Where, how are we going to feed and clothe the children?  We 
don’t speak language. Who will give us jobs?  We didn’t have a clue about benefits system ... how will we pay the 
rent, how we will pay our bills, how we will look after our kids properly... none of us speak any English. We didn’t 
have a clue how we would live in this country at that point ... It was really scary.’ But everything was well organised 
for the family.  The man who had brought them over spoke Serbo-Croat and took them to the immigration office 
in Hull, where they claimed asylum.  He had not told Izet and Ljubica his worries about how they might be treated 
by the immigration officers. He was surprised at just how kind the officers were. In the event, the couple felt they 
were treated professionally and with dignity. They then headed north from Hull, and on to Thornley. Just four 
days after the family arrived in England the UK introduced a visa requirement for people coming from Bosnia. 
Izet and Ljubica felt lucky, because if they had arrived a few days later they would have been returned to the 
Netherlands.  Some students at Peterlee College had helped refurbish the house that was to become the family’s 
first home in England - 12 St Aiden’s Crescent. The friends who had travelled with them were given the house 
next door. They were all warmly welcomed with soup and a lit coal fire.  They had dinner made for them and there 
were drinks. It felt like a party. 

Early days and weeks
For the first few nights they slept on beds with no mattresses (which could not be found to start with), just 
blankets. Izet: ‘It was fine, we were really happy that we had a nice warm house, we had nice friends around us, not 
knowing that these friends would be disappearing gradually ... because they had finished their work ... but we were 
really lucky, three or four families were coming on a regular basis to us ... and this is how we improved our English.’
Initially, everything was organised for them. The couple began ESOL (English for speakers of other languages) 
classes at Peterlee College. Izet remembered the people who were there for them at the beginning. They were: 
‘... such a nice bunch of people ... I can’t thank well enough to the people who helped us at the time, because we 
had thousands of questions. What will happen to us? How do survive in this faraway country, you know, with 
no language? ... The first two weeks we were living in a dream ... lots of people around us, that really helped us ...’
Their son started school a week later. A Catholic priest, the head teacher of the Catholic school in the next village, 
Wheatley Hill, offered him a place. He travelled there by school bus, something Izet and Ljubica found amazing. 
Also, the fact that Izet was Muslim was not a problem.  Their daughter went to the college crèche and the village 
nursery.

Making sense of this new country
Everything felt different - different houses, roofs, heating systems, washing machines.  Neighbours brought 
second-hand clothes, and unwanted furniture was left for them in front of their house. 
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Then the questions began.  Where is Bosnia? Is it in Africa? Do you live in tents? Do you consider yourselves to 
be black?

Every Sunday, they received a half-hour visit from the Catholic priest. Ljubica: ‘...and the Protestant [priest] came 
once.’ The couple were keen to improve their English, asking people: ‘If we make mistakes please correct us, because 
it is the best possible way to learn the language.’ 

There were other things that were very different. Izet: ‘You can’t be left to die out of hunger, because there is income 
support, housing benefit, council tax, and we were amazed by the system that wouldn’t let people die.’ Ljubica: ‘At 
the same time, I was feeling so guilty because I was thinking, I don’t work. Why should I get that money? I should 
earn that money ... and that’s why ten months down the line Izet started to work.’

Priorities 
Their priorities during those first few weeks were to ensure the children were happy and made friends. Their son 
was enjoying school, and their daughter nursery.  It was noticed she had developed two accents when speaking 
English - the local accent of a former Durham pit village, and a ‘posh’ at the crèche.

It also was important that they could eat freshly cooked food, keep their house warm (they used five bags of coal a 
week, twice what they’d been told was the norm!), and try to organise life to be as similar as possible to that what 
they had left behind.

They were invited to Christmas celebrations, and ceilidhs. Izet: They could ‘... not forget the way those teachers 
from Peterlee College, and students, dealt with us. If every asylum seeker who came to a country in which they 
could get that sort of support - that would be just worth billions ... it was crucially important for us.’ Ljubica: ‘We 
didn’t have interpreters, any support workers. We had a social worker actually, I don’t know why, but she was nice 
... she helped us ... with a crisis loan... ‘Ljubica: ‘...[we] even met Tony Blair [who was MP for Sedgefield at the 
time]. He came to see us, because I always say, we were rare animals ... we were the only asylum seekers ...’  Izet: ‘in 
the village!’  They had coffee, tea and cakes with Tony Blair.

The next priority was to learn English. If they were able to manage with the language, they would be able to cope 
on their own, without the need for support.

Izet: ‘When you are feeling safe and sound ... after ... a few months you think what next? We are safe, but we are 
living in the Kingdom of Boredom ... we don’t have any activities to do, we are all the time in the house, doing 
nothing, feeling really isolated ...’

Finding work became an important priority. Izet was put in touch with a vet - a friend of a friend in Sedgefield - 
and began to volunteer in Horden, to see how vets in Britain worked. Izet: ‘... a charity walk [was organised] to get 
some money for me to buy some books. Me ... a volunteer from Bosnia, who has no means to buy books ... I am 
ever so grateful for that.’

Izet was put in touch with the Red Cross in Newcastle, and heard there was a group of Bosnians living in Blyth 
after recently being transferred from a reception centre in Cambridge.  He interpreted for the Red Cross on a 
voluntary basis, and then got to hear about the refugee service, NERS, at the time known as the North East 
Refugee Service and based in Gateshead. Izet volunteered there too, travelling 22 miles from Thornley. At the 
same time, the Home Office established a formal Bosnia Programme, for former prisoners in the camps, medical 
evacuees, and their families.

The start of working life
Izet was encouraged to apply for a job that came up with the Bosnia Programme, and got it in September 1993 – 
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ten months after arriving in Britain. Izet: ‘I was over the moon ...’ He sought advice from Durham Citizen’s 
Advice Bureau, on whether he would benefit from working, and it was calculated that they would be £20 a 
month better off.  That was a ‘...good enough reason for me to start.’ At the same time that a major priority 
(being employed) was achieved, one noticeable point not lost on Izet was that only about three or four people 
would get up early and go to work from their street in Thornley. Most people in this former coal mining 
village were unemployed and on benefits.

Izet and Ljubica were granted leave to remain in the UK eighteen months after claiming asylum, and it 
was altogether ten years before they got British citizenship. In the meantime Izet was: ‘...  meeting people, 
improving my skills, language ...’  

Delighted that from November 1993 other Bosnians were coming to the region, they both were involved 
when a reception centre for newly arrived Bosnians was set up in Gosforth, Newcastle.  At the same time, the 
family moved from Thornley to Byker, in Newcastle.

They found a good school for the children, in Heaton, Newcastle. The children were happy there. Very 
importantly, there was no bullying.  

However, that was not the case in Byker, where the family had stones thrown at them. Ljubica: ‘It was 
horrendous.’ In 1995 they moved to the house where they live now.

Keeping in touch with family 
Another priority was to keep in touch with family back home.  To do so, they were spending a lot of money 
on phone calls. Izet: ‘That’s why some people nowadays, can’t understand why some asylum seekers and 
refugees avoid having lunch so that they can call their families, to find out what’s happening.’

Izet’s mother and sister went to Serbia, then Hungary, then Denmark.  His father and brother stayed in the 
house in Bosnia, and then joined the rest of the family in Denmark.  All except Izet ended up in Denmark. 
Ljubica’s family stayed in Bosnia, as her mother was ill.

Keeping the Bosnian identity alive  
A Bosnian association was set up, so that Bosnians living locally could get together and mother-tongue 
classes for the children could take place. Life felt good then. 

By this stage Izet was working full time and Ljubica worked around the school hours.  She interpreted for 
NERS from 1994, and at the reception centre.  She ran a play scheme - part of an integration programme 
for Bosnian children set up by Newcastle City Council - and was involved with summer play schemes. She 
could choose the hours she worked, which was good because: ‘back home we had all the support, but here it 
was two of us and the children.’  

Looking back, missing a way of life
Getting used to a very different way of life has not been easy, and even now they find some aspects of daily 
life difficult to deal with. In Bosnia, the pace of life was much slower and there were different working hours, 
combined with nicer weather. Izet: ‘after all these years we still can’t get used to climate here.’ On top of that, 
they had had a lot of friends in Bosnia, and were used to going out a lot. Here they have fewer friends Izet: 
‘... if you a have thousand people, and can choose ten good friends there...but if have got one hundred you’ve 
got 10% of that, so that’s one [good friend] – it’s not the same as back home.’ But Ljubica, reflecting on this 
felt: ‘ ... main thing is ... you are safe.’

Comparing a typical day in June in Newcastle and Prijedor, , Izet:’... [in Newcastle] you work nine ‘til five, 
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you go back home, by six you’ve had dinner, then what? Probably watch this box, the TV.’ To them, everyday 
felt the same.  On Saturdays maybe you would go shopping, visit someone, take the children out to play 
somewhere, whereas back home, Izet: ’... you are up at six, seven you are at work, you come back at two, so 
you have some kind of breakfast there, and you never eat sandwiches. You go back home at two ... you have 
a proper lunch, then, if you’d like to, you have a little nap, you wake up, then you still have five hours to play 
with ... in June, what do you do? You invite people for barbecue, you sit outside ... friends, singing, drinking, 
enjoying yourself. You go to work next day, then instead of having a barbecue, you go to have dinner in a 
restaurant, which you can afford ... every day is different ... Here every day is the same ... They take the best 
part of the day from you ...’ 

As well as company and relatives, they miss living close to the city centre and the fact that everything was 
so close by.  They didn’t need a car to get anywhere. Also, in Bosnia they were used to spending half their 
time outdoors. Izet: ‘Here, neighbours start to complain if you light the barbecue!  I don’t know, why? I don’t 
understand that!’

Low points 
Ljubica: ‘One of the lowest points for me was my mum dying, and me not being able to go there, you know.  
That was the year I was ill, she was ill, she died.  I didn’t see her for seven years.’

Izet’s mother was also ill, but they could at least get to Denmark to see her. Ljubica: ‘And that is what we were 
missing, because we were always there with them, and those sorts of things ... are the low points of being here.’

Highlights
But there are high points. For Izet: ‘This is the country of such big opportunities. It is just up to you to choose 
a field that you would like to work in, or learn or study, and it’s there for you to go for, which is not the case 
back home.  And it’s up to the person to take the opportunity or not.’ Most of the Bosnian children did take 
up those opportunities and are now all well educated.  

Also, back home they never had the opportunity to meet people from so many diverse communities. Izet: 
‘Here, I’ve learnt so much about people from different religions, backgrounds and so on, and this is something 
extraordinary, and the way this country tries to deal with it is something absolutely excellent ... I cannot 
thank the voluntary sector enough ... how determined they are to help people they work for, and this is 
something you can’t find back home ... if English people became refugees in Bosnia they wouldn’t be dealt 
with in the same way we were dealt with when we came here ... [The support people are given is] something 
this country is absolutely strong in.’

Izet and Ljubica have also had the opportunity to see many interesting places (Izet has an interest in 
architecture), and they have met many very kind people. 

For Ljubica a high point has been the children’s achievements: ‘... coming here ... their life was disturbed for a 
year or more, you can say ... but when you see what they have achieved, the way they are now, how good they 
are, we never ever had any trouble with them ... for me that was one of the highest points.’ Another important 
high point for her was: ‘To have our own home again ... it’s ours. We know it’s ours.’

Izet: ‘We are fortunate ... lucky enough to have been employed ... putting our skills into practice, and making 
sure that we would contribute, and ... to become tax payers rather than living on benefits, because we would 
have felt utterly useless if we were not able to contribute ...  God forbid if I became jobless tomorrow, I don’t 
know what I’d do, I think I would kill myself, it’s that strong how I feel that I need to work ...’   For Izet, this 
and having their own home has been crucially important.   But: ‘... also, to be in a safe environment. Where 
we live now, there are not many troubles, no racial harassment, no robberies,  no shootings, nothing, and that 
is a milestone indeed, to ... feel safe, because we had a lot of shootings back home, and fear of being killed or 
being robbed ...’
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Keeping Bosnian culture alive
Izet: ‘I myself took quite a role in trying to establish the Bosnian Association in Newcastle.’  The association is well 
recognised, well appreciated, and successful.  This is of particular importance, in that by keeping the association 
going ‘... we would  believe we are keeping part of our culture, remaining as we are,  rather than assimilating within 
this society,  saying OK, we don’t speak anymore Bosnian, we don’t follow our Eid, or Christmas, or whatever 
else, we are just following whatever is around us.  No, we do keep our identity and one of the most important 
things in keeping this identity, is keeping the language, and although some of the parents have neglected that idea, 
and I could not believe that some people could do that ... language is one of the major things that could keep the 
tradition alive within the house, and observing some of the religious or whatever other celebrations you might 
have, and the majority of the people feel as we are, that it is very important keeping some of that going.’

Reflections
Where home is 
Izet: ‘We are going to Bosnia every year now ... I still feel that this is still my country ... this is where I was born, 
and this will always be the major part of me.’ The family continues to miss badly the way of life in Bosnia.  Izet, for 
instance, used to go mountain walking in the company of friends, to enjoy nature, fresh air, mushroom gathering, 
singing, but Izet: ‘... is not the case anymore ...’ Izet: ‘Bosnia plays a big part of my identity ... if you are going to ask 
me, am I more English, British or Bosnian, I am Bosnian, full stop ... I am here because I took this opportunity to 
save my life, my family is happy here ... I would be happy to go back literally tomorrow if I don’t have children.’ The 
couple would have gone back long ago, but the children have spent most of their lives here. English is now their 
first language, and it would be very hard to expect them to go back. Ljubica: ‘... up to now, the majority part of our 
lives was there ... we got married there, had the children there ... we came here, we settled here, but for the children, 
this is home and it will be home for them.  I wouldn’t be able to leave this country permanently, because of them, 
because I know they will be here, they will marry here, my grandchildren will be born here, and I will not want to 
be without them ... But at the same time we say we feel we are Bosnians, we feel we are Bosnians.’ However, when 
the family returns to Britain from visiting family in Denmark or Bosnia, Ljubica: ’... we say we are going home, and 
that is a fact, and for years when I come back ... even now, of course I would like to be there, but on the other hand 
how everything is there, and how it’s organised, the how the life is going, I don’t think I’d be able to live there full 
time ... I love my holidays, I love to see my family, I love to spend time there, but ... Would I be able to work and 
live there, now? Adjust again to all this, bribes and fraud ...? No, I wouldn’t, if I’m honest ... I would go back to my 
old life tomorrow, but not to Bosnia, like this. No I wouldn’t.’ Izet: ‘There is this funny feeling, when you are coming 
back, when you see the Tyne Bridge ... it is home.’ Ljubica: ‘Yes it is! It’s 17 years now!’  

When one stops being a refugee 
Izet: ‘This is a very hard question though. How do you say, OK I will not be a refugee from tomorrow, I’ve had 
enough of being a refugee?  ‘Ljubica: ‘I never thought about it to be honest with you, I never thought of myself as 
a refugee.  I know I’ve been a refugee ...’   Ljubica remembers again having to fill in forms when they first arrived, 
and not realising they were claiming asylum: ‘My thing was, I will be here six months. In Bosnia everything will be 
fine, and we’ll go back home.’

About the Bosnian community as a whole, Izet considers: ‘At some point you say OK you’ve been here more 
than ten years, are you now a black and minority ethnic group, or a refugee group?’  The Bosnians continue to see 
themselves as a refugee group, as they feel BME communities are better settled, better sorted, and have roots here.  
The Bosnians here are the first generation; their grandchildren will be second generation, and may settle here. 

Hopes and aspirations
Izet and Ljubica’s main hopes and aspirations are to have work, be able to lead the sort of life they wish, be able 
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to provide for the children, and for the children to do well in life. Planning for retirement in this country is very 
different than in Bosnia.  Having Come here in their mid-thirties, and with such things as pensions to consider, 
they worry a little about old age. But their main concern is that their children are happy and healthy and have a 
good life. 

Izet hoped that he would eventually be able to practise as a vet again: ‘I hope that one day I will ... complete that 
exam and become something I was studying for, for five years in Sarajevo.  I was quite keen and I’m still keen, and 
still do sometimes dream about me being a vet ... what I found is it’s far more easy to work with animals than with 
people. Some people can hurt you really badly. Animals can just kick you, or bite you, that is their nature ... That 
aspiration I will never forget, I’ll never be able to achieve that, you know.’

But overall Izet feels strongly that they are lucky to be able to work and contribute to the economy (though to Izet 
that seems to be a rather grand thing to say).  It is crucially important to them that they are not on benefits.  They 
can afford things that they would not otherwise be able to afford, including holidays. They also feel very lucky that 
their children have had good friends around them, with no involvement in crime or drugs, with no danger of ‘peers 
taking control of our kids.’

The most important things readers should  understand about the experiences of being a refugee 
Izet: ‘Sometimes in your life you could experience things which you would never believe you would experience ... 
I myself never believed ever in my entire life that I would face execution in concentration camp,  that I would be 
absolutely 100% powerless to impact on my destiny whatsoever.  When I was taken there, I thought, that’s it, this 
is the end, there is no way I can get out of it alive, and the worst of it is that you can’t do anything, you just wait 
to see what’s going to happen.  So if you were... living in Congo, let’s say ... and trying to work and contribute, and 
find the regime is against you – what do you do? Either you stay there and end up in prison and be beaten, or you 
leave and try to save your life and life of your family ... and then if you find yourself in an environment which could 
be helpful to you, so you can then try to realise your skills and maybe put them into something that maybe you 
yourself, and society, can benefit ... In one sentence: If you give me a chance, then I’ll prove it was worth it.’
Ljubica was involved in some awareness raising sessions: ‘and the thing which got to me, and I tried to put forward 
to the people - don’t think that all the refugees are coming to this country because of economic reasons. Because 
in your life you can get to a point where you have no control over what is happening to you, to your family ... and 
you have to find a way to be safe and to save the lives of your children ... and you go. You have to flee. Where, you 
don’t know, and how, you don’t know. But ... when you get there, you get there to be safe, not to get income support, 
or to get house, or to get whatever, new car, because the media are the worst enemies of asylum seekers in this 
country, portraying them as .... asylum seekers ... getting new cars for example ... People don’t come because they 
choose to come.  Asylum seekers, in the majority, come because they had to come.’ Izet: ‘The majority of people I’ve 
worked with in the sector are passionate, and they do understand, and they do fight in order to make this known 
... the plight of refugees, they need to know about, which is crucially important ... people can make their own 
choices. If you get the news from the television, from the internet, from the radio, and you ... are in touch with the 
agencies ... in the sector ... and that you can make up your own mind ...  Most people take it for granted, they just 
read the newspapers ... that is how it is, full stop ... you don’t think with your own head this is an understatement, 
overstatement ... It is good to think people could find out for themselves the truth ... by finding out more from 
... front line staff, people who are in that very field, and then make up their mind, whatever that might be, for or 
against people coming to this country.’

Izet believes it’s important for people to understand that only three percent of the world’s refugee population ends 
up in Britain, and that if: ‘ that happened back home in Bosnia, it wouldn’t be the same kind of feelings, or dealings 
with people in trouble ... this country is far more organised, and advanced in order to try and accommodate the 
needs. Of course there are some people who are ‘bogus’ asylum seekers ... but for those who did genuinely claim 
asylum, it would be good to think they can be ... dealt with professionally and ... get the decision they deserve to 
get.’ 
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MM’s story

MM’, a geologist, sought asylum in Britain in early 2001, within two weeks of his release from prison 
in Ethiopia. An Eritrean, whose family paid a very heavy price for its long-standing active political 

engagement, MM had experienced life as a refugee well before arriving in Britain.  Being a political prisoner 
meant that if your name was called out you would: ‘either come back heavily, terribly, beaten up or ... never come 
back.’ MM ‘couldn’t believe it’ when he was released. Shocked by his experiences as an asylum seeker, some of 
which he found offensive, he was dispersed to north east England.  He studied at university, volunteered, and 
worked.  He believes he had to make the extra effort, and prove himself: ‘...simply because you want to ensure 
that you have a place of acceptance in a neighbourhood.’ Only in 2010 did he receive indefinite leave to remain. 
Now married with a daughter, MM works in the refugee sector because: ‘I would like to raise the profile of the 
issues, I would like to work towards justice for people who have or may have similar experiences as me.’

I would like to dedicate my story to all
Eritrean prisoners of conscience
and fellow Eritrean political refugees.

Background
MM arrived in Britain in 2001. Born to Eritrean parents, he was a geologist working with the Ministry of Mining 
and Water Conservation in Ethiopia. ‘I am someone who have a strong feeling of nationalism...I would say that I 
have a background of active political engagement, and that also makes part of my whole background.  I came to 
the UK ten odd years ago and sought asylum on political grounds.  I went through the normal asylum system ...’ 

How the situation in Eritrea was affecting MM
‘In the early 1990s Eritrea became independent from its last colonisers, which were Ethiopia. Eritrea is a very small 
country which suffered from a series of colonisations and its effects, including a period of time by the Italians, 
[followed] by the British, and our last colonisers were Ethiopians, and where we had 30 years of armed struggle to 
secure independence in a non-peacefully way, very costly and bloody war.’

MM remembers this from childhood: ‘... I was brought up within the environment and atmosphere of this armed 
struggle... because my dad was one of the higher officials of what they then used to be referred as guerrilla fighters.  
These are a group of people who had strong feeling of nationalism and want some justice for the people of Eritrea 
by Eritreans. I was brought up on the independent areas of Eritrea where most of the armed struggle and its 
organisations and training used to take place. In 1984, [when I was] at the age of seven, my dad paid his life 
alongside others of his comrades fighting against the Ethiopian regime, dictatorship.’

‘Then I was left with my mum who was also a fighter for the same cause but working on the Department of 
Education, and bringing up martyr’s children.  In 1985, the Ethiopian forces were supported by the Russians, 
by the major western governments, a massive power on top of what they had, and they pushed the Eritrean 
independence fighting group, which used to be referred as Eritrean  Liberation Front, and unfortunately they 
managed to push us up to Sudan. So they completely took us out of the liberated areas ie they occupied the whole 
of Eritrea.’

‘ So both my mum and I started a new life in Sudan as refugees ... and we, I think I say we, well my mum started a 
whole new life and managed to get something going to bring me up.  We stayed there until 1991 when Eritrea was 
fully independent, an independence which was in a way won by another faction of independence fighters called 
the EPLF (Eritrean People’s Liberation Front), which used to be part of the original party that I, with my parents, 
used to belong to.  So we migrated back to our homeland, to Eritrea.’ MM and his mother remained in Eritrea for 
a little over a year. 
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 ‘... there was a plan for a national referendum for the people of Eritrea to freely ...vote for either independence, or 
to carry on...as part of a colony with Ethiopia...There was a plan that ... independent auxiliary board members 
of international community would come in to observe the whole process of referendum. And it was at that point 
that the leading party of Eritrea wants to make sure that all opposition parties would have to be either persuaded 
to completely agree with the leading party, or something is done about them before the international community 
come from outside and observe that it was one hundred percent that people wants to vote for the existing party.  
And that’s when the unfortunate situation [was], and a lot of fellow Eritreans who are politically active, who 
opposed few of the steps that the ruling party was taking place, started to be kidnapped by the security forces of 
the leading party, and that’s when we had to make a decision to move, for our own safety to... Ethiopia, just before 
the referendum actually happened.’

MM and his mother left Eritrea in 1993. ‘Again we started a very similar business as we had in Sudan, which is 
selling spare parts for cars...and things went well, we had three shops.  And I went to high school, and eventually 
progressed to going to university, and I finished a geology course.  But in between there was all this kidnapping 
situation to make sure that the international observers wouldn’t notice anything is wrong with the whole political 
system. The referendum happened, effectively both inside Eritrea and outside Eritrea where ... there was a huge 
proportion of Eritreans, places like Saudi Arabia, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Kenya. So this kidnapping also continued 
in other parts outside Eritrea.  That was one of the areas I regret most.’

The stage at which MM knew he would have to leave 
Tensions with Ethiopia flared up in 1998 and ‘open war from both sides against each other was declared.’ ‘The 
Ethiopian authorities...deported hundreds of thousands of Eritreans, who resided in Ethiopia for three generations, 
four generations.  Whoever had any root to Eritrean origin, to deport them back to Ethiopia on a strategy that 
they would put a big burden on the Eritrean authorities, and people were being deported with millions of their 
assets confiscated, beaten up, packed into lorries and sent off ...’

MM was not among those deported. ‘I was in a way treated with very few other Eritreans in a ‘special’ way, because 
they thought that I was politically, well not they thought, they had the intelligence that I was politically informed 
active member of the community, and they decided to put us in prison.’

MM spent three months in prison in Ethiopia, and ‘... luckily [I] managed to get illegal release of the prison 
and made the decision within literally two weeks to leave Ethiopia, to anywhere really.  But as it happened, the 
arrangements were easier to come to the UK which I think was not of a choice for me, but...the documentation 
which were then ready for someone to take up...and pay the right amount of money, the documentation only 
allowed to come to the UK through an arranged agent, so I took up on that offer.’

MM’s time in prison
‘I recall the last minute of my prison sentence because it was a very dark room underground with about four 
by four metres space, and there were 57 of us in that room. None of us had any clothing beside our underwear 
because it was too hot. I remember it was an average of 42 or 43° Celsius in that prison ... we were all comrades 
who knew each other effectively from outside, before coming into prison, but put into prison at different times.  It 
was a very memorable day...If you are called from that prison cell then two things could happen, you would either 
come back to the prison after being interrogated, or beaten up or whatever, you were sort of planned before you 
were called, or you would never come back because you could have been shot dead.  But no-one would tell the rest 
of your comrades. So it was on a Friday, it’s very difficult to recall the times then, because you would be in a very 
dark room, so you would only know it is an afternoon or early evening, but you wouldn’t necessarily know what 
time of the evening.  But it was after the sunset, that I know, and then yes, of course my name was called and I 
was asked to come out and there was this soldier that was very familiar to us that called my name...the doors were 
open and all the guys were, I’m sure, very afraid of what might happen, whether I would be, because I was not the 
first one...it wasn’t the first time someone would be called.  So they will either come back heavily, terribly, beaten 
up or they would never come back. ’
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... but it is very difficult to know from inside that they would have been released because there were no release 
plans in the...months ... to that day, so you would simply assume that they would have been, you know, shot 
dead, and that would be the last prison that you would come to...if you were a political prisoner or a prisoner 
of war. ’

‘So ... it’s on early evening ... and if there is anything I could recall, it is words of encouragement. No emotions, 
no emotions at all from both sides, not from me and not from the comrades inside, but probably I think it 
makes it slightly more obvious that I wouldn’t come back because I had a slight issue ... a conflict with one 
of the soldiers who were guarding us ... as it happened I shot him twice with his own gun on the leg when a 
fight broke out ... I manage to get hold of the gun and shoot him twice, so I’m assuming that most comrades 
have associated my call to that incident more than anything else...So I was called out and I was put in this 
little military land rover, drove out of the camp for about ten minutes ... out of the main gates.  Of course I 
wouldn’t see, because ... a military tent covered land rover...The vehicle stopped and somebody else came up 
to me and he introduced to me himself.  He saluted me to say he’s the head of the prison and I was going to 
be out,  and I couldn’t believe it and I ... simply thanked him, not very sure of what his intention was, and 
yeah, half an hour in the military vehicle, and after three months and three days  I actually met a civilian that 
was very well known to me ... a friend of my mum and that’s when I start to realise it is actually true ... and it 
is from then that I made it to Heathrow within two weeks.’ 

MM believes: ‘... money is the key factor for my illegal release, which I call positive corruption ... I know that 
only one comrade made it to Egypt, and martyred in 2004, from disease directly related to his time in prison 
and persecutions. I had the opportunity to speak to him over the phone on several occasions.  However I 
would have loved to see him in person, [but] I couldn’t do because I didn’t have travel documentation.’ 

What and who else did MM leave behind?
‘Well just before my imprisonment I was a geology practitioner for the Ministry of Mining and Water 
Conservation...a government agency, and I was leading a team of eight graduates on a project ... Like most 
other comrades who had positions or who had businesses, you could be at work today and you could not be 
tomorrow...Nobody even informed your work colleagues who may not know  your national origin in the first 
place because that is not part of an application or part of the normal discussion ... in that part of the world. 
No one would really care, but the fact that you speak the language, you know the culture, does not necessarily 
distinguish you from someone who’s local. So I left that job, and of course I left whatever I was doing, but 
... besides that I was the ... assistant director for the family-run business which is selling spare parts for cars 
and of course I left behind most of all my, who I refer to as my mum, which [was] the person who adopted 
me to be her son after the disappearance of my biological mum [who] was kidnapped from her place of work 
in March 3rd 1993, running up to the election in April of the same year, when the Eritrean referendum was 
taking place. So that’s who I left behind.’

Coming to Britain
MM flew to Heathrow from Ethiopia with false ID, and what followed was  very traumatic: ‘... culturally 
... very inappropriate questions, very inappropriate check that I felt then maybe that’s quite normal in the 
western world. But when I arrived I had the agent next to me.  We came out through the normal immigration 
controls of Heathrow.  He said to me that he would make a quick phone call and come back to me. And 
that’s when I waited, waited ... I had a quick walk around the terminals ... and he couldn’t come. When I 
think about it later, he didn’t want to be associated with me, as this would endanger him being caught by the 
officials. Then I was genuinely waiting for him to come back and give more guidance as I had no clue how 
the system worked in terms of the immigration process.  But the ... immigration security officers who saw 
me wandering around ... not going anywhere, whereas other people were coming in and out, but I stayed on 
that area for quite a few minutes, that’s when they came and asked me ... I presented myself in a very honest 
way ... someone brought me here and this is why I was waiting.  And that’s when I was, you know, questioned  
and taken to all sorts of checks which, as I say, is the most awful part of my experience of the whole asylum 
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process, that first day when I arrived ...’

‘I said this to a few people, you know, I went through all sorts of horrible experience by coming to the UK, 
but no one had asked me at any point of my prison life, my interrogation period, to actually take out my 
pants, and look on my inner, to check, as part of a check, and I think that happened to me at Heathrow...I 
found it extremely offensive and extremely unlawful thing to do to someone who genuinely communicates 
and obeys what you say...and that’s when I resisted, and that I’m not going to do that, because it certainly 
didn’t appear to me that it is quite a normal procedure to check, but I’m hoping that they had other good 
reasons why they had to do that, whether it is linked to drugs-hiding or something else,  or I don’t know, but 
that only extended the period...[of ] what I called a bad experience.’

Memories and impressions of the first few days and weeks 
MM describes the first few days and weeks as traumatic: ‘... because when you are released after more than 
three months in very dark room, and then ... you had not much freedom for two weeks, and then you’re flown 
to a completely different culture with experience that I’ve just mentioned, you know, searching and  checking, 
in the whole atmosphere of whatever your perception  might have been about  white communities, western 
communities, especially with me, with my own political background [and views] about the western world...
that they have been supporting ... the colonisers, or they were directly the colonisers, and the consequences 
of that.  So when you are a little bit aware of the history, the last thing you would like to be in, is to be in 
the hands of the evil plotters we used to refer [to] them [as], you know...the Russians, United States, United 
Kingdom.  So to be in their hands, so you have all those thoughts.  And whatever is put to you, whether it is 
in a good way or bad way, there is always uncertainty on how you would take it and understand it.’

MM was taken to London, and given accommodation in a big hostel: ‘provided by the Home Office for 
people in my situation to get some support because I did not bring any resources to pay my expense, and it 
is that experience ... we had to all get up at half past eight for breakfast, and then get a sandwich which ... 
[was] very difficult, and if you miss that, then you miss that ... which is not a big deal for me, you know, but 
... you being sensitive in a new land, you don’t have necessarily peace of mind of not the trauma that you’ve 
passed,  but the new trauma that you are actually encountering and living in.’ MM stayed at the hostel for 
only three weeks, but it felt a lot longer. ‘I do not recall what breakfast was because I never had it, because I 
had to sleep on the early hours of the morning. Various nationalities and languages existed in the hostel. I 
was very anxious and disturbed by the whole experience, and as a consequence, I developed some sort of sleep 
deprivation, which I didn’t seek medical attention for. I totally lost my confidence, and was at times much 
disorientated. So there wasn’t any particularly good thing to say about those experiences.’

MM found out that he was to be dispersed to Middlesbrough: ‘...it is not a big deal, for me to be whether in 
Middlesbrough or somewhere else in the country even though most people then were saying, “Oh, it is too 
far”, but it all depends on where your reference is...London itself was too far for me, so I wasn’t particularly 
bothered about [where in England] it was.’ 

On the coach travelling to Middlesbrough MM met a man from Sierra Leone, with whom he ended up 
sharing a room. ‘He is a French speaker, I spoke English.  All the time we had to explore our lives together, 
we had to support each other. We had to...assist one another to try and form a new life or try to find our 
feet ... Again we can talk about the accommodation.  It is good because no-one is bothered about the state of 
the accommodation [or] where it is, because primarily why we are here was fearing persecution and wanting 
some freedom, so the state of the accommodation or the ... location of that address has always been secondary 
to our preferences.  But there are quite fundamental things that even though you wanted to simply ignore 
them are actually substantial to the way you live. My very good friend from Sierra Leone, who is my very best 
mate until now, he ... moved down to Manchester and he came back but we were together a few days ago as 
well, so we always kept in touch.  But he was a smoker and he really wants to smoke in his space. This was 
before the smoking ban by the way, and he smoked. I like reading then and he wanted to switch off the light 
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and sleep.  So the space brought some disagreement on the basic things ... so it’s not really about complaining ... 
but the technicality of it does not suit to people ... I always joke about it because my friend quit smoking and then 
I started smoking now, so that the irony of it.’

Priorities during those early weeks and months 
‘I think reassurance of you being safe has been a prime priority, because you would have flashbacks, you would 
have bad dreams, you would have panic attacks of your experiences prior [to] coming to the UK. And you need 
some reassurance, you need some friendship, you need some counselling, you need some welcoming in the land 
where you are in.  And unfortunately the ... asylum process is cruel in a way that you would receive a letter of 
refusal and you would end up [thinking], “Oh, am I tomorrow in the same prison that I was a year ago? What is 
going to happen to me? Am I going to ... receive an extra punishment for telling my true stories to the authorities? 
Will the stories be transferred ... to where I’m going?” So you have all this uncertainty, living in a complete limbo, 
so you need some reassurance.  Those are the bits which are extremely crucial in my view, on those early days.’

‘But if you manage to get through that, then you are talking about someone starting their life from scratch, 
whatever their aspiration is, whatever they would like to build up on their lives, whether it is education, reinstating 
their educational opportunities, providing them with opportunities in life, I suppose is very important. But in 
order to actually establish all of that I think you need some sort of legal settlement and status to be secured by the 
authorities in a reasonable time. Yes, I think everyone is eager to get their refugee status sorted and out of the way, 
so they could start moving on with their lives, so that was very important too.’

The next few years
‘Of course as time goes on and you make a few friends, you make a few enemies at the same time. You move from 
one neighbourhood to the other, either because of the asylum system...or because you were destitute. And one 
neighbourhood may like you – you may have two or three friends either from your faith groups or from the local 
corner shop. But you could end up potentially having double or triple enemies, either because they didn’t like your 
skin colour, or they didn’t want you to be there, or they could potentially think that you are receiving benefit.  Or 
[they] make their own assumptions who you are, or the media might have put something on the papers...and 
people would unfortunately relate that directly to you.’

MM describes the next few years as: ‘“The phase of proving oneself to the community you live in.” You have to 
do extra work to achieve something either as part of your personal development, or simply because you want to 
ensure that you have a place of acceptance in a neighbourhood or in the community that you live.  So personally 
I had to deal with both.  I studied down the road, Teesside University, and so that consumed most of my time, 
studying hard, trying to. I did ... voluntary work which was new concept to me as far as my background and my 
culture is [concerned], to do things for a good cause but you do not get paid. Because I am personally from a 
business ... background, but I had to do that, I had to do that.  I think I did that to the extent that I could gain 
some respect in my community. So I volunteered in quite a few places both within the refugee sector, but also in 
the mainstream provision.’

Key moments – the good and the bad
‘I suppose the very key moments of my exile time, or time in the Diaspora is I’m a married man with a beautiful 
daughter. So I think my wedding preparation and my wedding, and forming a life is one of my milestones, past 
achievement ... I still find it very resourceful in terms of my energy to carry on. ’

‘... the opposite, bad or worst experience that I ... have though is the asylum system, and how long it took to get it 
sorted.  And the frustration, the bitterness, the awkwardness that I had with the authorities, which I don’t think 
will ever forgive or forget about ... I have huge respect to the public of this country. I have worked alongside, 
volunteered alongside, moaned alongside the local community and its genuineness to, and its openness to receive 
and judge things, but I’m afraid that my sadness and my bitterness against the authorities who deal with the 
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asylum process, who work within what we call the Border Agency isn’t very interesting to me, least to say. What I 
would regret in a way, because I was robbed ten years of my life, and put in uncertainty for almost ten years with 
not knowing what to do next. That’s a huge time from someone’s life. I suppose I was strong enough to carry on in 
what I need to do, but it isn’t the general outcome that my fellow refugees, my fellow asylum seekers, would find it 
easy to carry on with life ... It isn’t because it’s a huge barrier, a very dark future that they put you in with no fault of 
your own. But simply telling why you are here, so much restriction are put upon you, and it does not really reflect 
the history of Britain. The justice that we hear about outside Britain about Great Britain, it isn’t the fundamental 
principles of this country. It just does not reflect that, in my view, and I think that is some of the big reflection of 
disappointment of my own experience.’

Reflections
Eritrea now
‘I belong to an opposition party to bring to an end the existing dictatorship, and there’s quite a few of us who are 
involved in opposition parties, but it is a bit unfortunate that we do not get much of a support from politicians 
from the western [countries], because I suppose they cannot see any future benefits from supporting us...So yes, 
we do communicate with higher politicians including this country through the Foreign Office, but the responses 
that we get aren’t satisfactory. To put pressure, to put economic pressure on the existing dictatorship, they don’t 
seem to be quite interested.  So that leads me to say that it is not very promising that the situation of Eritrea 
would be solved in the near future ... though that is not an excuse for anyone, for any Eritrean or any peace-loving 
international community member to simply put their hands and not do anything. Least to mention is myself, that 
I should still be remembering those ones who passed away to ensure for the freedom of the country, for the free 
society. And those are where my principles are and that is where I think I should, or ought to, contribute in making 
that reality.’

Feeling settled
‘It is very difficult. A lot of people ask me about that. I certainly do not feel settled for the simple fact that I only 
had my status less than four months ago, so that is a very good reason why I shouldn’t feel settled, but having 
said that, I have had permission to work, and I have worked quite a few years. And I’m someone who believes in 
voluntarism ... I kept myself occupied with studies, with doing voluntary work, with doing paid work and the rest 
of it, but I think for someone to feel settled, status is a factor of reassuring someone that home is here ... [This] 
may not be the complete answer because you could have status, and you could be alienated by the whole workforce, 
by community, and everything else until you think: “I don’t actually belong here.” But the definition of settlement 
I suppose is quite broad ... You might feel settled one hour and you might not feel settled the next hour, so I feel I 
belong to my church group, that’s what I think. I think I belong to my friends that are around me, and the Eritrean 
community in Teesside.  I feel I belong to my colleagues.  I don’t think I belong to Britain, I don’t think I belong 
to Britain as such. It’s very difficult to say, whatever settlement means I don’t think I feel very settled. But a lot of 
people ask me: “Would you go back to Eritrea, if Eritrea was a free place?” And the answer is that I would book the 
next flight. It’s as simple as all that. That is where I think I belong to.  That is where I have a very strong feeling of 
where I can give my contribution and I think that is where I would be most useful.’

Whether one is always a refugee
‘It’s slightly different with me because I still see myself a refugee. But I think I also want to, so there is also an 
extra part of that because I wanted to be a refugee, I did not want to be stopped to be called a refugee, but that is a 
personal choice.  And I’ve always worked within the refugee sector ... because I always want to represent the voice 
of refugees.  I always want to bring to attention the issues of refugees which is very similar one to why I’m spending 
my time in a way now.’ 
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‘So 30 years I don’t know what my daughter might think, whether she would like to be noted as or referred as a 
daughter of a refugee, but as far as I’m concerned, I’ve always been a refugee ... my experience of being a refugee is 
not in the UK only ... I’ve been to Sudan, I’ve been to Ethiopia, to here, so I think as far as my view, my experience, 
is concerned it’s part of my whole experience.  I don’t think I would like to be stopped to be called a refugee ... even 
if one year’s time I decide to apply for British naturalisation, for the purpose of gaining employment or travelling 
... but deep inside me I would like to be referred [to as] Eritrean and I would like to work within the refugee sector.  
I would like to raise the profile of the issues, I would like to work towards justice for people who have or may have 
similar experiences as me.’

Where home Is 
‘It is very difficult to say where home is. Home is Middlesbrough, compared to Newcastle and Manchester.  When 
I go to work, or other parts of the country, as soon as I am either on ... Middlesbrough train station, then I feel that 
I’ve just arrived home, or the A66, I’m driving from somewhere, from some part of the country.  And it would be 
the same if I had ... a holiday, I don’t know, France, somewhere else, I would feel home is Britain, but you see that 
is very relative. If I’m talking about political situation, if I’m talking about sense of justice or spending my time, if 
I’m given a choice of giving my time to certain people, then that would be Eritrea, so it is very relative ... Home is 
here for the purposes of ... holiday-making or working ... but for the broader feeling of home, it’s the land where my 
dad is buried, and that is Eritrea. So that is home.  If had to make an ultimate decision, if I’m given two choices: 
“OK, would you like to stay here or go back to where you come from?” then I would go back to where my roots are, 
where I speak the language, where I express myself fully, where I am better understood ... where I’m coming from, 
where I could be more effective and accepted for the values and the principles that I have, then that is home and I 
think that is where I would call home.’

How hopes and aspirations have changed 
‘I think yes, my aspirations have changed, maybe for the good, maybe for the good.  I am someone who has a 
background or a little experience of running businesses, making money, [I have] tak[en] a few steps into the arena 
of academic research, and I never thought that in my life I would work in a community ... sense.  I would never have 
thought in my life that I would volunteer, or understand the concept of volunteering, or the concept of admitting 
or adopting environments.’ 

‘I always thought that determination, principles, will always work for me, which isn’t the case because I completely 
changed into someone who have to think twice about adopting new environment, being able to think that it is 
not always what you stand for would work. I should have stood up for my cause until the end and stayed with my 
comrades and see what happens. I feel I am coward, as I was defeated by the situation I endeavoured.’ 

‘So I personally feel quite satisfied with the experience of the refugee process.  Yes, it has been a bad experience, but 
at the same time it has been very educational, and very helpful in one’s life.’

The most important things that readers should understand about the experiences of being a refugee
MM believes that readers should try to understand and think about bigger issues even if they don’t feel: ‘... confident 
that they could make any change. I think I would like people to understand that there is always something that 
you can contribute in making the world a better place to live in, in serving justice, to putting something [in] to 
getting something slightly better.  Smiling for someone who is claiming asylum, or who is totally disorientated 
and confused. That is an outcome that could have a big impact on the other person’s life.  And writing a letter 
to a certain dictatorship, or joining a lobbying campaign, I don’t know, whether in Libya or Eritrea ... how far, 
how near, how close you are ... should [not] be the issue for you to do something, so contribute your bit is a good 
standard of measurement for an international community. It isn’t necessary where there is an interest or ... where 
the government [of the country] that you live in supports, and you simply follow the crowd ... isn’t necessarily the 
right thing to do either, in my view. Anyone of us could be in any given situation at any time and I think we need to 
think broadly, we need to think outside the box, we need to be able to [be] open, whether it is for civilised debate 
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about issues around the world, [or] about issues within our community ...’

‘What I find slightly discouraging is in the community that we live in ... people are less interested in politics and 
I don’t think it helps ... Supporting political parties, this is different, but to be aware politically is, I think, very 
important, and that is the only way to go about changing things.  But to be bluntly not interested in anything isn’t 
always a very helpful thing in my view.’
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Ali’s Story

Ali’ was born in Afghanistan during a long period of conflict, conflict that continues to this day. Educated 
and  relatively well off, Ali is from a small and particularly vulnerable ethnic minority, and as a teenage 

boy, was  in fear of being forced to join the Taliban or one of the many other groups fighting. Ali had no choice 
but to leave Afghanistan. Leaving his family behind, his parents understood: ‘I had the permission to save my 
life.’

It took three attempts, dominated by danger and severe hardship, before he finally arrived in Britain in 2002.  
Ali then spent many years in the asylum process, during which he felt ashamed and humiliated. He experienced 
periods of destitution, but was finally granted indefinite leave to remain in October 2008, and hopes now to be 
able to study in order to make a contribution to British society. Ali finds it difficult to feel settled knowing his 
family, like so many others in Afghanistan, continues to suffer.   

Dedicated to asylum seekers and vulnerable children
and women who suffered the pains.

Background
Ali, one of ten children, was born in a small town in the province of Ghazni, in Afghanistan. His grandfather had 
moved there, and Ali went to school there, as had his father before him.  He led a materially comfortable middle 
class life – his grandfather had been a businessman supplying local shops with foodstuffs and other necessities.  
Ali’s father ran a pharmacy. However, being from a minority ethnic group, closely linked with the Hazaras, a much 
persecuted minority group, Ali and his community suffered similar discrimination and ill-treatment. 

How the situation in Afghanistan was affecting Ali
Ali grew up during a prolonged period of conflict: ‘As far as I remember ... there was never peace ... my father had a 
good job, and we heard  a different sad story everyday, which was not very pleasant and it really disturbed me, and 
disturbed my friends, and we had to stop going to school because the situation was not good.’

 From childhood, Ali remembers hearing helicopters and fighting, and was aware of the lack of security in his area: 
‘... they [parents] were saying, today we have to stay at home, because the Russian jets and helicopters are bombing, 
and we heard they were bombing some other villages, and lots of people had died.  In this way it was really terrible.’ 
‘I can still really, really ... remember that when my father came home, one time, and he was not very happy. There 
were so many things in his mind, and his face could show that something had happened, but because we were 
child[ren], he was not really willing to share with us what was going on, and why he was not happy, and he couldn’t 
go back to work, because he said the market is closed tomorrow ... that’s how it affected my life, and my family’s, 
because ... the school had to be closed. Probably the teacher had died, and the teacher’s family had died.’ As well as 
feeling unsafe, at times it was difficult to get food, because the market had to close.

Knowing it was time to leave
Coming to terms with having little choice but to leave Afghanistan was difficult, especially at such a young age. 
Ali was just a teenager: ‘I would never have wanted to leave Afghanistan, but I tried really to endure the hard 
situation that I had ... I tried to stay with my family ... I tried to be with my family ... they are [even today] still not 
experiencing tranquillity ... It was at this stage that my family could no longer protect me ... The commanders ... 
the Mujahidin, the Taliban, they were all actually asking young people to join them, and I had no choice at all but 
to leave Afghanistan ... I was studying part-time, but because most of the time my school was closed, and because 
my father was educated man, I would study with him at home.  But my father didn’t like me to stay at home all 
the time, probably he was worried I was going to join some movement, and might probably be affected by those 
groups ...’ 
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‘He asked me to ... go for an apprenticeship as an electrician and I was working, not because of the money, because 
my financial situation was very good ... the only reason I wanted to work as an electrician was because I wanted to 
be far from those people ... I still haven’t a clue why they were fighting, why they were killing people ...’ 
‘Even if you went to school, the teacher would ask you to join a group or encourage you to join another group to 
fight against another group.’ There were many groups recruiting young men to fight, and it was difficult to know 
which group belonged to which movement. ‘If I had joined, I would have been killed by now, or I would have done 
something horrible.’

Conversations about leaving
Ali was clearly not safe, but it was simply not possible to have a real discussion with his parents about getting away 
from the trouble. He feels it is difficult to explain this to those who have not faced such a situation, those living in 
this country, for instance. ‘I never had the opportunity to have a proper conversation with my family, to say OK ... I 
don’t think I will be safe anymore and I should leave Afghanistan.’ ‘... and my family could have well understood, if 
I didn’t come home... [one] night.  They would have straightaway understood I could have been killed, or I had left 
Afghanistan, and they were more than happy for me to leave ...’ His brothers and sisters faced the same dilemmas. 
‘It is difficult for a mother to let a child go away ... a mother just wants her children to be safe ... I remember ... my 
neighbour’s son, he ... disappeared, and the family at some point were happy, because they said if he was here ... 
they were worried every day that he might join a movement ... they would come over and ask him to fight.  That 
means that our parents [were] always worried ... that we are dead, so there is no reason to have a conversation or 
have preparation, or that the family should know what will happen to us. We were already dead from their point 
of view...That was very good news for them that we left Afghanistan.’ Ali and his family was affected: ‘... in a way 
from when I was born ... because the situation was forcing me to do that and my mother and father never wanted 
me to be killed in front of them ... my parents never wanted that [I] be told to go and fight ... I had the permission 
to save my life’.

What was Ali leaving behind?
‘To be honest, I left everything behind ... it’s not easy. Can you imagine if you want to go for a holiday? You miss 
your family ... your friends ... your job. Wherever you go, it doesn’t matter if it’s faraway or it is a beautiful place, 
you enjoy yourself. You miss your family. You can never replace your family, and [your] own place and your own 
community.  I believe that ... I am physically here, but mentally there.’

‘I would say yes, I am safe here and nobody’s telling me that I should go fight, and nobody’s telling me that I don’t 
belong to this country ... at least the government is backing me, which I ‘m grateful for, but my place means too 
much to me ... there are so many vulnerable people out there, and the world doesn’t know anything about them 
and ... they are bringing up their children in a very difficult way ... they are being killed in so many different ways 
... bomb blasts, explosion, warlord, or Taliban, and that’s why I feel I should be one of them ... Mentally, I am with 
them.’

Ali believes that after thirty years of war, Afghans have been left with little education, and it has affected people’s 
way of thinking and people’s beliefs.  

It is difficult being here while people back home are suffering 
‘I’m not here to have a luxurious life.  I was probably lucky to escape, and I heard here, people saying ... that people 
come from other countries ... people confuse between asylum seekers and immigration, and unfortunately people 
don’t know what an asylum seeker means. And I had a leaflet ... saying these people are lazy, they come to take our 
homes, to take our jobs ... benefits, and they are having very luxurious life, and in fact to be honest, if I was offered 
a bungalow  here ... if they supply me with everything, I wouldn’t ... enjoy my life here because I believe there are 
some other human beings out there that I was sharing my life with, my friends, they are part of my family, and 
I grew up there, and they are still suffering.  As a human being I don’t feel [I can] ever, ever enjoy living in this 
country, in this way.’
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The Journey
Ali’s journey was extremely difficult, right from the beginning: ‘I’m lucky I’m alive because ... the area I [‘m 
from] belongs to an ethnicity in the minority [the Hazara people] in Afghanistan ... Travelling to another 
city out of that area is extremely difficult for us. As soon as we leave our area ... [and go to] other cities ... we 
confront with different ethnicity, different languages, different religious belief ... which brings insecurity to 
my community.’ ‘Taliban ... can stop you and interrogate you ... if they want they have the power to kill you, 
torture you, and they do.  Lots of people get caught when they want to come to our village from Ghazni, or 
from Kandahar ... they are stopped, they are tortured ... Government has no power to control them so as a 
result, it is extremely dangerous to travel within Afghanistan ...’ 

 ‘...first time I left Afghanistan, I can’t remember, it was a long time ago, and I had to come to Iran ... you 
had to pay some money [to an agent who said] ...’OK I’m going to take you safely to Iran.’ To avoid being 
searched, Ali travelled on foot through the most dangerous areas.  Had he travelled by bus or car he would 
have faced questioning:  “Are you going to Iran to support the Wahdat movement?” “Are you going to Iran to 
bring weapons [back to Afghanistan]?” Ali then travelled hidden in a lorry under a load of taped-up boxes, 
the contents of which were unknown to him and the others he was travelling with. One had no choice of 
transport! 

 ‘We had to travel mostly night time because there were no check points ... so we travelled one day, and they 
said we are near Lashkar Gah, which is Helmand Province, and they took us [to] a house and asked us to 
sleep there and stay for a few days as the way was not clear. Then from there we had to travel to Nimruz 
[and then]  Zabol, [at the border with Iran] ... and from there they tried to smuggle us to Iran ... We had to 
ride on a Toyota [truck] ... more than twenty people ... and I could see that some people were nearly dying 
because there was not enough oxygen to breathe, and I could see that the children were screaming, and the 
elderly were ... shouting, and I thought God, what is happening ... what have we done wrong, why we should 
be like this?  And I was really cursing myself as well.  Why should I experience these things, why are these 
things happening to us, and at the time I didn’t know ... where we were going ... I was too young ... I thought 
when we got to Iran it would be a very safe country and we would not be tortured, and we would probably 
live peacefully, calmly, without any disturbance.’

Life as a refugee in Iran
‘So soon as we entered Iran’s border, the first thing that happened was they [Iranian border police] were 
firing ... I later found out we were entering Iran illegally ... they took us to the other side of the border and 
then they actually accommodated us in very old houses, kept us there, and they said you had to wait here 
until we prepare everything to take you to another city.’ Ali was then told they would be taken by coach to 
the city of Mashhad, in Iran. ‘On our way to Mashhad we were caught at a police checkpoint, and they said 
you have no passport, you are illegal, they were swearing [at] us, they were beating us ... I thought we only 
have this kind of people in Afghanistan.  I said: “Are you not Muslim?” And they said: “Shut up!”... I was very 
young [under 16] I said: “Do you know God? ... Because of God, can you not actually let us go?” They said: 
“Shut up! There is no God that exists in this world.  You are Afghan dirty people, you come to our country ... 
you have to be deported back again.”  They took us to a refugee camp, Sang Sefid, in Mashhad province were 
Afghans were held before being deported back to Afghanistan ... it was more dangerous than a military camp, 
because I was imprisoned in Afghanistan, number of times ... but it was less dangerous than Sang Sefid ... 
[We] were interrogated one by one, asked us why we entered Iran.’ Ali and those he was travelling with were 
put in quarantine with over 500 other people, and had their heads shaved. ’... we didn’t receive any food for 
twenty four hours and no water, and people were starving. People actually had [to go to the] toilet, but there 
was no toilet ...  I was really worried. What is going on in this county? We haven’t done anything wrong. 
Are they going to kill us?’  Ali heard from some who had experienced this treatment before. No, he wouldn’t 
be killed, but would probably be detained there for three months. ‘... and if you’re lucky, you’ll get deported 
... I said I came from a dangerous country, had a horrible situation, and you said, I’m lucky I’m going to be 
deported?! ... I was really, really sad because I was so young, I’d never had that experience of being tortured, in 
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a very crowded place with no food ... no ... toilet, shower ... They were then transferred again.  The room Ali 
was taken to, had no electricity, and twelve people were being held there.  It measured about three metres by 
one and a half to two metres. ‘When we wanted to sleep, we had to have our feet on the wall, you were lucky 
to find a small place to sleep during the night.‘ With only bad bread to eat Ali thought: ‘What’s the difference 
between being here and being in Afghanistan?  Sometimes I felt that death is a lot better.’ 

There was: ‘no court to tell us what we had done wrong’, and no United Nations office.  No human rights or 
other international organisation (like the Red Cross), were present. Ali learned that in order to be deported 
back to Afghanistan (now his preferred option), you would have to work, for instance construction work. ‘I 
would prefer to stay in prison ... prison is a lot better than the place I was in...It was like torturing [a] slave. 
I still don’t know why Iran was doing this to us.’ ‘My mental health was actually affected more [in Iran] than 
Afghanistan, because at least in Afghanistan when I was receiving torture and being stopped by people ... 
interrogating, [I] would have ... been able to go back to family and receive some affection ...’ Ali knew that 
Iran was a Muslim country and so: ‘... I thought they were very good people and have a heart ...’ Challenging 
a policeman in the camp about this, Ali was: ‘...slapped ... on the face, and his officer kicked me on the back 
...”Don’t say ... things bastard.” ... Another Afghan told me “Are you happy now?”’

The refugee camp to which Ali was taken was illegal. As numbers in the camp increased, conditions became 
more cramped, and very bad.  There were no inspections by the government, UN, or any other international 
body. ‘I understand today we had some rights ... and had to have basic facilities.’  Ali’s health deteriorated and 
he caught pneumonia when he was finally deported back to Herat to Herat in Afghanistan. The experience 
was: ‘... a horrible moment in my life ... When I remember the situation I had in Iran, I would say what is the 
point to be alive.  Human beings doing these things to human beings ... These things are still happening to 
Afghan people ... I’m asking the human rights: “Where were you when we were suffering? I never seen your 
face.”’ Ali suffered many nightmares.

Back to Square One
Ali went back home to his family, and decided: ‘I no longer feared being killed ...  I [had] left Afghanistan 
not only because my life was in danger, I left Afghanistan because I didn’t want to kill anybody.  If I had 
stayed in Afghanistan my mother and father both would have said I don’t want you to join any group.  At 
the time I didn’t understand what did they mean, but now I can exactly understand what was going on in 
Afghanistan ... the Wahdat movement was receiving financial support from Iran, from other countries, from 
Pakistan ... can now very well understand why my parent[s] ... asked their loved one to leave the family ... 
and disappear, because they didn’t want me to kill any innocent people ...t hey didn’t want me to join an evil 
group.’ Moreover, Ali felt that Islamic culture and the natural environment were also vulnerable. He had no 
choice but to leave again, as soon as possible, even though his recent experiences in Iran had taken a lasting 
toll on his physical and mental health.  Before leaving, he tried a course of traditional Chinese medicine 
which did not cure him but left permanent scars from burns on his chest and back.  Ali travelled the same 
route he had taken during his first journey. This time, when caught at the Iranian border, he was taken to: ‘a 
horrible place’, a refugee camp at Tallisia, a military camp worse than the camp at Sang Sefid.  Afghans were 
usually held there for a week. It was: ‘like being kept there for ... your whole, life ...’  

Arriving at around 4pm Ali was locked, with others, in a room  measuring about three metres by four metres 
that had no electricity: ‘...but we didn’t have any place to put our head somewhere to sleep. Some sat while 
sleeping, some half lying, some were even standing. They were singing a song to pass the night, there was 
no facility [to go to the toilet], there was not anyone to bring us some water, no food ... elder people there 
screaming ... “I need some water.” 

 ‘In the morning I will never forget ... that scene ... a water tanker was there and the tap was not working ... It 
was leaking, like splashing ... we had to get some water, had to stand in a queue, people pushing each other ... 
I couldn’t get any water because I was not tall enough ... not strong enough. And I had nothing. Some people 
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had a bottle ... I was really, really thirsty ... I felt very weak ... I felt at least this is better ... at least I’m not causing 
any of this horrible situation to anyone else. It’s better to be in this situation rather than actually having a gun and 
doing these things to people ... I saw lots of people beaten there, they were saying something and the police were 
attacking them, beating them with [the butt of ] a gun ... they were crying, shouting ... and told: “Afghan, shut up.”’ 
Ali considers himself to have been lucky. He was only held there for two days and a friend shared with him the 
little juice he had, and a small biscuit.

Ali was deported back to Afghanistan, as before, and this time:  ‘I told my mother and father, I’m not going to 
join any group, but they have to let me at least feel psychologically and physically a little bit better.’ He assured his 
parents he would attempt leave again as the Taliban had announced that every young man had to come and fight 
for the ‘Jihad’: ‘... this time either I should die here, or leave Afghanistan permanently.’ 

Ali had reason to be worried. An uncle and cousin had been arrested and killed while trying to get food at night, by 
those of another ethnicity: ‘calling themselves nomads.’ The Taliban had cut off supplies to their village, hence the 
need to try to get food under cover of dark.  Ali could not remember when exactly he had made his first attempt 
to get out of Afghanistan, but he knew he was aged between fourteen and sixteen, when it was rumoured that the 
Taliban had just arrived in his area.  Trying to get news his father would listen to the radio, but it was very difficult 
to get accurate news of what was happening. Ali believes that because his father was an educated man he was: 
‘more than happy’ for his children to leave, but that if Afghanistan was safe, his parents would have wanted him to 
live with them: ‘My mother was saying “I want only a piece of bread with water, I would be happy to have that, and 
to have it peacefully with my family, nothing else.”‘  

The third attempt
Ali’s third attempt to get to England succeeded, though it was a ‘horrible experience’, and he nearly died in the 
process. ‘When you talk to an agent you are not a free man, and people should understand [that] ... If I gave you 
a million pounds would you be able to put yourself, or go under a lorry, to travel [to] Dover ... a lorry with no 
water?... And if I had come for the money, I wouldn’t do that ... There was every chance of being killed ... I look 
very old, to be honest compared to my age, as a result of torture and hardship’.  During the journey Ali and others 
were left for three days in a locked lorry with no food and water, causing some of them to pass out.  During this 
time no one came to tell them what was happening. Ali’s experiences attempting to get out of Afghanistan were 
not unusual.

Arriving in Britain
On finally arriving in England in 2002, Ali felt: ‘Coming to this country ... I had another life again ... Very honestly 
it was very welcoming. I got out of the lorry, and first thing that took my attention was the cliffs at Dover, and to be 
honest I took a deep breath, and said: “God, finally, finally I am somewhere I might probably be treated as a human 
being, or humanely.” And I heard no gun shot, I heard nobody shouting at me, and I saw no police with guns and 
I felt that the people are kind ... I felt that all those horrible situations, all those horrible experiences, all that pain 
all over my body went out ... I felt really relaxed, and light.  I felt I don’t need to be worried anymore, because there 
is no[body] out there asking me to join a group...’ 

Ali wandered around for a short while before being approached by someone who asked him where he had come 
from. Knowing very little English, but understanding the word ‘from’, he realised what he was being asked.  Later 
he discovered that the man who had questioned him was a police or immigration officer, and he was surprised to 
have been spoken to in such a kind way.  Ali was asked to wait and was taken by minibus to the immigration office.  
Being treated kindly Ali: ‘... didn’t feel I would be tortured again, in this country.’ He noticed a machine dispensing 
tea and soup in the waiting area and thought: ‘... they knew we were coming from a very long way, and thought they 
had things prepared for us.’ He was reminded of a poem by Sa’di Shirazi that talks of one person’s pain being felt 
by another: 
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‘Of one Essence is the human race,
Thusly has Creation put the Base; 
One Limb impacted is sufficient, 
For all Others to feel the Mace.’

After having his finger prints taken he, and the others, were called up individually by a woman, who told him 
they would be accommodated in a hotel: ‘I said, “A hotel!”’ Ali had expected to be taken to a refugee camp, like in 
Iran, though maybe with food and more space, and he felt that the immigration officials were more like ‘ordinary 
kind people’, charity workers maybe. On a wall, he noticed a handwritten note saying: “If you are here, you are safe” 
probably left there by people who had arrived earlier.

The early days and weeks 
Life was more peaceful and people, for the most part, were friendly. Ali was transferred from Dover to Oxford, 
and then to Newcastle where he arrived on 12th April 2002 and accommodated at a hotel for a week. There, he 
began to feel a little afraid: ‘We were told we should not walk out of there when it’s getting dark ... “What’s going 
on?” I thought we were safe, no more harm to me.  At the time ... didn’t know about the country, the people, the 
rough areas, and people in this country who are not educated about other countries.  It took me a long time to get 
to know the area, and sometimes it was difficult for me when walking on the street and although I didn’t talk much 
English ... I did understand they were threatening me ...’ 

Ali heard that a friend was beaten up by a group of youngsters, but he expected that he would soon be interviewed, 
granted leave to remain, and begin a new life working, studying, and contributing to society. During that first week 
in Newcastle he enrolled at Westgate Community College for English classes. He has good memories and recalls 
how kind the ESOL teachers were. Later, he enrolled at Newcastle College, where he felt very safe: ‘College is a 
place like our home, and we felt the teachers were like our parent[s] and our family. We felt that they are actually 
sharing, and they are actually helping us not to feel alone.’  

Transferred to a flat, Ali frequently felt threatened in the area he was living.  He had bottles thrown both at him 
and his flat, and he didn’t feel safe.  He later concluded that the reason for the abuse was that the minority of 
people who he considered to be uneducated, did not know the difference between asylum seekers and economic 
migrants. Ali finds it difficult to understand the attitudes of some people in Britain to asylum seekers: ‘I don’t 
know why people get it wrong in this country and say...they come to this country only to work ... My family was 
very rich, in the area.  We had our car, my father had pharmacy, my uncle had a big shop.  My other uncles had a 
big shop with a garage ...’

However, he was much happier during the day going to college.  Learning English was very important, in order to 
be able to talk to the people who swore at him: ‘I felt calm. I learned English language very quickly and after six 
months I started speaking English myself, with no help of an interpreter.’ 

The asylum process
 ‘Unfortunately the trouble started after NATO force went to Afghanistan, and ... the UK government actually 
started refusing Afghan asylum seekers ... nobody expected that after those horrible years I’ve travelled, loads of 
people travelled, put their life in danger ... I’ve heard a true story about a whole family who died inside a container 
because there was no water, to come to another country to save their lives. When they arrived here and only after, 
I didn’t know an agreement between the Afghan government and the UK and other government ... They felt, they 
felt, if we return these ... asylum seekers to their country they will be safe, which was not true ... and is still not the 
case that returned refugees would be safe.’ 

In May 2002, Ali had his asylum interview and subsequently received a refusal from the Home Office which was: 
‘... unbelievable. It really hurt me and it hurt lots of other people who believed they had the right, according to 
Geneva Conventions ... to have a safe life or to have a peaceful life in this country.’ Ali’s solicitor: ‘didn’t believe it was 
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possible’ either.  ‘I was really disappointed they didn’t believe what I said, but I don’t know ... they make a decision 
that can put someone’s life in danger, according to what they believe, that’s what really hurts you ... although ... 
they believe we were receiving torture and we didn’t have a good life back there, we were probably receiving harm 
from the other ethnic groups, [but]  they said, now you can go and there is no problem if you are returned to 
Afghanistan, and I don’t know what ... evidence they have and how can they prove and how can they be sure. I 
don’t know if it’s political interests or whatever, but they put people’s life in danger ... I would like people to know 
this is just unfairness.’ Ali felt it was important that the Home Office carried out: ‘proper research’ on the situation 
in a country, if it was to make the right decisions. ‘This is a big question mark. If people want to put their life in 
danger to come to this country, do they lie?‘ Asylum seekers, Ali believes, are vulnerable in their own countries, 
as well as here, because the public does not believe their stories. ‘An asylum seeker comes to this country, makes a 
false application to have a luxury life. I’m just wondering, what is the luxury life in this country?! ... If people come 
from a country that has been at war for 30 years ... how can we say this person lied?’

‘Celebrations ... are everything for me, being around my family.  What [has] happened to me in this country 
in eight years I don’t think that would have happened to anybody in my family [In Afghanistan].’  By contrast, 
back home: ‘I was receiving torture. But [on] one day in the whole year I had a good day, to sit with my family, to 
celebrate ... In this country since I arrived I never had a good day, I never felt I’m around my family, never had a 
laugh.  I was constantly under psychological pressure ... some people didn’t treat me like a human being. That is all 
the gifts I received for my “Christmas day” ... Suppose the government provide me with the furniture. Would I have 
a good life if I don’t have my family around me? ... This is the most horrible moment the asylum seeker experiences 
and nobody realises ... So you are waiting for what?  You are having a horrible time, you are receiving harm, you are 
[sworn at] by people in the street. You are represented as false claiming ... as a liar ... and you are waiting for what?  
Probably that you will be returned back to your country to receive that horrible life again, you might probably be 
tortured ... if you are returned ... to your own country you will ... be treated very badly because you left this country.’  
Ali had trouble sleeping. He had difficulty concentrating or feeling happy and thinks that it is very difficult for 
people to understand if they haven’t been through a similar experience: ‘I’m still receiving psychological pressure ... 
my mind has been damaged ... When it’s dark mostly, to be honest, I can’t go out ... this is the gift I received from 
the people who believed I am a liar.’

Some respite during a bleak time 
 ‘If there was no college I don’t think I would have been,  I would say alive, because ... they were very kind ... helped 
me to continue coming to the college, which result in me to be integrated ... I feel very calm and very confident to 
talk firstly to people, to feel confident to express my opinion, to express the fact[s] which is a  big achievement for 
me because I know there are ... organisations that help asylum seekers ... I know there are people who are working 
extremely hard to make asylum seekers’ life better.  So that is a big achievement for me to get to know the[se] 
people, to fully integrate with society. ’ 
 
Learning English opened doors for Ali.  He joined The Comfrey Project, which he felt helped people to integrate: 
‘you can make friends ... you feel that people are there that you can trust ...’ a contrast with the usual experience of 
asylum seekers who: ‘...do not believe that if they say something, something bad won’t happen...‘Ali noticed that: 
‘people were coming regularly [to the project] ... growing their vegetable ... they feel that it is their own house, it’s 
their own country and they feel that, yes, people can live with each other regardless of their ethnic[ity] or religion, 
people from many different countries, languages, many different religious beliefs, represents that, yes, if we human 
beings want to bring security, if we want we can live around each other without any problem.‘ Reflecting on the 
importance of awareness-raising, Ali believes those who are: ’uneducated, they ... don’t know why we are here ... 
but I knew that there were probably ... [educated] people that could get our message across ... I think that this is 
a big responsibility for other educated people rather than looking [to] us to ... put the message across ... that these 
people are the most vulnerable ... and we have to be for them rather than swear [at] them on the streets, or staring 
[at] them on the bus ...’
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More years of waiting
The long years of waiting were full of frustration and disappointment for Ali.  Two asylum claims were rejected, 
and subsequently refused at appeal stage. Ali endured one period in detention and three periods of destitution 
before his third claim for asylum was finally accepted: ‘When I first arrived I had some hope because people say 
that hope is what keeps your heart beating, but unfortunately it did not happen in my case and I lost all hope, 
because I had to make an appeal.’ When the first appeal hearing in October 2002 failed, Ali lost means of support 
including his accommodation and no longer had a solicitor.  Destitute for six months, and then detained for two 
weeks at Dungavel House Immigration Removal Centre, in Scotland: ‘I thought OK my life has ended now.’ Ali 
had to consider what he would do if he was sent back, as he could not contact anyone and did not know where he 
go.  He also expected to be interrogated: ‘... “what have you been doing there ... have you been spying?”’ In detention, 
he needed sleeping tablets and lost his appetite.  Later, he wondered: ‘Why was I worried, if I didn’t have a problem 
in my country?’ This, he felt was sufficient evidence. Fortunately he had a solicitor again, who: ‘worked very hard’ 
and Ali was released, while many other Afghans were being deported. A fresh claim for asylum was made and 
when rejected his solicitor appealed under Article 3 of the Human Rights Act, which covers protection from 
torture and inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. This too failed and from 2004 to 2006 a second 
period of destitution followed.

Experiencing destitution
Ali felt the experience of destitution was: ‘worse than being in Afghanistan’. At least there, he would have been 
able to spend time with his family. During his two years of destitution, he relied on charities providing food: ‘I 
didn’t feel like standing there in the queue, seeing other people in the queue ... What’s wrong with me?’  He found 
it hard having to accept food from charity, when during all those years he could have been studying for a degree, 
working and contributing to society: ‘I could have had an opportunity to help other vulnerable people ... not [an 
opportunity] in material terms. I could have had the opportunity to explain to people what asylum seekers are.  I 
could have helped those people who helped me, but unfortunately those moments, those dreams that I had, I lost 
them all ... Nobody realised how keen I was to study, to stand on my own feet and contribute in this society that 
helped me ... I am still thankful to this government that helped me ... I think they really should think more deeply 
when making decisions ... If I lied, why did they keep me so long in this country?’

‘While I was homeless, I had to be one night in one home, the other night another home, I had no address, night 
time I was feeling very low, I was feeling ashamed to knock [on] people door ... that was difficult because ... some 
of them were receiving support from government...’ and therefore not meant to offer him a place to sleep, even on 
the floor.

Ali was diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) one symptom of which was nightmares. These 
nightmares caused him to shout out on his sleep and he was concerned that he would disturb those who gave him a 
bed for the night.  ‘To be honest, since I came to this country I never had a good life, a good day.  I could sometimes 
represent myself ... in a gathering [with other people] that I feel happy, but to be honest, not.’  

Eventually, Ali was referred to an immigration adviser, another fresh asylum claim was made, and he was now 
entitled to accommodation. He was able to go back to college.  The application was again refused, and Ali endured 
another period of homelessness, during which he caught pneumonia.   

Finally, good news
Finally in October 2008, over six and a half years after first arriving in the country, Ali was granted indefinite leave 
to remain.  This was based on a Court of Appeal judgement (the case of R v SSHD  EWCA Civ 546). ‘I received 
a decision that I didn’t believe, after [years of ] ... mental torture to be granted to stay in this country... Now I 
have the opportunity to contribute to this society, I have the opportunity to show those people I’m not lazy, I can 
work, I can go to college, I can go to University, I can apply for a loan, I can apply for a grant, and I can open my 
own business. I can somehow show those people that look, you were believing that I was here with a false claim 
to receive benefit ... I am here to support this society...as other people are...as well as working I can study as well, 
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and I can help the next generation.’

How Ali sees Afghanistan, now (January 2010)
‘I don’t think there is security in Afghanistan right now.  I don’t think there [have] been many changes in 
Afghanistan in terms of security ...’  

Keeping up with events on television, Ali believes there is no improvement in security or effective democracy, 
but that because the international community is there, many people from the UK and other European countries 
believe there is no longer a problem.  Ali believes it is not appropriate or fair to send back asylum seekers whose 
claims have failed, while there is no effective government in control, other than in a limited form in Kabul.  Ali 
believes: ’the Taliban are everywhere, and women are still being thrashed ... How can I view that there has been 
development in Afghanistan ... Afghan people are still suffering [at] the hands of warlords, Taliban ... If someone 
wants to travel from Kabul to Ghazni, on the way ... they are interrogated by Taliban ... it happens many times that 
they take people off the car and take them, and they can kill them, they can interrogate them.  So how can I believe 
that in Afghanistan the situation [is improving] ...?’ 

Reflections
The experience of telling the Home Office one’s story
Ali considers the experience of telling his story to the ‘decision makers’ is common to many asylum seekers: ‘... 
because they are desperate, they are vulnerable, they tell the whole story, they explain everything, and unfortunately 
the decision maker think they made up the stories ... when someone feels nervous [at] the interview ... probably 
anxious ... I think they [the Home office] think that person lies. They don’t take into account ... When I get invited 
to interview, I get worried or anxious because psychologically, my mind goes back to those days which I was 
actually interrogated by other groups.  It’s not because we are lying ... we feel it is showing [the Home Office] that 
we are vulnerable, we need your help.  You can’t stand against them or talk to them very directly, or be very brave ... 
so the only way that you can have a hope that they are going to help you, [is] to look down [towards the floor] ... 
automatically ... you feel anxious. This [lack of eye contact] is something, unfortunately the decision makers don’t 
understand, and that results in so many people, in my own case probably, to have a negative decision.’

What it means to feel settled 
 ‘Unfortunately, personally, I don’t feel settled here ... because I can still see people suffering, and they still have 
that nightmare ... and as a result I don’t think I can feel settled in this country.  It’s OK, I’m OK, I ... have the same 
rights as other people have in this country which is really a good advantage, and I have the chance to study in this 
country now, which I didn’t have before.  It is a very positive thing.  I don’t know ... why I don’t feel psychologically 
settled here ... I can’t sometimes watch TV broadcasting from Afghanistan.  I say why I am an Afghan national? 
... It’s not because I don’t like this country, it’s not because I don’t like the people in this country. It’s because 
probably my heart, and probably my conscience bothers me all the time, and sometimes I feel very much guilty ... 
what happened to my own mum, and my young brother who [is a] very talented boy, and why he can’t study at 
university, and instead he’s actually stopped by other people, and probably warned by other people not to study 
... That situation bothers me psychologically.’ Ali considers that feeling settled means being able to go to college, 
speak to people, feel integrated, and find employment. However, he finds it difficult to feel settled when he thinks 
about his own family, and when he considers Afghanistan as a whole.  Ali considers the situation for women and 
children to be particularly bleak and compares the opportunities women have here (being able to attain senior 
positions in employment) with the lack of opportunities women have to participate back home: ‘I wonder when 
the western countries ... will actually take action strongly to show to Afghan people, to show to the world, that they 
have done something there for children and women.  Why a woman should be beaten or thrashed in the twenty 
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first century...?  I view Afghanistan as a Hell right now, and it’s a big shame for all humanity ... Why should I be 
an asylum seeker? Why should I not be able to live in my own country, and why should I not be able to support 
those people that have been suffering for many, many, many, years? ... I hope someone will hear my voice, [and] the 
decision makers would do something to bring security, prosperity and especially help to the women and children 
of Afghanistan.’

Whether one is always a refugee
Ali finds this very difficult to answer: ‘It depends how people view people who come from another country ... 
depends on the mentality of the society, it depends on how much people know about you ... Will they view them 
as a refugee? ... I will not [be] called a refugee when the whole world actually lives in tranquillity and peace, and I 
think the word ’peace’ would probably solve everything ... A refugee didn’t have the opportunity to say good bye to 
their family ...’ 

During his years as an asylum seeker, Ali felt humiliated and ashamed each time he went to the Refugee Service. 
When he stood in a queue as a healthy person capable of working he would feel more like a beggar: ‘I hope people 
understand we are not here to take benefits ... If they understand, they will be more sympathetic towards asylum 
seekers.’ Ali knows there are people who: ‘have a good heart’ and are educated.  He feels strongly that those who 
know about the issues facing asylum seekers and refugees should raise awareness: ‘I criticise those who know 
[about the lives of ] asylum seekers and haven’t done anything.’ 

Where home is
 ‘I feel home is everywhere, wherever you feel you are mentally and physically. If you feel that there is peace, if you 
feel secure, this is home for you. That’s why we put up four walls and four corners and a barrier to secure ourselves. 
That’s what we call home, and if I feel secure somewhere ... that’s home.’  

But because his family is not secure, Ali does not feel he is living in a place he can call home. Those he has spoken 
with have same view: ‘What is the point to have a good life if you feel that your family are suffering?’ And when 
facing hostility from the host community: ‘I don’t know what happened to me, why I’m here ... Many don’t consider 
this home while people are bad towards them.’
Ali believes that the lack of trust in asylum seekers’ stories, and having to provide ‘official proof ’ and evidence that 
one’s life was in danger, does not make it any easier to be able to call the host country home As a result of this 
disharmony, people don’t feel at home here, and people say I don’t know where is my home.’

Hope and aspirations
‘My hope and aspiration is to work hard to make a change, to do something for vulnerable people back in my 
country, and for this society, and raise awareness about asylum seekers.  One of my duties is to tell people [educate 
them], and show those people I am making a contribution, I am not a lazy person.’
Because his education was so disrupted in Afghanistan, and because of his years of destitution in Britain, which 
meant he could not study, Ali is now very keen, ‘thirsty’, as he puts it, to study: ‘... firstly to make contribution to this 
society because ... I have to be grateful to them [the government] ... that they have let me in, and the gratefulness 
came from education, and I have to educate myself and show to them that yes, this is the result of you let[ting] me 
in ... I am not disappointed ... I believe that there is every chance again to gather all my energy to bring myself back 
in harmony to study hard ... I hope that I will be able to continue supporting this country, to be part of this country 
...’ Ali feels he needs: ‘... somehow to show to these people that whatever ethnicity I belong to, whatever my hair 
colour is, I am a human being, as you are, and I am here to work with you, shoulder to shoulder and to contribute 
to this society .... I hope that I will be able to make a difference to those vulnerable people that are out there, and 
are really desperate for help’, because ... if someone suffers from a pain then you do everything to help that person 
... you show your feeling, you show that you are there for them.’
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The most important things that readers should understand about the experiences of being a refugee
 ‘I would simply say read or understand more about asylum seekers and ... [their lives]’.  For instance, consider: 
‘How would you feel if you don’t have your child with you for a week ... if you feel far away from your family and 
have no contact, and you feel that your family are not safe, would you enjoy your life? ... Our duty is firstly to 
understand who they are, why they came [here], why they left their family, why they came to the UK particularly 
... If you are scared, you look for the most secure place, that could actually save your life.’ Ali thinks many asylum 
seekers choose Britain because they believe the British government: ‘is kinder’, an important consideration given 
everything an asylum seeker loses.  In spite of everything, it is still possible to joke about the British weather. 
An asylum seeker in Britain misses: ‘...good weather, good spring, with good fragrance!’ And for those who claim 
asylum here, Ali believes:  ‘They should respect this country and they should respect  the ... culture ... human rights 
... the law, and be part of this society – help to make it a better place.’ 
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Sarah’s Story

Sarah’ left Zimbabwe in June 2000.  Living on a smallholding, she and friends in her situation had to: 
‘rethink our lives’ when Robert Mugabe appeared on television: ‘and said that whites were the vermin of 

the state, and that they would escort us to the airports.’ Arriving in London, for what she expected would be 
two years at most, she had few choices open to her and worked illegally. Uncomfortable with this, and feeling 
homesick: ‘I used to feel ... I don’t belong here’ but knowing it would be unsafe for her to return to Zimbabwe, 
she claimed asylum. Her application and appeal rejected, Sarah spent three years on Section 4 as a ‘failed’ 
asylum seeker, other asylum seekers being suspicious of her as a white woman speaking good English.  However, 
using the knowledge of welfare rights she gained while working, Sarah helped others in the same situation to 
have their basic rights met. She was dispersed to Middlesbrough in 2008, and was finally granted five years’ 
leave to remain in 2009.  Having lived at eleven addresses over ten years she is now settled, works as a 
volunteer, and is looking for work.

I dedicate this story to my fellow Zimbabweans.  There are 
an estimated four million of us living in exile around the world.

How the situation in Zimbabwe was affecting Sarah
Sarah lived on a smallholding, in the area of Figtree, and was the manager of a shop selling ceramic tiles in the 
nearby town.  ‘My mum used to live in town and the nice thing about being on the farm was that I grew my own 
vegetables, and I also had chickens which laid eggs, so I had another income. I used to take my things to market.’
Initially, Sarah found that the situation in Zimbabwe was affecting her financially. ‘... the rate of inflation was just 
soaring. As well as [that] there was a lot of talk.  Robert Mugabe was trying to introduce a new constitution, which 
didn’t take off very well. The way it was written was basically that he would own everything in our country.  No 
matter who we were, we would have no rights with our own properties or anything that we owned, and it was a 
frightening time to go through.’  

A referendum on the new constitution took place, and when the results indicated that things were not going in 
Mugabe’s favour: ‘... he went on TV and said that whites were the vermin of the state, and that they would escort us 
to the airports.  So, amongst my community, and a lot of my friends, we had to rethink our lives and think whether 
it was worth staying. Although we able to make a good living, and our incomes were alright for that moment, we 
weren’t certain of our future.’

On 18th April 2000, Sarah and her husband were waiting for his family to come and visit for Easter, when the 
police arrived. ‘[They] said that [there] were war veterans in the area, and that there was nothing that they could 
do because it was a political thing, it was nothing to do with them. So, we had a few hours to pack any belongings 
we wanted and we had to leave, and I never went back.’ 

‘A lot of my friends have dual nationality, British passports, so people left for Australia, new Zealand, Canada and 
the UK.  Other farmers, the ones whose farms had been in the family for generations, looked at opportunities in 
other African countries like Zambia, Angola, Mozambique, Botswana and South Africa ... some farmers have no 
qualifications, so see themselves as unemployable anywhere else in the world.’ 

Deciding it was time to leave Zimbabwe
Sarah stayed with her mother in town, and in June 2000 took the decision to leave Zimbabwe.  ‘It was difficult 
because at that stage I thought that I’d only be away short term.  I had already been here [Britain] in the 80’s. I 
had a two-year working visa, so I already had a National Insurance number and I had a P45. The other good thing 
was there was  a special offer on with the airfares to get here, so I just felt that everything was working towards me 
being able to leave quite comfortably.’ Selling the shares she had in the insurance company that her pension was 
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with, before they became worth very little, she now had the money for her air fare. 

Arriving in Britain
‘... I remember arriving at Heathrow and the immigration officer saying, “Oh you’re from Zimbabwe”, and I was 
too frightened at that time to speak up and say anything because I thought I was just here short-term ... I thought, 
stay here eighteen months, two years, and I’ll go back home because that’s where I come from, that’s where I was 
born.  At that stage I’d been there for 34 years, barring the two years I’d been here. And I now realise that’s a part 
of ... post traumatic stress ... because you put a wall there and pretend it never happened, and just get on with it.’

 ‘... My mum was still at home.  I was worried about my mum because she was on her own, she was in town, but 
the good thing is that at that time there were still communities, really good communities, and I knew that she was 
looked after. She had friends in the neighbourhood ... so I wasn’t too worried about her then ...’ 

Sarah stayed with a friend whom she knew from a previous stay, and within five weeks had found herself a job. 
’I still feel I blocked off a lot, I just used to throw myself into my work ... I was working at a call centre and I just 
threw myself into that ... the friend I was staying with was really supportive, but at the same time she’d just lost her 
husband.  So I think now looking back I can see we were both grieving [in] different ways and [for] different things 
... I stayed with her for about six months, and then she heard ... of a housing association list that I could join, and 
within six months I had my own flat ... I changed my job.’

But though she now had her own flat and a job, things were very difficult: ‘Where I lived on the farm, we had a dam 
that was maybe fifty foot away from the house and I used to love having a sundown [a drink] when I got home 
from work, on the veranda, and watching, just looking over the dam ... We had a hippo, a resident hippo which 
was beautiful, amazing to see, and you get used to the hippo sounds. And I remember going to work on the bus 
[in London] and thinking I feel like a hippo, catching a bus. A hippo shouldn’t be on a bus, a hippo needs to be 
near water and in the bush.  And I used to feel, at work, I’m a hippo sitting at work, I don’t belong here.  It was a 
difficult time to go through.’  

The next few years
‘Looking back, I don’t know how I did it. I had a studio flat but it didn’t have plumbing for a washing machine ... 
there was a launderette nearby, so I used to get my washing done that way ... I had really old furnishings. The only 
thing I really bought was a bed ... I basically just camped because I always felt that sooner or later somebody was 
going to find out that I shouldn’t be there ...’ Sarah also felt: ‘... the guilt at knowing that I was working illegally, 
you know. It’s unlikely that I would have been eligible for a work visa.  For a working visa you have to be under 
thirty. The only other people who would have been considered for work visas would have been doctors, nurses and 
journalists. I wasn’t interested in studying for anything, so I didn’t even look into student visas.’ 

Sarah found her job through an agency and was able to produce some evidence of identity: ‘... the only thing I 
couldn’t produce was a passport ... the agency phoned me and ... said, “’Sarah’, I know that you’ve produced all of 
this information about who you are, but we need to see a passport”, and luckily it was over the phone, because I 
was able to lie and say, “Well quite frankly that’s not a document I’ve been asked to produce [before]”, and she left 
it at that.’   

Sarah worked for a local government authority. She worked in community protection in the Environmental Health 
Department, where she learned a lot about food health and safety, housing repairs, trading standards, and pest 
control. She was then moved to an advice centre initially for two weeks, and ended up working there for eighteen 
months. ‘The reason why I clung on so hard to that job, because ... I was too frightened to look for other work 
because of the ID situation always popping up. When that job finished I just went back to the agency ... I’d already 
established a good reputation with the agency because ... my manager always had to get feedback on how I was 
doing, I was considered top of the list for any other work, and I had an interesting time.  I did envelope stuffing at 
social services at Whitehall, and then I ended up at the homeless person’s unit in another local authority, and the 
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only transition I had to make there, from going from the agency into being employed by them was to fill in a form 
with my back account details and my NI number ... I find that interesting that I worked at a homeless person’s unit 
when I was the homeless person as well.’

Finding a leaflet at the local library advertising a counselling service close to where she lived, Sarah began to have 
counselling: ‘I used to go on a Saturday morning, and worked through everything with her and I felt that was an 
outlet, a place where I could be completely honest.  She also did self-development workshops, looking at things 
like ‘Money and me’ ... also the group of ladies that I worked with, nobody was really English ... we all came from 
different parts of the world and had different backgrounds, so it was a good mix.’

Making the decision to claim asylum
Through counselling Sarah realised that she had to ‘let somebody know’ she was in the country: ‘... and the only 
way to do that ... at that time, [was] to claim asylum.’ She went to the Citizen’s Advice Bureau in Redbridge, [now 
known as Citizen’s Advice]. ‘I didn’t even have the courage to phone up and ask myself. One of my colleagues at 
work phoned to find out and made an appointment for me.’ 

‘I was very surprised to see that the lady who ... did the immigration advice ... was a lady from Nigeria. At that time 
I still had my passport, and that was the evidence that I was Zimbabwean, and that I needed to step forward and 
claim asylum.  I found her to be very sympathetic and supportive.’ 

The asylum process
‘... She sent a fax to the Home Office, asking for an appointment, for the initial interview. We had to go to Croydon, 
to be fingerprinted etc, and that took three months, which I thought was long time ... I think we’d already sent the 
fax, and about two, maybe three, weeks later Jack Straw who was then the Home Secretary said that Zimbabweans 
can stay.  So ... Mary and I went off to Croydon.  It wasn’t just me, I went with some Somali people as well ... this 
seemed to intrigue them [at the Home Office]. They wanted to know ... why I [was] with Somali people, and a lady 
from Nigeria, and when I said I was there to claim asylum, they looked completely stunned. I found that I wasn’t 
treated very well, I didn’t feel very respected.  I found I really had to push myself because they were trying to push 
me away, but luckily Mary was there with me and it was quite funny ... the Somali people were at one window and 
I was at the other window, and Mary was going between us, advising us what to say.’

‘The actual interview [took] place ... in Liverpool, so I had to find the money for the train fare to get there, and 
Mary and I went off and I was very surprised to see that there is racism in this country ... the Home Office people 
in Liverpool were saying to me, “Where’s your client?”, and I said, “I am the client, this is my representative” ... and 
that’s also what happened at the Home Office when Mary said “I’m from the Citizen’s Advice Bureau”, the Home 
Office representative stepped back and said, “Oh well, we’re on the same side”, because at that stage, the Home 
Office were paying solicitors to take on asylum cases , so I couldn’t quite understand why the Home Office would 
pay somebody to fight them. I still don’t understand what the Home Office gained by paying solicitors to present 
asylum cases to them.’

Mary advised Sarah to continue working as she believed the application would not take long to process: ‘... she 
said you have a flat, you have a home, you have a job, so keep working.  I’m sure your asylum will go through quite 
well. Everybody knows about the farmers’ situation and how Robert Mugabe feels ... so I’m sure you’ll be OK.  So 
when the time came actually doing my interview in Liverpool, they had my passport, and I’d completely forgotten 
I’d been on holiday to South Africa in 1997 for two weeks, and that was one of the first questions they asked ... 
if I was running away from Zimbabwe, and if it was really that serious, why didn’t I just go to South Africa, since 
I’d been there before. But it would be the same as saying to an English person if there were problems in England, 
why didn’t you just go to France? I mean, if you look at the completely different culture between England and 
France, you’d understand.  South Africa is completely different. They speak a completely different language, not 
much English is spoken.  Although I have family there, it doesn’t mean that I would be able to stay with them, or 
find work without first having to apply for a work permit which could have been refused, or I could have had to 
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wait for eighteen months or more. I came to England because I’d been here before. That’s why I thought ... that if 
I did go to South Africa, I’d only be moving again ... I felt that problems in Zimbabwe would spread out to other 
African countries because once they saw what Mugabe was doing, and if he can get away with it, well then the 
other governments could follow the same sort of behaviour. I just felt if I was going to leave, I should just get off 
Africa completely ... The other thing that came up in my interview  was the Home Office were trying to say that 
I  only stepped forward because Jack Straw had said Zimbabweans could stay, and I said, “No, I stepped forward 
before”.  But anyway I failed.  They didn’t agree. They didn’t approve. That was in 2002.’

Sarah’s case went to appeal.  It took place in Islington, in the same building where she had carried out research 
into her family’s history. ‘... I found that really interesting, because my ancestors originated in this country, but 
from 1746 and 1783, or something.  Those were the birth certificates I could find, so when I failed my asylum 
application, I felt well that doesn’t make the bones of my ancestors get up and go and be buried in another country 
where the laws are different.  I’ve always felt I belong and I’ve always  felt that I have a connection with this 
country because Zimbabwe used to be a colony and our founder, the founder of Rhodesia, whose name is Cecil 
John Rhodes, is born and buried here in Bishop Stortford, so I’ve always felt, well why not come to England.  I’m 
English speaking and so is England, so I couldn’t understand why I’d failed.  I still felt that I was being honest, in 
as much as stepping forward, as opposed to getting married or buying counterfeit identity documents ...’

‘When I had my appeal, the judge was quite rough on me, and so was the Home Office representative ... they 
were saying that economical hardship is no reason to claim asylum. I didn’t have much evidence of my life being 
threatened.  But then I thought if I had stayed and waited for my life to be threatened, would I still be alive?’

And, back in Zimbabwe
Around the time of her appeal, Sarah’s mother became ill.  She died on 4th August 2002, and the appeal was 25th 
September.  ‘... That was a difficult thing to go through, because I knew I couldn’t go back. If I’d left to go back, 
England would be very happy to see me go, but they wouldn’t let me back in.  And also I knew that my mum didn’t 
hold anything against me for me not being there.  I was in contact with her regularly on the telephone, and she told 
me not to worry about going back, and that she understood ... all the paperwork I’d received about claiming asylum 
... I’d taken photocopies of and sent home, so that my mum was aware what I was going through.’ At the time her 
mother died, Sarah was temping, being paid only for the hours she worked, and was worried about paying her rent.  
Working while at the same time grieving: ‘... I don’t know how I did it, I really don’t know.’ 

Not going back for the funeral caused a rift in the family. ‘I have family who are still in Zimbabwe. They live in a 
very remote area ... on international land. It’s a game ranch and is owned by Americans and Europeans, so when 
there have been threats about them having to be removed, the owners of the land contact the government ... 
directly and they know it’s only about money, so they say ... ”How much money do you want?” for this problem 
to get lost.  It’s very corrupt, and that’s how this branch of my family has managed to stay there.’ Sarah’s father 
had died four years earlier, so sorting out their mother’s house fell to the remaining family members: ‘I think 
sometimes they think that I should have gone back for it.’

A turning point
A turning point came in 2005 when Sarah found being at work increasingly difficult. She took sick leave, and was 
referred to the occupational therapist at work. ‘I was quite frightened to be in front of somebody like that, because 
... I thought the whole story would just fall out.  So I left and I didn’t know what was going to happen ... I was 
surprised to see that even though I was having regular counselling  sessions, I was still very depressed ... that’s how 
I knew my life had to change. I finished working at the end of July 2005.’  

Sarah’s appeal failed, and she was told she would have to leave the country. Her passport had not been returned 
to her. At the time, a Zimbabwean case was going through the High Court, referred to as AA.1 Sarah followed 

1For further information: ILA information sheet: Zimbabwean Asylum Claims, 23 March 2008.
www.ilpa.org.uk/.../Info%20sheet%Zimbabwean20Asylum%20Claims.pdf 
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the case closely, and at the same time came across the Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants ( JCWI). ‘... At 
that stage I had stopped reporting [to the immigration office].  I was supposed to report monthly, and I hadn’t 
reported for about two years.  Nothing had happened, no letters had come or anything, so when I phone the JCWI 
and I said I wanted to do something.  I was tired of living this double life and I said I was thinking of reporting. 
They said if I was going to ... start reporting again, I would have to go in with a legal representative because the 
possibility of me being detained was very high. So I decided not to, because I‘ve always felt that if I was to be put 
in detention ... I would be cut off from my support systems ... and I was too frightened to take that chance.’ 

In January 2006, the AA case went through and set precedent for future Zimbabwean cases – Zimbabweans 
could no longer be detained.  

Life as a ‘failed’ asylum seeker
That January, Sarah was evicted from her flat as she hadn’t been paying rent: ‘Although it was a frightening thing to 
go through, I felt much better afterwards because my debt wasn’t escalating, and also the man who evicted me was 
really nice, he completely understood.  I had to be honest and say ... I’m a refused asylum seeker, I shouldn’t have 
been working, and I shouldn’t have this flat ... And he allowed me access to my flat once a week on a Tuesday ... to 
get my things out, which I thought was really decent.’ 

Sarah slept at a friend’s house and during the day attended a day centre: ‘... because I’d worked in housing, I knew 
that legally no day centre could turn me away because as a woman I’m considered to be vulnerable.  Even though I 
had no recourse to public funds, they still had to take me in ... I wasn’t offered any services because I was not honest 
to begin with. I only showed my eviction notice as evidence that I was homeless. I purposely made mistakes on the 
housing benefits form and my claim for Jobseeker’s Allowance because I knew that it would buy me a bit of time.  
I only stayed there for sixteen days and it was [during that time] that I went to the Red Cross.’  

From an article she read in the Guardian in January 2006, Sarah learnt that the Red Cross helped asylum seekers.  
She saw a Red Cross support worker, explained her situation and was referred to a revolving night shelter that 
accommodated her for 28 nights.  It was at that time that she also heard about the Refugee Council and found out 
about Section 4 provision for ‘failed’ asylum seekers. 

When she had the information she needed, Sarah spoke to the day centre manager in private: ‘He was very 
sympathetic and also he was very impressed that I had helped myself, because I showed him evidence of my 
Section 4 application. Obviously the day centre could no longer allow me to sleep there, but they did store my 
belongings.  I was also allowed to have lunch and a shower there daily. But I started going to the Refugee Council 
more regularly because they had free washing facilities.’ 

On Section 4, Sarah found that it was: ‘... very strange that I would be receiving money to sit there, and 
accommodation, while the Home Office made a decision on my case.  I found that really strange that I would be 
paid to wait.  It sounded completely ridiculous to me, but my Section 4 application was successful just as that ... 
night shelter accommodation ... finished.’ 

Life on Section 4
This was March 2006, and Sarah was given shared hostel accommodation in Hounslow: ‘I didn’t know that I’d 
have such problems because other asylum seekers felt threatened by me because  my English is good, [and] the 
rumours were ... they thought that I was either a spy for the Home Office, or I was making a documentary, like 
‘Dispatches’ or ‘Panorama’ ... that’s why I was surprised, even although the majority of us [were] African, they 
weren’t aware that there was such a thing as a white African, somebody ... who’s born in Africa, who’s white, so ... 
my first room, my roommates, one was Eritrean, and the other one was Ethiopian, and they used to talk together 
as if I wasn’t there ... I felt I was being spoken through, not spoken to.’
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Even staff at the hostel surprised her: ‘when I arrived at reception and I had my booking sheet and I handed that 
in, a staff member said to me, “Oh, your English is very good for an asylum seeker”, and I thought, what [has] my 
ability of speaking English got to do with the fact that my home, my country of origin, is unsafe to return to? And

I noticed they were very particular in how they dealt with me.  They made sure that I had everything that ... I was 
supposed to have.  They gave me a new duvet, new duvet covers, it was like going into prison, you were given one 
plate, one knife, one fork, one mug, X amount of pots and things, and I noticed that other people ... didn’t get the 
full thing.  Often there would be a duvet missing, or a duvet cover missing, whereas me, they gave the whole thing 
to, so that was interesting to see.

I was lucky because I’ve got good friends, and when it got too much for me I would go and stay with one of my 
friends, and go and do their cooking and cleaning ... just to have  a break. The hostel I stayed in was supposed to be 
short term only, because the accommodation providers also rented houses in the area, so you were only supposed 
to be in that building for about a week, and then they’d move you on to another house in the area.  But I asked not 
to be moved, because at that stage we had 24-hour reception, and I felt safer knowing that there was somebody at 
reception where if anything happened, I could say something.’

During that time Sarah: ‘met some really good people’ including a Somali man who’s English was also very good: 
‘I noticed he was also treated as an outsider, and so we became good friends, and what we would do is pool our 
vouchers.  You know that expression – two can live as cheaply as one? Well that’s very true because we used to 
put £15 of vouchers in each week, and that would give us £30 to feed the two of us, and we’d save the rest of our 
vouchers.  And then I’d go to my friends and swap the vouchers for cash, and buy the things that I needed. That 
was the other thing that I didn’t like ... there were people around that would buy vouchers but charge £5, so instead 
of getting £35 cash back you’d only get £30, and I felt that was extortion ... I didn’t encourage people to do that ... 
and when you go into the shops, a lot wouldn’t give change on the vouchers, so I used to use the calculator on my 
mobile phone and made that I spent every penny!’

Bingo provided daytime diversion.  Sarah would go to free sessions: ‘... a group of us used to go, because there’s 
not much else to do on Section 4.  I didn’t need English classes, and that was just about the only thing that was 
available to me, so I used to play free bingo, and win quite regularly as well, and so that was good fun.’ In spite of 
bingo, reading in the local library and watching television, Sarah was bored, and began volunteering at the Refugee 
Council.

On Section 4, but a most empowering time
‘I think that was the most empowered time that I’ve had since I’ve been in England, because everybody knew who 
I was. I wasn’t hiding. I felt because of the experience I’d had before, I could contribute ... I’d worked in a homeless 
persons’ unit, [so] I used to take newly arrived refugees to the homeless persons’ unit and speak on their behalf, 
and organise their housing, or whatever they needed.’

‘During the winter the accommodation providers would switch off the heating and the hot water [in the hostel]. 
Obviously it was too expensive, but there we were with old people and toddlers in a building with no hot water 
or heating, and because of my community protection experience, I merely reported them to environmental health. 
They came and looked through the building. ... There was a store room downstairs, there was no radiator in there, 
there was no fridge, and they had five people shoved in there ... and amazingly ... they used to say that the heating 
had broken down, but after environmental health had been, the heating never broke down.  So I was in that 
building and then I was moved ... they’d rented a house that was an old people’s home. It was ladies only and I felt 
very comfortable there and it wasn’t far from where I worked ... three or four minutes.  I liked living there.  I was 
originally in a room with two roommates, and then I moved out of there, right to the top attic ... a room and then 
a basin as well ... I felt a lot more self-contained ... At the top of the house there was no noise, it was very peaceful 
and very quiet up there.’ 
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While there, Sarah met a woman from West Africa with a small baby. ‘... her baby was just amazing, and I used to 
look after the baby ... [who] was too young to go into crèche while [her mother] was having English lessons ... that 
was supposed to be two days a week, but I found myself there so often.  In the summer I used to go and fetch the 
baby and take her to the park all day, on Mondays often.  When I moved into that room at the top, I used to go 
and fetch baby and the baby used to spend nights with me ... I found that being with a child and seeing the world 
through a child’s eyes, you know, she didn’t worry.  Her basic needs were being met.  When she was hungry she was 
being fed, when she needed a bath, and I saw the world through a child’s eyes. She wasn’t aware of the situation she 
was in, she was just so happy to be alive, and I think that ... just being with her rubbed off on me.’

The accommodation provider began telling hostel residents that they would all be moved out of London and had 
a choice in where they were to be sent. Sarah was interested to know where this information had come from, and 
when told that a letter had been sent from the Home Office, asked to see a copy.  When this was not forthcoming, 
and told “you’re our client and we don’t want to lose you”, she realised that: ‘... they had been told that the contract 
the Home Office had with them was going to be terminating, so that was their way of trying to hold on to earning 
money, and I said, if the Home Office want to move me they can write to me because by that stage I was reporting 
again, and I didn’t see how I could just up sticks and go without giving the reporting centre a forwarding address 
or any information like that ... I felt quite unsettled by the behaviour of the accommodation providers.  I had heard 
rumours that [they] were trying to set up a company in a different name but how exactly they were intending to 
do it I didn’t know ...’

Letters eventually were distributed, but this time from the accommodation providers in the north of England, 
who were ready to answer residents’ questions: ‘... it was more official, even though the accommodation providers 
were trying to say ... it [was] not going to happen, and that was what was interesting to me, to see the fear on 
the ... staffs’ faces, ‘cause they realised they were losing their jobs. When I found out I was moving, I was given 
originally 24 hours notice, they wanted me to pack and be ready to go the next day, and I said I can’t do that, I’ve 
got a voluntary job, I need to go and finish off, and then they gave me a few more days and when I sent an email to 
the accommodation provider to say I’m leaving, one of them answered and said  “I’m surprised to hear that you’re 
going, I thought that you’d fight”, and I said, “What is there to fight?” In my position it’s my status I need, so if the 
Home Office send me to Timbuktu I’ll go, because it’s my status that I need.’

In 2008 Sarah went back to the day centre she had attended in 2006 to collect some belongings. The centre manager, 
a Nigerian with refugee status whose wife was still an asylum seeker, sought Sarah’s advice after immigration 
officers had arrived unannounced at their home early one Saturday morning wanting to see bills and bank account 
details.  

‘I explained about the 450,000 legacy cases and that perhaps the fact that immigration officers had been ... was a 
good sign ... I advised him of ... Section 55 and Section 95 ... but that didn’t mean ... the Home Office would grant 
status any sooner’.  

Arriving in Middlesbrough
Sarah arrived in Middlesbrough in February 2008, and although she had lived in London for seven years and 
missed friends, she felt more comfortable in Middlesbrough because: ‘I was living in a normal house, in a room of 
my own with a washing machine, the crockery and everything provided, iron ironing board ... it’s a normal house 
and not a hostel with lots of people. It was only three bedrooms, so sometimes I was the only one there, so I felt 
more normal, more as if I was just a normal person.  Also, I lived quite close to a park and I noticed the parks here 
are much cleaner, and there’re not as many people as there are in London.  When you go to the library there are 
still free computers ... you don’t have to book. In London you have to book the day before to get an hour, here you 
can just walk in ... It’s a lot quieter here. There are a lot more open spaces, and I began to relax. The only thing that 
really upset me was that I was asked to report [to immigration], but the reporting centre was quite far away. In 
London ... if the reporting centre was more than three miles away from where you lived, you could ask for travel 
expenses to be paid, so I wrote to the legacy department, and to the place where I was supposed to be reporting, 
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providing evidence of the distance and asking for my travel expenses, and I was told quite bluntly, “No we don’t 
do that”. However, they were willing to negotiate, and said that I could report ... every three months, so I thought 
that was quite fair ... I couldn’t understand why there was such a difference between the North of England and ... 
London because as far as I was concerned, I had only moved 200 miles north, I don’t understand why I didn’t have 
the same rights I had in London.’

Limited leave to remain
Sarah was finally given five years leave to remain in 2009, which expires in January 2014. ‘At first I felt quite 
disappointed.  I felt that I had waited three years for five years.  Under current legislation, I can apply to be 
naturalised.  Providing legislation doesn’t change, I should be OK.’ 

Reflections 
Where home is
‘I think this is one of the reasons I feel a bit confused about where home is. If I was to be deported in 2014 after 
fourteen years in this country, I would only be starting over again in Zimbabwe, because so much has changed 
there.  The community that I used to have has now broken up.  It is possible that the family I still have there may 
be moved away by then.  I feel that I have more in England, certainly as far as community and friends go. I’m also 
getting used to being in a democracy and living in a country where human rights do exist.’

Whether one is always a refugee
‘I think I will always see myself as a refugee – there [are] different levels. I feel like I look like I fit, but inside I don’t 
feel like I fit, and I’ve been in England ten years now.  I like living here, but I think if you’ve grown up in a different 
way, in a different country, it’s difficult to understand why people behave the way they do ... The way I see things, 
especially with young English people, I think “you’re so privileged, you’ve got a British passport, most of your 
education is free”... I don’t understand why young people aren’t at college ... they don’t understand how privileged 
they are to be born here.’

‘I don’t regret coming here. I’m grateful to be here because I knew that if I just waited, I would get through, and I’m 
also pleased that I didn’t just buy counterfeit documents because people who do that, somewhere along the line get 
caught, and I think that the Home Office doesn’t look too favourably on people who are caught.  And it’s the same 
with marriage of convenience. I’m glad I didn’t do that, I’m glad that I got through as I am.’  

 ‘I don’t think that I could ever stop being a refugee.  I think that there are a lot of positives to being a refugee, 
for example I don’t take anything for granted. I don’t automatically think I’m entitled to benefits ... I’m grateful 
for everyday that I have here, even when I was on Section 4 I would wake up feeling grateful that I wasn’t in 
Zimbabwe, because there I think I would only have just survived, whereas here I’ve got the opportunity to make 
a life of my own.’
‘I find that I gravitate towards people who are refugees. I find that I’m more comfortable with people who I know 
have been through similar things to me, and it’s not verbal, it’s just a comfortable feeling ... because when you come 
from a country where you have to watch what you say and watch how you behave, a lot of the contact ... it’s non-
verbal, it’s the body language, it’s the meeting of eyes, it’s a sympathy and I find that here with those who I know 
are refugees.  It’s not that we take pity on each other, and we don’t expect to be pitied because we know we come 
here for reason because we’ve got something to give which we can’t do in our own countries.’

The Future
‘I have my own flat now.  After all the years of hostels and communal living, I feel very grateful to have my own 
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space again.  I believe that I have a very good future in this country.  I think that there are many gifts and blessings 
to being a refugee in this country, and also having spent the first thirty or so years in Zimbabwe.  I come from a 
culture where there are no social services, or benefits or social housing, so I believe I can create my own living here.  
I believe that I will be employed again, even though I have been unemployed since receiving my status, it’s not the 
same kind of limbo that I lived in while working illegally and living on Section 4.’ 

The most important things readers should understand about the experiences of being a 
refugee
‘I’d like readers to understand that claiming asylum is not an easy option. In many cases it is the only option ... I 
have been aware that there have been many good changes in the asylum system since I went through it.  I hope that 
the amount of time people wait for decisions is reduced.

I am grateful that I had worked and had counselling before I went into section 4, because I was, and am, very 
aware that sitting around year after year can be detrimental to mental and emotional well being and it can give an 
unrealistic picture of what this country is all about.  In my experience, England is built on diversity because it’s the 
only place that true equality exists.’  
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Brigitte’s story

Brigitte lived a comfortable life in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) with her husband and daughter, 
until her husband began being regularly arrested for holding meetings, in the pub he ran, for the opposition 

party to which he belonged. Imprisoned and beaten, Brigitte’s husband had help from his brother to get out of 
prison, then out of the country. Finally, reluctantly, he came to Britain.  Unknown to him, their daughter, aged 
ten at the time, had been taken to Britain by a woman who wanted to help the family.  Brigitte was arrested 
and imprisoned as well and was now under threat: ‘In my country they can arrest even the child ... they arrest 
someone because they know if we arrest him, we can find the person who we want, like the dad or mum ...’ She 
too eventually left the DRC.  In London, supported by the active Congolese community’s network, she was able 
to trace and contact her husband, and her daughter whom she had not seen for nine months. Brigitte discovered 
they were living in Newcastle and she was reunited with them soon after that. In 2007, after four years in the 
asylum process, which was: ‘like a nightmare’, Brigitte and her family were granted indefinite leave to remain.  
She now hopes that she and her husband can find work, and their daughter can complete her education.  

Background
Brigitte was born in Kinshasa, capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in 1962. Married with one 
daughter, she lived in Binza IPN (named after the Institut Pedagogique National) on the outskirts of Kinshasa.  
Brigitte’s husband Michel was a business man selling beer and soft drinks wholesale, and he ran three pubs. They 
also had a farm where they grew vegetables and reared pigs.

‘If you have a business like a pub you ... know a lot of people.  We have a lot of friends there ... the family live around 
us. We are happy there.  It was very nice to have a big family, to have friends there, to do our work.  For me, since I 
gave birth, I was just a full-time housewife.  I was a hairdresser.  It’s not easy you know, because you go morning ‘til 
eight pm, it was very bad for me.  I can’t leave my daughter with somebody ‘til this time.  For that, my husband say, 
you have to stay at home.  It is common in my country ... the government don’t give you money, but your husband 
have to take care [of ] you, and your family, even if you don’t go to work. A lot of people live like that ...’

How the situation in DRC was affecting Brigitte and her family
‘You know, because he was a popular man, he was a member of a [political] party [PALU – Parti Lunumbiste 
Unifié] ... he was popular, he join[ed] the party. The party was against the government.’ Political meetings were 
held in one of the pubs run by Brigitte’s husband, but pro-government supporters would also drink there: ‘The ‘big’ 
people come, they play football at the weekend, after that they come, drink,   like a ... club for football, for the big 
people ... One day ... soldiers come to arrest him’. 

Michel was arrested because of political meetings in his pub.  He was accused of plotting a coup d’état. He was 
detained, and then sent to the main prison.  You expect to have to pay to get a prisoner released from detention, 
and this becomes more difficult once they are sent to the main prison.  However, after a few days Michel’s brother 
and a friend helped secure his release.

 ‘After a few months they [soldiers] come again.  They arrest him.  The third [arrest] was very bad. [Because of ] 
that, we are here [in the UK] ... If you are not happy with what the government do here, you know it’s better, 
because you can say anything ... against the government ... you have not to worry about that, but if in my country 
you say something [it] become very bad ... dangerous ... they treat you like a criminal ...’

Making plans to leave
Following his third arrest, Michel was held for three to four months in a military prison: ‘... he lived with the 
soldiers there ... every day they beat you ... they say ... “You come here, you want to kill our president?”’ Michel’s 
brother became involved again in trying to secure his release.
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 ‘In my country ... people say don’t worry ... we can help you ... an officer here can help you.  This man [a civilian 
working in the prison office] [said] to my brother [in law], “I will see someone who will help you to get out your 
brother”.  For that, you need money.  My brother-in-law thought this man  ... just [wanted] money.’ 

Michel’s brother was concerned that handing over money would not secure Michel’s release.  However, he was 
assured because the man recognised that they were from the same place: ‘... Oh, he comes from the same place as 
me, I have to help you.  I am here for you, my people.’

Michel’s brother handed over the money, and met the officer who said he could arrange Michel’s release, but said 
it would be: “... very dangerous for me, but if [they] know it was me they [will] kill me, or put me in prison.  I can’t 
help you if you give me [so little] money, you have to give me a lot of money to help my family ... [if ]they arrest me 
I can leave this money for my family.” Michel’s brother agreed. 

Michel’s imprisonment was affecting his health: ‘My husband start to become sick you know.  The conditions are 
not good ... you have not to eat very well, you can’t wash yourself very well ...’ The family accepted that they would 
have to pay a lot more to get Michel out. It had to be organised carefully as the officer did not want to be around 
when the release took place. He told them: “... I won’t be there.  If I’m there, they will know”. The [officer] advised 
them: ‘”you know, you can’t live again in your area, you get out, it’s not good ... you have to move, you can’t live there 
anymore.”  If you live there, they will come and they will arrest him again, maybe they will kill him ... the fourth 
time, he can’t be this lucky.’

Brigitte’s brother-in-law now had to consider where Michel could go when released.  One option was to go to 
neighbouring Congo, the capital Brazzaville being very close to Kinshasa.  He could: ‘... live there for a [little] 
time. When he think it will be quiet, he can come back.’ But it became clear that Michel should leave the region 
altogether: ‘... he [had] to leave Africa, because it’s easy for people to find [him] ...’

The plan was for Michel to go to Congo and then to Gabon by train.  Brigitte’s brother-in-law arranged everything: 
‘My brother-in-law come to me and [said] your husband can’t come here.  I have to meet him somewhere before 
he go to Congo-Brazzaville. I’m going quick, I meet him there. Oh it was very bad.  He was very thin ... how can 
he go ... look[ing like this]? Who will take care of him there?’ Brigitte was assured: ‘... ”don’t worry. He will be safe 
there ... just for a few [days] ... one day, two days ... “’

Michel left: ‘You have to change the name [for fear of being tracked down] and ... I left him there. When they found 
he was not in the prison, they came to my place. They come and they look for him, and I say “He is not here, he is 
with you there. I have to come there to see him”. They say “No ... he is not there...” when I say that they say ... “You 
lie, you have to go with us”.  They arrest me too. I was [in prison] there two weeks because it was not me they were 
looking for, [it was] my husband. ‘ 

But detaining Brigitte was not a good idea: ‘They say if we keep this lady here, we can’t find her husband.  If she is 
outside ... we send the spy to see if the husband ... comes to the house or no[t], but if she is here we can’t find the 
husband. If they leave me at home they can find the husband because he has to come to his place.’

Her brother-in-law’s advice was: ‘... you can’t live here, you have to go. You have to go because it is very dangerous 
for you, because if they did find him they come, arrest you and your daughter.  I thought it was good idea ... because 
when I saw him when he come back [from] prison, the way he was looking ...’

When Brigitte was in prison, Michel’s brother arranged for Brigitte and Michel’s daughter, then aged ten, to be 
taken out of DRC, to safety: ‘... because we have just one child.  In my country they can arrest even the child...they 
arrest someone because they know, if we arrest him, we can find the person who we want, like the dad or mum 
... For him [Michel] it was better to send my daughter somewhere, because we have just one child, he don’t want 
have a problem’. Brigitte knew of people that could look after her daughter: ‘For that, directly my daughter come 
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here [UK], alone, with one lady.’ Brigitte had never met this woman before, but: ‘When we told this lady our story, 
she was very affected. She said “I can help”. For that my daughter came here first, without me, without her dad.’

By this stage the family was completely split up – Michel was still in Gabon, their daughter was in England, and 
Brigitte was still in DRC. Brigitte hoped that after a period of time in Gabon, Michel would be able to return 
home.  But that was not possible.  Trying without success for a month to get a visa for Belgium or France he 
managed, finally, to get a visa for the UK.  Michel preferred to go to Belgium because it was more familiar than the 
UK, but he was advised that he should not wait any longer in Gabon to get a visa for Belgium. He had to remain 
in hiding, with little freedom, and it was affecting his health. ‘... It’s better to go to Belgium because in Belgium you 
speak French ...’

‘He come here, but he don’t know my daughter was already there.’ Brigitte herself did not know that Michel had 
reached the UK. In London there is an active Congolese church-based community: ‘There the people can help you 
to have communication with your people in our country. They can help you with your family. You know, when you 
go there ... people say don’t take any [phone] number with you. Don’t bring any number from your family ... if you 
can keep it in your head, it is better but, if you can’t memorise, don’t take any number. You know, it’s not easy ... 
they scare you for everything, every single thing, you have to be scared. I don’t know why.  In your mind you have 
the number for your brother, you can’t memorise because you have a lot of things in your head this time, you are 
afraid, they scare you, you know ... this conversation we can’t have. We can’t talk about [these matters] with a lot of 
family, just my brother-in-law and me.’  It was then decided that Brigitte should go to the UK, but as was the case 
with Michel, obtaining a visa was not easy. 

Leaving the DRC
‘I went straight to England ... It’s very difficult to say how I get that [visa]. People bring you the paper.  They bring 
you the fake one, even for my husband.  Maybe for my daughter ... the [visa] was good, but for us, fake.’ Brigitte 
questioned why she should be sent to the UK: ‘Why UK, England? I don’t know how to speak English.’  But she 
was told: ‘... It’s safe there, safe for you, you have no choice ...’

Brigitte left everything behind: her family, including a cousin who was living at home with her, her young brother, 
Michel’s family and the pub which: ‘... was not very active because the people were afraid, because they do some 
political meeting there, so some people afraid to come.  It was open, but it was not like before ... The farm, we leave 
that.’

The Journey
Travelling to London via Kenya Brigitte knew her daughter should be in the UK, but had no definite news, and 
though she knew Michel was no longer in Gabon, she did not know that he was already in the UK: ‘I do not know 
if it was true at first that my daughter is here in England, I don’t know ... because I didn’t speak to her.  If it was a 
boy, I would not be worried like that, but a girl, you know, I was worried, but I have to go, to come, to see where 
she lived.  I have to come and see my daughter there, [see] if it is true or false, I don’t know.’

‘When I arrived, I wasn’t alone, I was with somebody ... this man, I didn’t sit with him, he was in the plane, but he 
[said], “Don’t look at me, don’t speak to me.  When we arrive, you go. If something happen to you, don’t look at 
me.  Just go where you can go”. I don’t know where I can go.  When I come I look, I don’t know where is the exit ... 
I have to go [to] the check-in, because I never travelled, it was my first time ... you have to give your passport there 
... After that, outside, he told me we have to take this train. The dangerous place is there inside Heathrow because 
it was a fake [visa] ... it was not my name there.’ Brigitte was taken by train to London: ‘... to the community, it’s like 
a church.  Everybody [has] to come there ... they help people the first time when they come [to the UK].  They 
bring [you] to this place. They say you have to sleep here. Not in the church, but somebody can come take you to 
their place.’ A Congolese couple took her to their house for the night.
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Claiming asylum
Early the following morning the couple took Brigitte to the asylum screening unit in Croydon to apply for asylum: 
‘When I arrived there I can see nobody, just like I’m lost, I can see a ... big road, very big ... my heart start to beat ... 
because it was early morning, not a lot of people.’ The couple brought Brigitte up to a certain point, and left her to 
get to the building itself. They told her: ‘”... you see this building [asylum screening unit] we can’t go there, camera 
everywhere here ... we have not peace”. My heart start to beat ...”You see there, you go there”. They give me just 
some coins ...”it’s very cold there, you can buy coffee.” They didn’t say to see there is machine to put your money in 
and you can take your coffee.  When I arrived there inside I think I can’t see the restaurant inside, looking, looking, 
but I can see people with the cup, the cup. It’s cold here ... where can I start, because we have not this thing in my 
country, I’m going there, I’m looking ... other people (Europeans) they know how to function this thing ... I saw 
where they put money ... I can read, I can see that one 20p, that one 50p, I put money there, I press and take my 
cup ... they didn’t explain for me this thing.’ 

Having worked out how the drinks dispensing machine worked, Brigitte then waited until mid afternoon for 
initial screening.  Then, as arranged, she telephoned the couple from a phone box some distance from the building, 
and she waited for them to collect her. The following day Brigitte returned to Croydon for further screening, 
making the journey unaccompanied this time.

A family reunited
She stayed with the couple for one week, during which time she discovered that her husband was in the UK. She: 
‘... start to speak to other people ... “You know ... my husband?”  ”We know your husband, he was here, but he don’t 
live here, he live in Newcastle” ... Oh! I have to call him’.  

When she managed to speak with Michel, she discovered that their daughter, from whom she had now been 
separated nine months, was with him.  Michel had found out by word of mouth where their daughter was being 
cared for in London.  An active grapevine exists, information about new arrivals from the DRC looking for family 
members is recorded and weekly announcements are made in church, so that families, where possible, can be re-
united.

Brigitte was due to be dispersed, though where to, she did not know. Before that could happen, Michel came to 
London with their daughter, and the family was reunited.  Her solicitor arranged with the Home Office to have 
their separate asylum claims treated as one, and Brigitte was dispersed to Newcastle to live with Michel. 

First impressions
Brigitte was not happy about having to live in England as an asylum seeker because of her husband’s political 
allegiances: ‘... I was not happy when my husband joined this party because it’s dangerous.  If they know [you have 
joined], then the government will be bad for you’. However, though she had many worries during those early days: 
‘... I was impressed [with] everything ... In my country you have not good roads but here [there are] good roads.  
You can see the people ... when they wait for the bus, they are [in] a queue. If you come first, you are first.  In my 
country if you come first, you are not the first to enter, because you have to struggle to get in, you know ... The way 
everything was clean, the road [had] tarmac.’

Brigitte was also impressed with the way things were organised in England, and felt they had done the right thing.  
To be together, after only nine months apart was considered relatively fortunate. ‘She [daughter] was very happy, 
but I was happy, it was ... quick[er] for us than other people ... He was lucky.  Me, I was lucky, because you can see 
other people here – the child ... live[s in] Paris or Belgium, the parents they live here. We have a friend, “Where 
is your child?” “Oh my child she is in Paris, she can’t come here” ... ’til they got their paper they can’t go there ... it 
is not easy.  For us it was very quick, and it was very lucky to be together.  I [was] worried for my husband, to see 
what happened [to him] because he was very, very ... I don’t like to remember this thing ... The last time I saw him, 
he was very ... sick, I can say that’.
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Priorities during the early days and weeks
Brigitte’s first priority was to find out how her husband and daughter were. ‘I would like to know how he feel[s] 
now ... He saw a doctor, what did he say? And for my daughter, you know, I have to know about everything.  
Where she was?  The people ... were the nice with her? ... You know, I had to catch up [with] everything because 
I missed them.  I had to do everything for them, to be there.  It was fantastic to be reunited.’ During the first few 
weeks in Newcastle: ‘My husband had to bring me to the refugee service to get money, school to learn English, GP, 
checkups, solicitor.’

Coping during the first few weeks
There were many things for Brigitte to deal with: ‘... it was how to live here, you know.  You meet new people.  I 
come from a hot country, I came here [it was] very cold.  It was in April but it was very cold.  You have to cope with 
that, and for the language too, you have to cope with that, and the people, even the black people, but the people ... 
you have to meet them here, because they’re from your country ... from Congo ... you have to be nice with all the 
people.  It’s like you start a new life, and you have to cope with that.’

Highlights 
One unexpected benefit of being in the UK concerned Michel’s health. Having endured beatings in prison, Michel 
assumed the pains he had in his stomach were a result of those beatings: ‘When they arrest him, he think because 
they beat him, for that he feel this pain [in] his stomach you know ... but when he came here it wasn’t that.  The 
doctor [said] this pain, this sickness [he] have before (for years), never knew that ... The doctor say have to remove 
that ... He had an operation.  I think that was the best thing for my life, because you don’t know.  I can say he was 
lucky.  Unlucky to be arrested, but lucky because he came here ... and the doctor can check and see ... For me that 
was the best thing. If he wasn’t imprisoned, maybe we would never know, may have found it late, because in Africa, 
in my country, it is not like here:  regular check-ups, blood tests, not like that in Africa. Just when we become sick 
we go to the hospital ... It was very lucky to be here.’

Another highlight was: ‘... The peace we found here, that’s true, because it’s not like that there.  For two years, [we] 
have to just ... leave our house, to go somewhere else, and come back at the weekend.  We were afraid.  Before it 
was nice, but when they start to arrest my husband, everything goes bad ... You live with fear ... you don’t know 
tomorrow, every day when you wake up, you don’t know what will ... happen, but since we are here we’ve got peace 
... For my daughter too, she can go to school, and she has peace.’

A big achievement was learning English: ‘Before I can’t speak, but now I can speak [English]. That is important for 
me. Because I live in England I have to speak English.’

And on being granted indefinite leave to remain: ‘I feel great’.

Low points
Experiencing hostility was one of the lowest points: ‘Everywhere you go, even the church, the bus, you can see the 
face[s] of the people there.  They don’t want you ... They won’t sit [next to me], [it] affects me very bad[ly]. Some of 
the people, they are nice, but majority of the people, I can say – I am catholic –  even [in] the church, they won’t sit 
here [next to me].  They stand, when they see black people sit there, but I say, God I am here for you.’ The racism: 
‘... makes you feel very, very bad. If you go out you [are] afraid, but inside you are OK.’

Waiting for their asylum claim to be dealt with was: ‘... like a nightmare. Every [night] you have to sleep, wake up, 
you don’t know ... they send some people, they arrest some people ... early morning, knocking on the door, or they 
don’t knock they just push your door, come in and take you with nothing. They just bring you to the prison.  If 
you know that ... you can’t sleep.  You think about you, maybe tomorrow it’s ... my family ... In the day it’s OK, but 
the night ... No.’
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How Brigitte sees the DRC now
‘If I’m looking back ... I have a bad feeling, because I can see the leader from my country, they have not a good 
heart, they are very bad.  Since then – our former president was there for 32 years – he did nothing.  When I came 
to Kenya, when I saw the airport, very different [from] us, I say “Why?” Because my country is a rich country, a 
very big country ... It was the first time to travel for me, to go ... When I come to Heathrow, you can see the roads, 
everything is very nice, nicely built ... everything is organised. When I see my country, [I have] pity for my country.’ 
‘I cannot understand why. Why the people there have no heart? Because we have money, a lot of things ... but why 
not ... build a country where people can live very well ... You arrest the people if they say bad things [about] the 
leader ... Why?  The people are not happy.  The people you can see here ... there are poor people in this country, but 
they have the minimum.  They have a fridge, they can get a telephone. The house is very nice, because the council 
builds the house[s].  [In the DRC] you have to build for yourself ... the people have to build for themselves ... 
you have no money, you go you [buy very cheaply a small plot of ] land, you build ... For me I can say I was lucky 
because I have a good place ... a big place, my daughter can play.’

But for Brigitte the contrast between her life and that of her next door neighbour was very sharp.  Living in an 
unfinished house, she remembered her neighbour paid no rent, but kept the place tidy and occupied it on behalf 
of the owner: ‘These people have not money ... they’ve got a lot of children, but no money ... ‘Til 12 o’clock ... 
lunchtime ... the children they didn’t eat ... at lunch time they have breakfast, at seven o’clock they can have dinner 
... for the young ones it is very bad ... A lot of people have to live like that ... 90% [or] worse ... If I can see what I 
see here, and look back to my country. I [have] pity for my country’.

Reflections
What it means to feel settled
‘If I’m at home I’m very well.  If I go out I feel bad, because I don’t know the faces of the people. You are not 
welcome.  The white people are not happy to see black people. I ... meet [them] on the bus, in my church ... I’m 
afraid.  At home in my house I am very happy, I can talk, I can watch TV, do everything I want because I’m safe 
here. In my country ... I have a lot of things there, friends, family, I’m very happy to be there, because there, I’m born 
there ... it’s in the blood ... My daughter, her background on the computer, she put “100% Congolese”. She wrote 
that – “100% Congolese” ... No, it’s in the blood, your country, even if it’s bad.  We hope, we think it will be nice, 
maybe.  Even my husband, he is here but he [is] political ... they fight for the government there to go, they fight 
for that. In France, Belgium, internet you can chat ... they have a plan to take off this, to remove the government ... 
You know, your country is your country, you are happy there.  You miss a lot of things ... I know you can find the 
bad people too ... if you have a good life, your neighbour hasn’t a good life, people ... are jealous, [this happens] a 
lot, in my country ...  I don’t know [if ] it is like that here ... Even the people in your family ... if they have got a lot 
of wealth, people become jealous if you have got a lot of things.’ 

‘... I can’t say everything is nice, but because it is my country, nobody can say to me today, you have to go, you have 
to leave your country, no, nobody can say.  But here, they can say that if I do the bad thing they can arrest me [and 
can say] “Go back to your country”, because it is not my country.  For you, you are ... English, they punish you but 
they can’t say “Go back to your country”.’

Whether one is always a refugee
 ‘If [you are] a refugee ...  you leave your country to go somewhere else. I stop [being a refugee] when I come back 
to my country.  People there can’t call me a refugee ... but here I’m a refugee ... even [if ] I have a British passport, 
I’m still a refugee,  I’m not British.  [It] is just paper, but still ... it’s not my country, I’m Congolese ... If I can go back 
there, they can’t call me a refugee.’
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Where home is
‘Home is there, in Congo ... because I [was] born there ... blood ... I have the roots there, my dad is there, my 
mum, even [though] they died, but my family is there.  I live in Newcastle, your parents where [do] they live? Your 
parents your grandparents your great [grand] parents – where do they live? They don’t live in Newcastle! They live 
in Congo. Even [though] they died, I know where is my mum’s village, I know that, even though I never been there.  
My dad’s village I know.  Even if I had a son here or a daughter here, I would say for them, your country is Congo, 
because my mum’s village is there, and my dad’s village is there, not here. Here we are just strangers ... foreigners 
... it is not home, our home is there.’

Hopes and aspirations
Brigitte, Michel and their daughter continue to live in Newcastle. Brigitte works part-time as an office cleaner and 
her husband is studying Information Technology, and is hoping to find work in book-keeping and payroll, but is 
also looking for work as a security guard.  Their daughter is now studying for her ‘A’ levels, and hopes to take a law 
degree.  Brigitte hopes to: ‘... have a good life, daughter finish school, got a good education, for my husband to have 
good work, and for me, to have a good life, good work, to continue to study ‘til I can find something else [than] to 
be a cleaner... If you change the place, you can see how the people live, how everything is, and in your country it is 
very different. You can think about better things than you have got there.’

The most important things that readers should understand about the experiences of being a refugee
‘Be[ing] a refugee is not an easy thing. If it depends on me tomorrow to become again a refugee, I can’t accept that 
anymore, because it’s not easy.  I can see my husband here. He [was] ... a business man.  When we come here he was 
worried ... you can see his face, he’s changed.  Everybody who knows him, if they can see him ... [would say]: “Oh, 
why have you changed like that?” because in your heart you don’t feel better because you lost everything.  Here you 
start a new life.  You can’t work ... but was very, very bad ... For me, I was a housewife since my daughter [was] born 
... just my husband have to bring money home, and take care for us.  Before 1984 he start[ed] a business, ‘til 2001, 
when they arrest[ed] him for the first time. He continued to do that [business], but when he leave the country in 
2003...he was active. But you come here you can’t do anything, you are not allowed to do work, you have just to 
stay at home.  You can see his face, he wasn’t happy.  But for me, I was happy because I know, we have not trouble, 
we have not trouble. We can sleep very well and wake up very well for the first time when we arrive, no problem.  
When they [started] to arrest the people [‘failed’ asylum seekers being deported], we become afraid ... We have to 
learn the new language ... everything is new for you ... I think to accept to become a refugee it’s not easy’
 
‘Europe is very different to Africa’.  Brigitte highlights the difference in approach when carrying out an arrest.  If 
the police want to arrest you [here]: ‘... they look for you, not for your family’. But in DRC: ‘... somebody can kill 
your family, your mother ... even your brother, even your sister, or your family, because they didn’t find you.  They 
come to arrest you, they didn’t see you,[so] they can kill one of the members of your family ... For that we think it 
is a better thing if you have money you can go [to] Europe.  For that we have to come here.’

[But] if the human rights exist in my country I can ... leave the capital to go to the countryside. That ... is a better 
thing, but if they know you are there, they go to look [for] you there, and the people who live with you, they have 
a problem, for that.’

Brigitte concludes in French, which is translated here: ‘We had to leave our country and come here. It was really 
something we didn’t wish to do, and didn’t want to do. It was really difficult accepting that we had to, but we had to.’  ‘It’s 
not easy to be a refugee, it’s not easy.’ 
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What can we learn from these stories?

In this collection of stories, six individuals tell us about their lives as refugees, or more precisely, some aspects 
of their lives as refugees which they felt were important to convey. During the course of this project no one 

was asked why they had chosen to focus on certain experiences and not on others. They have all offered poignant 
reflections on those experiences, and considered some difficult questions: on the meaning of feeling settled, on 
where home is, on whether one can ever shed the label ‘refugee’.  

Perhaps the first thing we learn is rather obvious: no two refugees share the same experiences, and no two refugees 
deal with their experiences in the same way. Likewise, the ‘refugee experience’ can describe the personal, social, 
economic, political and cultural impacts on individuals; each of these emerges to a greater or lesser extent in 
the stories.  The ways the individuals tell their stories differ: some focus more on what happened, while others 
emphasise how they felt about what happened.  Most mention, some in more detail than others, the effect on their 
mental and physical health. Without prompting, two said that they felt the process of recording and editing their 
story did them some good.  

Two participants, Ali and MM, talk of their experiences as children dealing with war, conflict and civil unrest. 
Indeed – of how they knew nothing else. For Izet, Ljubica, and Sarah, conflict and war as it affected their lives as 
adults, is the focus of their stories.  In fact becoming refugees was not something they ever expected to happen to 
them.

The reasons the individuals found themselves in danger vary greatly. They were not asked for detailed explanations 
of the events that caused them to become refugees, or a potted history of their countries – after all, there is already 
plenty written about all the countries and regions represented here – some chose to give brief explanations of 
background to the conflict, but most did not. However, most refer to a greater or lesser degree to the reasons they 
were being targeted or feared being targeted: because of political activism (MM); because of family members’ 
political activism (MM’s parents, Brigitte’s husband); for being a Muslim (Izet); for being of a certain ethnicity 
(Ali and Sarah). 

Deciding to leave
How and when you decide you have to leave is not clear cut, even within families. For instance, Ljubica says, after 
their children were sent away to safety: 

I wanted to leave. I was trying to persuade him [Izet] ... asking him, please, please can we go ... I just had such 
a bad feeling, I didn’t want to stay there...but he said no, no, mixed marriage, no one will look at us. 

The stories offer an insight into the difficulties people face when making these life-changing decisions – though for 
many, just how life-changing the decisions are only becomes apparent much later. Sarah, Izet, Ljubica and Brigitte 
(when referring to her husband) all talk of initial intentions to leave home for a short time only, just until it was 
safe to return.  Kushner (1999) refers to this dilemma:

An imminence of danger affects the timing of flight ... fears may be repressed until there is a clear opportunity to 
leave ... A decision taking years to implement does not reduce an individual’s claim to asylum as it may be that 
only when life becomes unbearable can people summon up the courage to flee all that is familiar ... hope that 
the situation would improve was one reason why flight was delayed.

Ali sums up what is at the heart of taking the decision to leave: 

I had the permission to save my life.
Loss
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But in doing so, the price paid is extremely high – loss, often multiple loss.  Loss can be defined in a number of 
ways: jobs for example. A job provides income, but also identity, satisfaction, pride and sense of belonging. Izet was 
a vet, Brigitte and her husband owned pubs and a farm, Sarah was a shop manager and had a smallholding; MM 
a geologist, Ljubica a had government job. They talk of the personal loss they felt, and the subsequent struggle to 
find meaningful work once here. 

As Loizos reminds: 

refugees will have skills and capacities from their pre-flight lives, and the experience of flight does not normally 
extinguish these. Flight does not de-skill people, and exile does not entail memory-wipe.
(ed. Papadopoulos, 2002, p 46)

But the social disruption caused, and not surprisingly, family fragmentation is the hardest loss to bear.  As Ali says, 

You can never replace your family, and [your] own place and your own community, I believe that ... I am 
physically here, but mentally there. 

Both Ljubica’s and Sarah’s mothers died and neither were able to go back before their mothers died. 

We never ever said a proper goodbye to her [Ljubica’s mother], you know, and I never saw her again, because 
she died, and it was really, really hard.

Separation from one’s children, mentioned by Brigitte, and described in some detail by Izet and Ljubica, brings 
home so sharply the difficult choices refugees have to make.  Brigitte’s simple and understated comment on the 
decision that was made regarding her ten year old daughter belies the enormity of the decisions made: 

When we told this lady our story, she was very affected. She said “I can help”. For that my daughter came here 
first, without me, without her dad.

Journeys 
Those who choose to describe their actual journeys recall greatly differing experiences.  Whereas journeys made 
by plane were barely mentioned (Brigitte, MM, Sarah), journeys made overland, with their accompanying dangers, 
hardships and uncertainties, not to mention multiple knock-backs (as in Ali’s case), formed a very important part 
of the experiences: Ali coming from Afghanistan as a teenager, and Izet and Ljubica coming from Bosnia and being 
reunited with their young children along the way.  

Arriving in Britain 
On arrival in Britain, another set of experiences highlights stark contrasts.  Izet and Ljubica arrived before dispersal 
began, and before the more recent arrival of refugees on these shores caused some sections of the media and the 
population to generate the vitriol they did. Arriving eighteen years ago from Bosnia, where the situation was 
covered extensively and sympathetically by the media, Izet and Ljubica felt welcomed by their neighbours, and 
dealt with professionally, and with dignity, by immigration officials.  This contrasts sharply with the experiences of 
many of the others. For Ali, arriving at Dover brought him a sense of relief, albeit temporary: 

I took a deep breath, and said, God, finally, finally, I am somewhere I might ... be treated ... humanely, and I 
heard no gun shot, I heard nobody shouting at me, and I saw no police with guns, and I felt that the people are 
kind ... I felt that all those horrible situations, all those horrible experiences, all that pain all over my body went 
out ... I felt really relaxed, and light.  

And for Brigitte: 
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You live with fear ... you don’t know tomorrow, every day when you wake up, you don’t know what will ... happen, 
but since we are here we’ve got peace.

MM is very clear about what he needed when he first arrived in Britain: 

I think reassurance of you being safe has been a prime priority, because you would have flashbacks, you would 
have bad dreams, you would have panic attacks of your experiences prior [to] coming to the UK. And you need 
some reassurance, you need some friendship, you need some counselling, you need some welcoming in the 
land where you are in. 

The asylum process
However, the asylum process itself caused a lot of anxiety for many of the participants, and not surprisingly it was 
worse for those who spent several years in the process, including periods without recourse to public funds. Ali and 
Sarah provide the most detailed accounts of destitution, though others also mention it. The Red Cross, which in 
its report, refers to: ‘shameful incidents of destitution’, defines destitution as: 

A person who is not accessing public funds, is living in extreme poverty and is unable to meet basic needs, e.g. 
income, food, shelter, healthcare, and who is forced to rely on irregular support from family, friends, charities or 
illegal working to survive ... There is no question about the depth of suffering of those who are refused asylum 
and find themselves destitute.
(British Red Cross, 2010)

But throughout the asylum process, it is the ‘culture of disbelief ’ that so deeply affected many of the participants. 
The importance attached to having one’s experiences acknowledged and believed, sometimes referred to as 
‘validation’ by mental health professionals, comes up again and again in many of the stories.

Whether generated by officials dealing with asylum claims, or by the general public, scepticism and outright 
disbelief were very strongly felt, not least by MM: 

... unfortunately the ... asylum process is cruel in a way that you would receive a letter of refusal, and you would 
end up [thinking], “Oh, am I tomorrow in the same prison that I was a year ago? What is going to happen to me? 
Am I going to ... receive an extra punishment for telling my true stories to the authorities?  

Ali too, was angry about Home Office decisions:

[Home Office] said: “Now you can go and there is no problem if you are returned to Afghanistan”, and I don’t 
know what ... evidence they have and how can they prove, and how can they be sure. I don’t know if it’s political 
interests or whatever, but they put people’s life in danger ... I would like people to know this is just unfairness.

 
Sarah says of the questioning she received at her appeal:
 

... I thought if I had stayed and waited for my life to be threatened, would I still be alive? 

More generalised ambivalence and hostility on the part of the host community is discussed in greater detail by Ali, 
and Brigitte, who says: 

Everywhere you go, even the church, the bus, you can see the face[s] of the people there. They don’t want you 
...They won’t sit [next to me], [it] affects me very bad[ly].

Ljubica sums up the feelings of many:
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Don’t think that all the refugees are coming to this country because of economic reasons. Because in your life 
you can get to a point where you have no control over what is happening to you, to your family  ... and you have 
to find a way to be safe and to save the lives of your children ... and you go. You have to flee. Where, you don’t 
know, and how, you don’t know. But ... when you get there, you get there to be safe, not to get income support, 
or to get house, or to get whatever.

Coping
There are many examples in these stories of strategies for coping, especially while waiting in limbo for decisions to 
be made. MM, Izet and Sarah talk of the need to be involved in meaningful activity, whether through paid work, 
study or volunteering. 

Izet says: 

After ... a few months you think what next? We are safe, but we are living in the Kingdom of Boredom ... we don’t 
have any activities to do, we are all the time in the house, doing nothing, feeling really isolated ...

The benefits of volunteering, according to Rutter’s research findings, go beyond the immediate relief of boredom 
and isolation:

Volunteering can be an important tool for promoting refugee integration ... One challenge for refugee advocacy 
groups is to communicate to UK society this high level of active citizenship among refugees. Such a message 
counters some of the negative public discourses about asylum seekers and refugees. It is also important to 
influence debates about the role of volunteering in community cohesion.
(Rutter, 2007, p 129)

 
Sarah found that volunteering empowered her.  She volunteered with the Refugee Council and:
 

I felt because of the experience I’d had before, I could contribute ... I’d worked in a homeless persons’ unit, [so] 
I used to take newly arrived refugees to the homeless persons’ unit and speak on their behalf, and organise 
their housing, or whatever they needed.

And when opportunities for paid work arrive – usually as a result of huge effort on the part of refugees – the 
importance of work on several levels is discussed by several of the participants. For example, Izet says: 

We are fortunate ... lucky enough to have been employed ... putting our skills into practice, and making sure 
that we would contribute, and ... to become tax payers rather than living on benefits, because we would have 
felt utterly useless if we were not able to contribute ...

Reflections on belonging – home, feeling settled, the label ‘refugee’
Enormous effort is required to reach any sense at all of ‘belonging’. MM refers to it as: 

“The phase of proving oneself to the community you live in”. You have to do extra work to achieve something 
either as part of your personal development, or simply because you want to ensure that you have a place of 
acceptance in a neighbourhood, or in the community that you live.

Rutter suggests similarly that: 

...the responsibility for social integration was placed on refugees, but the problem lay with the majority community 
who were unwelcoming.
(Rutter, 2007, p179)
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In describing how difficult it was to fit in, Sarah remembers a tranquil scene from back home and says: 

I remember going to work on the bus [in London] and thinking I feel like a hippo, catching a bus.  A hippo 
shouldn’t be on a bus, a hippo needs to be near water and in the bush.  

Reflections on ‘home’ are as different as those who voice them, which is not surprising, as according to Rutter:
 

Home has many meanings, including current accommodation, a national home, the region, town or village of 
origin, or the place where parents lived. It can also be a non-material concept, such as a collection of memories 
or the place of belonging.
(Rutter, 2007, p154-5)

Brigitte is very clear about where home is:

Home is there, in Congo ... because I [was] born there ... blood ... I have the roots there, my dad is there, my 
mum, even [though] they died, but my family is there ... Here we are just strangers ... foreigners ... it is not home, 
our home is there. 

MM is equally clear about where home is: 

If I’m given two choices, OK, would you like to stay here or go back to where you come from, then I would 
go back to where my roots are, where I speak the language, where I express myself fully, where I am better 
understood ... where I’m coming from, where I could be more effective and accepted for the values and the 
principles that I have, then that is home ... 

But it’s not simple. Ljubica states: 

... up to now, the majority part of our lives was there ... we got married there, had the children there ... we came 
here, we settled here, but for the children, this is home and it will be home for them. 

In being defined a ‘refugee’, does that label stick forever?  Rutter found that: 

For all of them [research interviewees], there was a strong association between a refugee identity and suffering 
and rejection in British society. 
(Rutter, 2007, p 149)

 For some participants it was difficult to know how to define themselves now. Ali states: 

I will not [be] called a refugee when the whole world actually lives in tranquillity and peace, and I think the word 
’peace’ would probably solve everything

Izet considers:

At some point you say OK you’ve been here more than ten years, are you now a black and minority ethnic 
group, or a refugee group?

Papadopoulos reminds us that: 

The only criterion that defines refugees is the external fact that they have lost their homes. Therefore their very 
identification and definition as refugees is an undeniable external and historical fact.
(Papadopoulos 2002, p34)
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The sheer effort made by refugees to integrate, and achieve a sense of belonging, is closely bound up with the ease, 
or otherwise, with which a refugee can shed the label ‘refugee’. At the heart of many of the stories are reflections 
on these efforts.
Rutter sums up successful integration – a process and an outcome – as: 

• psycho-social contentment: happiness, fulfilment, a sense of security, the absence of anxiety and feelings  
 of welcome and belonging
•  interaction between members of a household and the wider society
•  participation in civil society institutions, in public institutions, the workplace and in political life
•  equality of access, for example to the labour market, housing, education, healthcare and social welfare.  
 Equality of treatment within the workplace and public institutions, as well as progress towards equality of  
 outcome within education and employment
•  respect for the rule of law and the liberal values that underpin society
•  the possession of civil, political and social rights.
 (Rutter, 2007, p 180)

To achieve any of this requires a lot more than mere tolerance on the part of the host community, or the great or 
small acts of kindness by individuals, mentioned in some of the stories.   As the stories show, a lot of responsibility 
for achieving success in integration falls on the refugee.  Rutter lists a number of ‘protective factors’ that help build 
resilience or at least reduce vulnerability:

• English language fluency
•  Access to other people, particularly from their own community, who can give friendship and support
•  Possession of religious or political beliefs
•  Access to secure housing
•  Understanding the asylum process and having an early resolution of an asylum application
•  Feeling that they have some measure of control over their lives
• Remembering good things about life in the home country
•  Feeling optimistic about the future
•  Being able to talk about stressful events and thus gain mastery over them
•  Being able to ask for help when things go wrong
•  Having a hobby or interest to pursue, or having the opportunity to study. 
 (Rutter, 2007, p79)

These factors are all dealt with in at least one, but often several, of the stories. Participants recognised and 
appreciated having them, yearned for them, or put effort into attaining them. To understand in more depth the 
efforts made by each of the participants – successful and not so successful – it is perhaps helpful to think of being 
a refugee as not ‘having a condition’.  As Papadopoulos states: 

The memories of flight, the nostalgia for familiar places no longer accessible, and a sense of injustice because such an 
exit became necessary will in all probability remain with a refugee for many years, perhaps for life. But such memories 
and attitudes do not add up to trauma or functional incapacity, and it is unhelpful to a refugee to be handicapped with such 
an assumption: it foregrounds an assumed disability, and puts into the background, the capacities the individual refugee 
may possess.
(Papadopoulos, 2002, p45)

The strength in this collection comes from the loud clear message: refugees do not want to be pitied. They want to 
be listened to and treated with respect, not judged harshly, and given opportunities to rebuild their lives.

The most important thing for readers to understand about the experiences of refugees
This section leaves the last word to the participants. The message many of them wish their readers to take on 
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board is simple: try to understand the life of a refugee.  Some of the most heartfelt comments were made during 
this section of recording:

I’d like readers to understand that claiming asylum is not an easy option. In many cases it is the only option. 
Sarah

People don’t come because they choose to come.  Asylum seekers, in the majority, come because they had to 
come. Ljubica

It’s not easy to be a refugee, it’s not easy. Brigitte

Strong responses also came from those who felt that readers should not only put effort into trying to understand 
but act on what they read: 

I would simply say, read or understand more about asylum seekers and ... [their lives]. Ali 
... To be aware politically is, I think, very important and that is the only way to go about changing things. MM
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Guide to topics covered

If you wish to refer to a particular topic, the list below guides you to where you will find the topic covered in some 
detail.  If a story is not listed under a topic, it is either not covered in the story, or it is dealt with only in passing. 

Before coming to Britain
•	Experiences	of	war	or	civil	unrest	before	becoming	a	refugee	
 - near disbelief, ‘never thought it could happen to me/us’: Izet and Ljubica 
 - childhood experiences of war and conflict: Ali, MM 
 - financial insecurity: Sarah  

•	Experience	of	imprisonment	
 - for the individuals themselves: Ali, MM
 - arrest and imprisonment of loved ones:  Brigitte, Izet and Ljubica 

•	Deciding	to	leave,	planning	departure:		Ali, Brigitte, Izet and Ljubica, Sarah 

•	Being	separated	from	one’s	children:		Brigitte, Izet and Ljubica 

The Journey
•	Experiences	of	the	journey:	Ali (from Afghanistan), Izet and Ljubica (from Bosnia) 

Arrival in Britain
•	First	impressions	on	arrival	in	Britain:		Ali, Brigitte, Izet and Ljubica, MM

•	Experiences	of	the	asylum	process,	and	‘dealing’	with	the	authorities:		Ali, Brigitte, MM, Sarah

•	Experiences	of	being	dispersed:		MM, Sarah

•	The	kindness	of	strangers
 - ESOL teachers: Ali
 - a  volunteer charity worker, students: Izet and Ljubica
 - community support:  Brigitte

•	Dealing	with	hostility,	racist	abuse	and	harassment:	Ali, Brigitte, MM

•	Dealing	with	people’s	lack	of	knowledge	about,	mistrust	of,	and	attitudes	towards	asylum	seekers:	Ali, Izet and  
 Ljubica, MM, Sarah

•	Effects	on	physical	and	/	or	mental	health:	 Ali, Brigitte, Sarah

•	Accommodation:		Izet and Ljubica, MM
 
•	Working	illegally:	Sarah 

•	Living	with	no	recourse	to	public	funds,	Section	4:		Ali and Sarah

•	Importance	of	learning	English:		Izet and Ljubica
•	Importance	of	educational	achievement:	Ali and MM
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•	Disruption	to,	and	/	or	re-establishing	a	career:	 Brigitte, Izet and Ljubica, MM 
•	Importance	of	finding	things	to	do	to	fill	the	time:		Izet and Ljubica, Sarah 
•	Experiences	volunteering:	Izet and Ljubica, MM, Sarah
•	Using	(or	wishing	to	use)	one’s	knowledge	and	own	experiences	to	help	other	asylum	seekers:		Ali, MM, Sarah

•	Importance	of	being	able	to	work,	pride	in	standing	on	one’s	own	two	feet,	contributing	to	the	host	community	
and economy: Ali, Izet and Ljubica,

•	Missing	home,	family,	missing	a	way	of	life:	Ali, Brigitte, Izet and Ljubica, Sarah

•	Importance	of	maintaining	cultural	identity	and	language:	Izet and Ljubica
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Participants’ recommendations for reading and viewing

Participants were asked to recommend books, films, articles or poems that they felt described their experiences 
as refugees, or events in their countries.  Recommendations were made by four of the participants, and have 

been listed here. 

  Books
Sarah’s recommendations
Buckle C. (2002) African tears - the Zimbabwe land invasions. Cape Town, Jonathan Ball
Dowden R. (2009) Africa - altered states, ordinary miracles. London, Portobello Books Ltd
Meldrum A. (2006) Where we have hope. New York, Grove Press

MM’s recommendations
Mengisteab K. & Yohannes O. (2005) Anatomy of African tragedy. Trenton, New Jersey, Red Sea Press
Connell D. (2004) Conversations with Eritrean political prisoners. Trenton, New Jersey, Red Sea Press 
Connell D. (2007) Building a new nation - collected articles on the Eritrean revolution (1983-2002), Vol. 2. 
Trenton, New Jersey, Red Sea Press
Pool H. (2006) My fathers’ daughter – a story of family and belonging. London, Penguin
Zephaniah B. (2002) Refugee boy. London, Bloomsbury
 
Izet’s and Ljubica’s recommended reading and viewing 

Articles
Vulliamy, E. (1996) Middle managers of genocide available from: www.barnsdle.demon.co.uk/bosnia/Vulliamy.
html [Accessed: 29/4/11]

Vulliamy E. (1998) Bosnia: The crime of appeasement. International Affairs. Volume 74, (1), pp. 73-91

Vulliamy, E. (2008) ‘I am waiting. No one has ever said sorry’. Guardian. 26th July Available from www.guardian.
co.uk/world/2008/jul/27/radovankaradzic.warcrimes2 [Accessed: 29/4/11]

Book 
Vulliamy, E. (1994) Seasons in hell: understanding Bosnia’s war. London, Simon and Schuster 

Website
European Stability Initiative www.esiweb.org [Accessed: 29/4/11]

Films (Bosnia)
Back to Bosnia (2005)   Savior (1998) 
Beautiful People (1999)    Welcome to Sarajevo (1997)
Behind Enemy Lines (2002)   Warriors - TV series (1999) 
Esma’s Secret: Grbavica (2006) 
Go West (2005) 
In the Name of the Son (2007)
The Hunting Party (2007) 
Life Is a Miracle (2004)
No Man’s Land (2001)  
The Peacemaker (1997) 
Pretty Village, Pretty Flame (1996)
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Appendix i
Refugees’ Lives – in their own words
Writing life stories with refugees living in north east England

What is this project about?

The project will collect the stories of about twelve people who became refugees, and who now live in north east 
England.  The stories will be told through the eyes of refugees, to help increase awareness and understanding of 
what refugees experience, who they were before becoming refugees, what they went through, and their lives now. 
The research is being done by Mandy Jetter, a researcher based at Durham University’s Centre for Social Justice 
and Community Action.  The project will take one year - November 2009 to November 2010.

The individuals who choose to participate will decide what they wish to say about their experiences, based on what 
they believe is most important for others to know.  There are many possibilities, and may include:

•		My	life	before	becoming	a	refugee.		Who	was	I?	(My	background,	my	family,	my	work,	my		 	
 community, where did I belong?)  What was my country and my community like?  What lead up to  
 me becoming a refugee?
•	My	journey	–	what	happened?	Why	did	I	become	a	refugee?	What	decisions	had	to	be	made?		The		
 journey I made (the actual journey, but also the journey in my mind).  Who, and what, did I leave  
 behind? What do I remember about my arrival and the early days here?
•	My	life	here	in	England	–	how	do	I	see	my	life	now?	-	my	observations	and	perceptions	of	my	new		
 country.  What have been my experiences here? Do I belong here? How do others see me? How do  
 I see my past? How do I see my former country? How much contact do I have with it? Where is   
 home? How do I see my future? What do I hope for? 

You may have a lot you wish to say about some of what is listed above, and there may be little or nothing you can/
want to say about some of the other things.  It will be for you to decide.

If I take part, what will this involve?

•	 Planning	what	you	want	to	say.		As	a	participant,	you	may	choose	to	tell	‘the	whole	story’,	or	you		 	
 may choose to focus in detail on one experience or one period in your life.  The important thing is  
 that you decide what will be recorded, based on what you feel is important, what you feel needs to be  
 said.
 You will need to spend some time thinking through ideas, memories, thoughts and feelings. 

•		You	can	then	decide	if	you	wish	to	participate	using	your	own	name,	anonymously,	or	choosing	a			
 made-up name for yourself. You will also need to think about how other people you talk about are  
 named. 

•	Whatever	option	you	choose,	the	material	(recorded	and	written)	will	be	stored	safely,	confidentiality		
 will be respected, and you will be consulted at every stage of the project.  There will be a consent   
 form to sign. You can decide to stop being involved (pull out) at any time.
 
•		Recording	the	story	–	this	can	be	done	‘free-flow’	-	simply	telling	your	chosen	story,	without		 	
 interruption (except if the researcher needs to check that she has understood something correctly).   
 Alternatively, it could be done in an interview format, with the researcher asking a set of questions  
 put together earlier, and agreed with you. 
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•	 Recording	will	be	carried	out	in	a	place,	and	at	a	time	that	is	convenient	for	you	and	the	researcher.		It		
 can take place over one session or a number of sessions. 

•	 You	may	have	already	talked	or	written	about	your	experiences	before,	and	know	how	you	feel		 	
 afterwards.  If you have not, you may wish to think how talking about some of your experiences   
 might make you feel. 
•		The	recorded	material	will	then	be	written	up,	with	some	of	it	using	the	actual	words	you	have		 	
 spoken. Another meeting (or meetings) will be arranged to go over the written material in detail, and  
 to make changes and corrections.  

 It will only be thought of as finished and ready when you are happy with what has been produced.

What happens to the stories? 

It would be good if the stories could be seen by as many people as possible, in as many different formats as 
possible eg: as a printed publication; on a website (Durham University’s Centre for Social Justice & Community 
Action); case studies for handouts. Community workers, teachers, trainers, faith leaders, academics, students, 
health workers, policymakers may find the stories useful in their work.  Some people, either in their work or their 
personal lives, may find the stories change their attitudes and feelings about refugee issues.  

Refugees are sometimes asked to ‘give their story’, and then have no involvement in what is asked, how their story is 
written up - eg what is included, what is left out, and how it is then used.  We would like this project to be different, 
with participants being at the heart of the process.  Nothing has been decided yet about where and how the stories 
will be seen, and it would be very useful if you could play a part, and be involved in important decisions on how 
and where the stories are seen and used.  

If you have any questions, please contact Mandy Jetter mandy.jetter@durham.ac.uk    
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Appendix ii
To think about before the recording:

•	 Dates	and	timescales;
•	 Whether	you	want	to	use	the	real	names	of	people	and	places	you	speak	about,	including	yourself;
•	 You	can	change	your	mind	at	any	time.		When	you	read	through	the	written	piece,	you	will	also	have	the		
 opportunity to remove sections or details at that stage. 
•	 The	piece	will	be	thought	of	as	finished	only	when	you	are	completely	happy	with	it.

Questions to think about:

Leaving my country
1) What was your background? Where from, family, community, job.
2) How was the situation in your country affecting you?
3)  At what stage did you know you would have to leave your country?  
4) Can you recall conversations you had with people (friends, family), that led up to your decision to  
  leave?
5) What was involved in preparing to leave?
6) Who and what were you leaving behind?  What did this mean for you?
7) Describe the journey.  What went through your mind?

Arriving in England
1) What happened when you first arrived in England?
2) What are/were your memories and impressions of the first few days and weeks?
3) What conversations do you recall having?  
4 What were your priorities in the first days and weeks?

The next few years
1) What do you feel have been the most important things you’ve had to deal with?
2) Describe some highlights, and low points, in making a new life here?
3) Can you recall any milestones, key moments, major achievements, disappointments, frustrations?

Some reflections
1) How do you view your country, now?  
2) What does ‘feeling settled’ mean? Do you feel settled here?  
3) When does one stop being a refugee?  Do you see yourself as a refugee?
4) Where is home?
5) Have your hopes, aspirations and assumptions, for the future, changed? 
6) What is the most important thing you would like readers to understand about the experiences   
  you’ve had? 
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Appendix iii
Things to Reflect on After the Recording:

If you wish, you can use this to reflect on what you have just been speaking about.  It may be useful to jog your 
memory when you come to read the written version. 

In general, I felt the recording was:

I wish I’d remembered to talk about:
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I wish I hadn’t talked about:

Based on my reflections, I will want to make the following changes to the written version:
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Contact Details

For more information about the Centre for Social Justice and Community Action, contact:
email: socialjustice@durham.ac.uk
www.dur.ac.uk/beacon/socialjustice/

For more information, and to comment on the content of this publication, contact: amanda.jetter@btinternet.com
Date of Production: June 2011
Design, layout and photography © Cartographic Unit, Department of Geography, Durham University
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When do you decide it’s too dangerous to stay and you have to leave?
What are your priorities once you’ve found refuge?

How do you set about rebuilding your life?
What and who do you leave behind?

And where is home now?

Eight refugees in north east England tell stories from their lives.
�ey talk of the experiences they most want others to hear and understand.

Centre for Social Justice
and Community Action
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