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Introduction
In this issue, we look at the positive ways people 
have found to cope with the great difficulties of 2020: 
being creative, doing good, becoming reacquainted 
with old friends, making new ones. We also learn 
about the work of Harrogate District of Sanctuary and 
hear the voices of people from beyond our immediate 
community.
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Have you seen us collecting used, single-use plastic 
bottles? Our Message in a Bottle campaign was a 
visual way to show that local people really care about 
their local wildlife and green spaces.  We had a great 
public response with many emotional messages 
such as ‘save trees, not plastic’ and ‘save the trees 
for the children’ which was written by a child.  In 
the last year, the plans were expanded to take more 
community woodland for the extension. Now we 
need the community’s help more than ever. 

Harrogate Spring Water owned by international 
conglomerate Danone, applied last year to increase 
their Harlow bottling plant development into two 
acres of public wood. This means valuable public 
green space will be lost. Local environmental groups, 
Harrogate & District Green Party, Harlow Greens, 
Harrogate XR, and Pinewoods Conservation Group 
as well as residents are fighting the expansion and 
the loss of public land which is not only a benefit to 
the community but also to the environment. 

Harrogate Spring Water is not such a ‘local’ business 
anymore. The French Food Group Danone acquired 
a majority stake in Harrogate Water Brands earlier 

Bottling plantBottling plant expansion plans
Hannah Corlett writes on behalf of the 
Harrogate and District Green Party 
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this year. Although ‘Harrogate’ 
will be printed on the bottles, in 
reality any financial benefits won’t 
stay in the town long, and all we 
will be left with is a depleted water 
table, our name tied to plastic 
pollution and damage and loss to 
the environment. 

The two acres of land under threat  
are owned by Harrogate Borough 
Council and are a vital part of 
the Rotary Centenary Memorial 
Wood. Fifteen years ago over 
seventy native and European 
species of trees, were planted by 
students from Harrogate Army 
Foundation College and local 
school children. This was funded 
by Harrogate Rotary Club and 
is now an established haven 
for nature. It also services local 
residents, with local rights of way. 
Many people of Harrogate have 
seen the wood grow and establish 
over the last 15 years. This loss 
would be devastating for the 
community and the wildlife which 
inhabit it. Now is a pivotal time to 

Bottling plantBottling plant expansion plans

show our children we care about 
their future and the future of their 
environment.  It sends completely 
the wrong message to destroy a 
wood planted by young people 
for all the right reasons.

As part of their climate action 
plan, Harrogate Council has 
declared its intention to increase 
tree cover by 4% in the District to 
meet the national average of 12% 
woodland cover.  This still falls 
significantly short of the average 
woodland cover in European 
countries at 36%.  If we are 
serious about saving our declining 
wildlife, supporting local food 
production and enhancing our 
connection with nature, and 
nurturing our wellbeing, we need 
to ensure we not only protect 
every green and wild space that 
we have but actively seek to 
promote biodiversity.  If these 
plans go ahead, profit is being 
given priority over people and 
the planet.  

The fate of the Rotary Woods is 
being decided in early December, if 
the planning committee approves 
there will be another hearing to 
consider a separate application to 
confirm the details of landscaping 
and the new building. So far, the 
compensation plans have been 
wholly inadequate to mitigate 
the loss of two acres of wildlife 
habitat, which is why we are urging 
the community to come together 
to stop this. Council-owned land is 
land that belongs to the people, so 
as a community our voices should 
carry the weight and influence the 
decision.

We are asking residents to 
sign our petition: https://
y o u . 3 8 d e g r e e s . o r g . u k /
petitions/save-rotary-wood-
in-harrogate.  You can also 
join Harlow Greens Facebook 
group to keep up to date 
with progress and any actions 
you can take to support this 
campaign.
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school meals and   last Christmas  the Harrogate High 
School community  provided food parcels for their 
most needy. These were discretely delivered by the 
headteacher.  This year, that need is greater and it is 
to help specific children and their families  in as many 
schools as possible that we are seeking your help. 
Even with the  government’s very welcome  change 
of heart, giving the go-ahead for continuing the free 
school meals facility through the Christmas holidays, 
those holidays and the festive season will  be bleak 
for many. 
By the time you read this, RUMBLIN’ TUMS  is up and 
running and we are delighted with the response to 
our appeal. We want to reach out to as many children 
at risk as possible, at as many schools in the vicinity 
as we can. We are focussing on extreme cases, 
confidentially pinpointed by headteachers  - families 
whose need goes beyond what can be alleviated  
simply by  entitlement to free school meals. The 
success of this initiative depends on people like you, 
so please give generously.

Rumblin’ Tums

An appeal from 
Catherine Wright

We are fortunate to live in lovely Harrogate. Even 
in this turbulent and strange year where we see the 
town centre struggling, and a much- increased level 
of poverty,  our community has  shown resilience. 
We are heartened by the wonderful efforts and 
generosity of so many individuals and businesses 
who are currently raising funds and collecting food 
contributions. However, whatever is achieved, there 
is always need for more and the second lockdown has 
only added to that need.
 It was when  I started working for the Northern Star 
Academies Trust that  I witnessed  for the first time 
and at first hand the extreme poverty that exists  on 
our very doorstep, only a stone’s throw from our 
own homes. Even in pre-Covid times many families 
struggled to put a meal on the table,   forced to send 
children to school under-nourished. School leadership 
teams are in the best position to identify the children 
most at risk  and do their best to help. Northern Star 
Academies Trust  provided food vouchers  for the 
October half term for all children  in receipt of free 

The consequence of any initiative such as Rumblin’ 
Tums is that it opens a can of worms. After discussion 
with senior staff at the schools we are targeting, we 
find that there is a serious need for outdoor jackets/
coats for school age children, ages 5 to 15. In these 
days of the pandemic, children are spending more 
time outside than usual while at school and there are 
many who do not have suitable protection against 
the cold. If you have any outgrown items from 
your own children, or if you would care to donate 
specifically for this purpose, please email Margaret 
Bond at margiebond@hotmail.com and she will 
arrange collection.

Harrogate High School is keen to engender a love 
of reading amongst its students– a worthy aspiration, 
as I am sure you will agree. They hope  to create 
“classroom libraries” for use during form time to 
encourage reading but school funding does not 
stretch to providing enough books. If  your children 
have any books they no longer want – fiction or non-
fiction – suitable for KS3 or KS4  (ages 11 to 16) these 
would be given a grateful new home.
There are currently collection boxes for Rumblin’ 
Tums where books could also be left, or email me 
collection at margiebond@hotmail.com. 

Additional needs

Thank you to all the people who have already donated!
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The Flying Duchy 
Pizzeria

Molly McInerney is a caring 
and thoughtful Year 11 
student at The Forest School 
in Knaresborough.  Her family 
kept busy during lockdown by 
making delicious pizzas. On a 
Friday evening they ‘maked 
& baked’ between 10 and up 
to 60 pizzas which were safely 
collected/delivered. 
It all started with the VE day 
celebrations with a random 
act of kindness.  The family 
delivered the first pizza to a 
friend whose wife had tragically 
died just before the pandemic 
started.  She had been a very 
kind lady who the family had 

known for many years and Molly 
realised this would be a lonely 
time for him. 
The family then expanded their 
offering making and baking 
pizzas each Friday for friends, 
family and the vulnerable. 
Molly’s dad is a passionate cook 
and has been making authentic 
Neapolitan pizzas in his pizza 
oven for over 4 years.    The 
Flying Duchy name is a nod 
to the legendary North Leeds 
institution, The Flying Pizza! 
Molly helped make dough, 
fold the boxes, label and write 
orders on them.  Her brother 
Joe (a former pupil at The Forest 
School) designed a logo and 
had t shirts and caps made for 
them to wear.   Mum ensured 
collections were prompt and 
safe. 
There was a suggested donation 
of £7.50 to £10.00 per pizza and 
in addition a couple of friends 
made generous donations.
Molly raised £2250 so far for 
The Forest School which will 
contribute to their sports and 
playground project to provide 
new playground equipment. 

The Flying Duchy Pizzeria has 
been firing up once more since 
the beginning of November.

tinned meat , pies
tinned fish
tinned fruit
tinned vegetables
pasta, rice and sauces
toiletries
chocolates, biscuits
Christmas treats
stocking fillers
other non perishables.

What food 

Where to donate food 
in boxes outside local 
addresses before12th 
December.

37c Kent Road; 
42 Duchy Road (opposite 
the church)
47 Duchy Road; 
51 Rutland Drive; 
18 Rutland Road; 
Nethway, 18 York Road; 
10a Oakdale;
9 Young’s Drive, Queen 
Ethelburga’s.

If you would prefer to make a 
cash donation via justgiving 
this would be most welcome 
as it would permit the purchase 
of fresh or frozen goods to 
be made at the last minute.  
https://www.justgiving.com/
crowdfunding/rumblin-tums

Molly presenting the money to the Forest School Headteacher 
Michelle Farr.
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Contrary to my good intentions 
and  to the contents of the to-do 
list I compiled during the evening 
of 22 March, during lockdown I 
failed to become fluent in Italian; 
my piano playing did not improve; 
the novel did not get written; my 
back garden  was not reinvented 
as a scaled down version of Harlow 
Carr…….BUT,  so much better 
than all of these things, far more 
fun, far more satisfying, far more 
supportive,  thanks to lockdown 
and Zoom, I  now meet in a regular 
weekly slot with six friends, fellow 
graduates from (I admit   what 
follows  sotto voce…) around half 
a century ago, at the University of 
Nottingham. 
After only intermittent 
communication over the years, 
lockdown has reunited us and 

This is Afi! She is a working Spaniel 
we found on ‘Borrow My Doggy’ 
– an app where you can find dogs 
in your area that need walking. 
We walk Afi usually every Sunday, 
which works really well for us and 
her owner Faith, whom we have 
developed a great relationship 
with. When Faith goes to work, we 
look after Afi and this means she 
is able to get out for a walk and 
is not alone all day. As my mum is 
allergic to dogs, it is not possible 
for us to have a dog, which was 
sad for us but through this app 
we have found Afi and we get an 
experience we never thought we 
would have. It is also great because 
Afi is a brilliant dog – she isn’t too 
excitable and she is never nervous 
around us. Although she is crazy 
for squirrels she always listens to us 
and never misbehaves. Faith, her 
owner, is also great and this makes 
the whole experience even more 
enjoyable! ‘Borrow My Doggy’ 
has changed our lives in so many 
ways – we get to be outside more 
and it is a really good way of de-
stressing. We love seeing Afi so 
much that we couldn’t imagine our 
lives without her.

Abby Johnston-Jones

made  our meetings a regular part 
of life, a focus for the week.  Some 
weeks we all attend, sometimes 
not everyone can make it, but the 
common feature is that we have  
great discussions on many topics. 
Geographically we are spread out 
– Devon, Liverpool, Shropshire, 
Hertfordshire, North Wales, 
Harrogate and Maine (USA). 
We represent a broad range of 
disciplines – politics, languages, 
philosophy, sociology and in the 
intervening years our lives have 
gone their own, very different 
ways…..but the relationships 
formed all those years ago at our 
alma mater have endured and 
rekindled  and thanks to lockdown 
have become as significant as 
they were way back then.  Our 
discussions are hugely varied – 

politics (a lot of this, and probably 
a blessing that in these troubling 
times both here and in the USA, we 
find ourselves  all batting for the 
same teams), books, films, what 
to watch on TV,   Covid of course 
and all its implications ....  there 
has been much hilarity over Covid 
hairstyles and mastering  zoom 
calls. And no shortage of agony-
aunting on all sorts of  emotional 
issues. Also, between us we have 
many children and many more 
grandchildren and it has been fun 
getting to know all this progeny 
vicariously.
This is one pandemic initiative 
that shows no signs of ending in 
a U-turn.

Margaret Bond

......old friends
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2020 has been a year of change, 
for everyone.
The Covid pandemic meant loved 
ones couldn’t meet up, families 
couldn’t see each other, there was 
much loneliness and loss but we 
all found our own creative ways to 
cope with the long days alone.
My sister and I baked together 
over Zoom, decorated our homes, 
rediscovered a love for gardening, 
made masks, created rainbow 
cards, upcycled furniture, even 
raised money for a local SEN 
school by making and delivering 
pizzas in and around Harrogate. 
We were accutely aware that 
maintaining positive mental 
health was paramount to getting 
through this and having always 
been close, we chatted everyday, 
endlessly. The minute we were 
able to get together once more 
we decided we should continue to 
use our precious spare time more 
creatively.
The pandemic was changing 
the way we work, more people 
working from home, suits and 
ties almost redundant! Sharing a 
passion for creativity and upcycling 
and with husbands who’d turned 
their backs on corporate life, we 
decided to make good use of their 

beautiful but long since neglected, 
silk neckties.
With a small hobby-business 
forming, we were clear about one 
thing, it had to be circular. Recycle, 
reuse and reduce. There was to be 
no waste!
Unwanted ties were deconstructed. 
The felt lining making cosy 
bedding for hedgehog houses or 
stuffing for handcrafted toys (our 
mother is busy knitting beautiful 
Christmas decorations to sell 
for charity, utilising much of the 
shredded felt!)
Using pre-loved costume 
jewellery, we began creating 
unique and bespoke bold and 
vibrant bangles, cuffs, rings and 
pendants by wrapping them in 
luxurious pure silk.
“Silk Wrapped” was born.
As pre-loved unwanted, designer 
silk ties were donated by family 
and friends far and wide, we 
realised that each one had a 
meaning... each one told a story. 
Amongst them were some truly 
special ties. A tie worn by a lost 
loved one inspired us to offer 
a bespoke service whereby a 
“memory bangle” could be 
created for clients from their 
own sentimental silk tie. Perhaps 
marking a retirement, a special 
anniversary or marriage.
Local friends began to commission 
a few bangles and cuffs using their 
husbands favourite tie and a tie 
worn on their wedding day and 
were seemingly delighted with the 
results.
In such unprecedented times, 
with an unknown number of 
challenging days, weeks, months 
ahead, we have found a way to 
creatively and positively fill our 

Silk Wrap Lisa McInerney writes about her new venture

days, with something we are really 
passionate about.
The journey has taught us a great 
deal.
Creating beautiful things is very 
therapeutic!
Technology should be no longer 
feared! We have proudly designed 
our own website and set up social 
media sites.
We are stronger than we knew. 
Despite having to face all sorts of 
challenges during lockdown we 
managed to achieve so much. A 
positive attitude goes a long way!
We have also been enthused by 
the sheer number of people who 
are equally keen to reduce, renew, 
recycle and help save the plant.
Turning trash into treasure with 
jewellery is just the beginning...
You can find out more about Silk 
Wrapped and browse our unique 
range of jewellery, all created on 
the Duchy in Harrogate, by visiting 
our website 
www.silkwrapped.co.uk or by 
following us on Instagram:
@silk.wrapped
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Which part of Zimbabwe did you 
grow up?
I was born in a town called 
Masvingo, my family moved 
to Mutare for a few years and 
then we eventually relocated to 
Harare when I was in high school. 
So, I don’t know which part of 
Zimbabwe I grew up in! Maybe 
Harare; it’s where I spent the most 
time.

Can you tell me about your 
family?
I have an older brother and an 
older sister and two lovely parents. 
My dad is actually the one who 
taught me to write. He would tutor 
me, every day after school from 
the age of 7 or 8 to around the first 
year of high school. He was very 
involved in my writing journey; 
he would teach me to play with 
language and he would make me 
write things and give feedback, 
pointers, and things like that. My 
mum is also quite the storyteller, 
between her and my dad they 
would take turns to read to me at 
bedtime and tell me stories all the 
time. That’s kind of how I got into 
writing from a young age.

You say in another interview 
that writing is “more than just 
story-telling for me. It’s a way 
to protest against injustices, a 
way to encourage and a way to 
provoke thought and inspire.” 
At what point in your life did 
writing appear to you in this 
way and why?
You’ve really done your research, 
I’m impressed! I don’t know that I 
ever realised that I was protesting 
because the way my first book deal 
happened was rather unusual. I 
say this because I didn’t write the 
book with the intention for it to be 
published, I wrote it for myself as 
a way to vent. I hadn’t lived in Zim 
(Zimbabwe) for a while, and after 
my law degree (Rutendo studied 

Thabiso Mupfiga 
interviews 
Zimbabwean author, 
Rutendo Tavengerwei.

Telling our 
own 
stories

Rutendo Tavengerwei has written 
two books, both of which have 
been nominated for the Carnegie-
Medal literary award. Her latest 
book, The Colours That Blind is an 
impressive follow-up to her debut 
book, Hope Is Our Only Wing, 
and is definitely one to read.
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in South Africa), I went to live 
there for a year. I was very stunned 
because things had gotten really 
bad.  Writing Hope Is Our Only 
Wing helped me to process what 
was happening. And during the 
editing process, I think it became 
important for me not to write it like 
some kind of diary full of anger and 
shock, but to also make it a story 
of hope as well. I kept thinking that 
maybe this small book of mine in 
its subtle way might give people 
hope. And that is how it started. 
With The Colours That Blind, I 
may stand corrected, but I believe 
every black person to some extent 
has suffered some sort of racism. 
When I talk to some of my white 
friends, I find that some of them 
can’t relate to those experiences 
or they don’t understand or don’t 
realise that it is still happening. 
When I was writing this, I still 
wanted to stick to Zimbabwe as 
my setting but I also wanted to 
contribute to the race conversation 
as I think it is quite sad that we’re 
still talking about it today.

You said to some degree black 
people suffer discrimination at 
some stage and you studied Law 
at university and now work in 
Law. Is this another way to fight 
injustice?
I am not sure I am directly fighting 
racial prejudice in my legal career 
because I practise International 
Trade Law so it is not necessarily 
linked. I suppose that is why it 
is important for me to do that 
in my writing: that is an avenue 
I have a larger voice in. I mean 
I have worked at organisations 
like the UN, where I have had 
opportunities to talk about race 
with colleagues but I don’t think it 
is in the same manner I have been 
able to with The Colours that Blind 
for example. Because with writing 
you get to reach a wider audience 
full of people you have never met, 
like with you and me. 

You were born and raised in 
Zimbabwe, studied in South 
Africa and you are now working 
out of Africa, in Europe. Would 
your writing be different had 

you stayed all your life in 
Zimbabwe? 
 
Definitely. When you leave a place 
and you go back, you have a fresh 
outlook on people and culture. 
I see things a bit differently now, 
because I left, both good and bad, 
including even how people from 
other countries view us, not just as 
Zimbabweans but as Africans. And 
what that means. It has definitely 
broadened my mind and I think 
about it a lot when writing because 
I want my books to provoke and 
be accessible to those who are not 
African or Zimbabwean. So I try 
a lot to remedy misconceptions 
and challenge prejudice. I try to 
represent where I can. Being away 
from home has definitely changed 
how I think and even how I write. 

I have noticed that the past has 
had a recurring role in both of 
your books. What does this help 
you to achieve in your stories?
I love exploring events from the 
past. Even though I do not exactly 
remember enjoying history at 
school as such, it has become 
something I very much enjoy. With 
Hope Is Our Only Wing, I wanted 
to write about the period where it 
was the peak – where you could 
see everything falling apart in 
Zimbabwe. This was around 2007-
2008.
With The Colours That Blind, the 
story of the missionaries was one 
my father told me often growing 
up. I was always curious about 
what life was like back then; I 
wondered what the community 
was like and questions like that 
would bubble in my head. I had 
to research to find out what life 
was like, by speaking to some of 
the war survivors and others who 
had known this particular group 
of missionaries during that time. I 
wanted it to be a balanced story, 
so I made sure to research on both 
sides.
In addition, in our history as black 
people, we have mostly had our 
stories told for us by colonialists, 
which is not always flattering to us. 
I think it is important for us to have 
our own histories. There is a Shona 

proverb that says you cannot know 
where you are going unless you 
know where you have come from.

Throughout The Colours That 
Blind,  despite Tumi’s loathing 
Bamkuru, he shows mercy to 
him. Are you suggesting a 
message of hope here? Can we 
still show forgiveness?
I think the biggest thing there 
was definitely forgiveness. In 
the dialogue between Tumi and 
Ambuya at the hospital, it is 
clear that the forgiveness is not 
necessarily for Bamkuru’s benefit. It 
is more for Tumi, so that he doesn’t 
allow himself to be imprisoned by 
hate. It is something I thought was 
important to remember. Because 
sometimes we can become the 
victims of our own unforgiving and 
it is very important to let things 
that hurt us go and not let them 
imprison us.

Would you rather? 

Run 5K or watch your favourite 
TV programme?
That is not fair because I would 
never choose a 5K run! I will go 
with the TV programme – I hate 
running!

Read a book or watch a movie 
about a book? 
I am torn; I will go with reading a 
book.

Work in an office or work from 
home?
Home. Definitely home!

Finally, is there anything you 
would like to say to any young 
writers out there?
The biggest thing is to keep 
writing. Even if it is not good yet, 
it is important to keep writing. 
You know what they say, “Practice 
makes perfect!”. That has helped 
me along my writing journey. And 
read! Read things that you love or 
read what you would not normally 
pick up, read as much as you can. 
Reading must be your best friend! 
You will improve; just keep trying!
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Did you know that Harrogate is a 
District of Sanctuary? And what does 
this mean? I recently spoke to the organisation’s 
Volunteer Coordinator, Jenny Travena, about how 
the District of Sanctuary came about. Jenny told me 
that in 2015 the British government had agreed that 
Britain would accept 20,000 displaced Syrians over 
the following five years, under the Syrian Vulnerable 
Persons Resettlement Scheme. Under this Scheme, 
vulnerable people are identified by the United 
Nations Commission for Refugees and their travel 
to a new country is arranged through the Refugee 
Council. The British government asked each authority 
in the UK how many refugees they could take. North 
Yorkshire County Council said they could take two 
hundred, of which Harrogate agreed to take fifty.

Jenny tells me that at the time, there was already an 
organisation called Refugees Welcome in Harrogate 
and Jenny had heard of places which had designated 
themselves as Cities of Sanctuary, including York, 
Leeds and Ripon. Jenny and a group of people with 
similar views, thought that such a status should be 
possible in Harrogate. In 2016 Harrogate Borough 
Council agreed the motion that Harrogate should 
become a District of Sanctuary.

The Harrogate District of Sanctuary (HDS), part of the 
National City of Sanctuary Network, has two roles: 
supporting the families that have come to stay in 
our District by helping them to integrate into the 
community, and, secondly, raising awareness of the 

issues faced by refugees and asylum seekers and 
campaigning for a more humane asylum system.

There are now about sixty refugees in the Harrogate 
District, made up of ten Syrian families, one Iraqi 
family and a Sudanese family as well as several 
Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children. 

The first refugees arrived in Harrogate in 2017. They 
were met at the airport by representatives of the 
Refugee Council. Volunteers from the Harrogate 
District of Sanctuary, and from Refugees Welcome in 
Harrogate, together with ongoing support from the 
Refugee Council, helped them settle in and provide 
family support and befriending. For Jenny, and other 
volunteers, this support has become very personal 
and they have become close friends with many of the 
families. 

Many of the new arrivals had no, or very little, 
English. English classes are provided by NYCC with 
supplemental classes offered by the Harrogate School 
of English. Coffee mornings were set up by HDS to 
provide an opportunity for informal conversation. 
There is also a Women’s Group which meets at the 
Friends Meeting House doing a variety of crafts and 
sewing projects.

HDS also supports the National City of Sanctuary 
campaign to create Schools of Sanctuary. In 2016 
Grove Road primary school became the first such 
school, followed by Springwater school in 2019. 
Several more schools, and Harrogate College, are 
working towards this status. 

Cultural activities are organised. There have been 

A Safe Haven in Harrogate

Rosemary Johnston writes
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plays about the refugee experience and exhibitions 
at the Mercer gallery which included a display of 
the crafts the women had made. Talks have been 
organised including one by Gulwali Passarlay, who 
spoke to local school children about his traumatic 
journey to the UK and his efforts to locate his brother. 
There was also a piano concert by international pianist 
Margaret Fingerhut featuring the work of composers 
who had themselves been refugees or migrants. 
This event was part of the organisation’s fundraising 
activities. HDS is also supported by Harrogate 
Quakers, Harrogate Lions, Rotary Club, the Local 
Lotto as well as Harrogate Borough Council. 

HDS has also organised fun days in the country, a 
Christmas party, two stays at the Jonas Centre in 
Wensleydale, a day at the seaside. But it is not just 
the volunteers who organise events. One of the 
refugee families hosted a garden party for all the 
families and friends. Unfortunately, the activities of 
HDS this year have been severely restricted because 
of the pandemic.

Several of the refugees volunteer in charity shops or 
cafes and have obtained qualifications from Harrogate 
College and are working in restaurants or garages. 
One is setting up an online business in Syrian food 

and another a business selling Syrian sweetmeats. 
Some of them tend allotments. During the first 
lockdown, some refugees volunteered, delivering 
food and prescription medicines and sewing scrubs. 

Jenny kindly introduced me to the Issa family, Neda 
and Salim, their two sons, Waad and Maan, both in 
their twenties, and their younger daughter, Krestina, 
aged fourteen. They are an Iraqi Christian family from 
Baghdad who arrived in Harrogate in April 2017. At 
one time there were some 1.5 million Christians in Iraq 
but after the US-led invasion toppled the regime of 
Saddam Hussein in 2003, that number has now fallen 
to less than 150,000. I asked the family about the 
circumstances that brought them here. Salim began 
to explain that before they left, there was a war in 
Iraq and there were many terrorist attacks, bombings 
and killings, making it a very dangerous place to live. 
His older daughter, who now lives in France, was 
threatened with kidnapping unless a ransom was 
paid. Later, the family received a threatening phone 
call which meant they had to leave quickly. So in 
December 2014, a family friend drove them to the 
Iraqi city of Hillah. The next day they flew to Beirut, 
Lebanon. They stayed in Lebanon for two years 
living in an unsanitary flat which made them all ill. 
During this time, they had many interviews with the 
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Maan, Waad and Krestina enjoy a day out

UN to decide the family’s future. 
Waad tells me he hoped they’d 
be able to go to Australia where 
many of their friends and family 
were sent. They weren’t given a 
choice about where they could 
go. They were just told “You are 
going to the UK.” I asked them if 
they had any expectations about 
what life would be like here. “No! 
says Krestina. “I just said ‘Oh! The 
United Kingdom? Is that where 
London is?’” 

The family was flown from 
Lebanon to Turkey and from 
there to Manchester airport 
where they were met by Refugee 
Council workers. From there 
they and another family were 
taken by bus, accompanied by 
Arabic translators, to the house in 
Harrogate where the family is still 
living. Waad spent the first three 
years taking English classes at 
Harrogate College. He then took 
his English driving test. He now 
has a job as a mechanic in a car 
repair shop and is undertaking 
an apprenticeship. His younger 
brother, Maan, first worked as 

a barber and now runs his own 
barber shop in Starbeck. Krestina 
attends school at St John Fisher’s. 
She enjoys all subjects but still 
hasn’t decided what she would 
like to do with her life in the future. 
She is learning the violin and is a 
keen basketball player, the only 
girl on the school basketball team, 
she tells me proudly. She showed 
me photos of her meeting the 
Harlem Globetrotters when they 
came to Leeds before lockdown. 
She took part in a school trip to 
Berlin which she enjoyed.

“The weather was pretty much 
like England,” she says, smiling. 
“It rained!”
Waad is now a very proud owner 
of his own car and when travel 
restrictions were lifted in the 
summer, he drove to visit his sister 
in Rouen.

Salim, a Baghdadi, had worked 
as a welder for most of his life. 
Waad explains that his father 
speaks 3 ½ languages, Aramaic, 
Arabic, Kurdish and now some 
English. Both he and Neda have 

lessons which are provided by 
NYCC but of late the lessons 
have had to be over Zoom. Neda 
is an enthusiastic cook, buying 
the specialist ingredients she 
needs from Leeds. Neda says the 
language barrier made it difficult 
to shop initially but it has become 
easier now that her English is 
improving. She appreciates the 
fact that life in England is safe and 
finds English people respectful. 
Neda also enjoys the beauty of 
English nature. But she misses 
the family members who are still 
in Iraq. There are no other Iraqi 
families in the area. 

The family was keen to tell me that 
on the whole their experiences in 
England have been positive and 
they are appreciative of the new 
start they have been given. “We 
are even getting used to the rain,” 
they laughed, ruefully.

I asked if they will ever return to 
Iraq. Yes, they said, but it would 
only ever be for a holiday. They 
will never return to live there. “In 
Iraq, before, something like 20% 
of the population was Christian. 
Now it is something like 1%,” 
Waad explains. Those figures 
speak for themselves. It cannot 
be easy to leave your home 
under such circumstances and 
start from scratch in an unfamiliar 
environment. But Waad, Maan 
and Krestina are all keen to stress 
that theirs is not a sad story, it is 
one of hope. And it is true that 
the family has, in a short period of 
time, made great progress on their 
English journey.

More information about the work 
of Harrogate District of Sanctuary 
can be found at

w w w. h a r r o g a t e d i s t r i c t .
cityofsanctuary.org

or by email to
i n f o @ h a r r o g a t e d i s t r i c t .
cityofsanctuary.org
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The Emigrée

There was once a country… I left it as a child
but my memory of it is sunlight-clear
for it seems I never saw it in that November
which, I am told, comes to the mildest city.
The worst news I receive of it cannot break
my original view, the bright, filled paperweight.
It may be at war, it may be sick with tyrants,
but I am branded by an impression of sunlight.

The white streets of that city, the graceful slopes
glow even clearer as time rolls its tanks
and the frontiers rise between us, close like waves.
That child’s vocabulary I carried here
like a hollow doll, opens and spills a grammar.
Soon I shall have every coloured molecule of it.
It may by now be a lie, banned by the state
but I can’t get it off my tongue. It tastes of sunlight.

I have no passport, there’s no way back at all
but my city comes to me in its own white plane.
It lies down in front of me, docile as paper;
I comb its hair and love its shining eyes.
My city takes me dancing through the city
of walls. They accuse me of absence, they circle me.
They accuse me of being dark in their free city.
My city hides behind me. They mutter death,
And my shadow falls as evidence of sunlight.

Carol Rumens
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