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SURVIVAL OF THE KINDEST: 
Bobby Lloyd - Keeping Hope Alive

‘The idea that we can imagine enables us to survive better in the world. And to be 
able to imagine, you need to be able to think and sometimes thinking alongside 
somebody else makes that possible […] we think those moments of connection can 
sustain, ourselves and others, even if its for a brief period of time, even if just to be 
able to survive the rest of the afternoon a bit better' 

This week Julian talks to art therapist, activist and author Bobby Lloyd. Bobby’s journey 
took her from volunteering in a Tibetan refugee camp in northern India just after having left 
school, to (years later) being an art therapist with the same charity and working with 
displaced persons all over the globe, particularly focusing on the Calais camps in the last 
few years. 

The idea of home, for those of us who have one, is not something that we often think 
about but for Bobby it has been a focus of her work for many years. She works to get to 
grips with what she calls ‘a deep longing, a cultural disorientation, a yearning for home’ 
that refugees experience, and has spent years ‘trying to understand a bit about what home 
meant and wether you could take it with you, what did that mean? What was the internal 
understanding of home?’

As Bobby knew that in her hardest years having a sketchbook had been a resource and a 
source of comfort, she wanted to ‘take the art out into the community, and put the art into 
service’. Bobby’s mission is undoubtedly one of compassion, and despite what seems like 
an interminably and formidably hopeless space she continues to bring art, and generously 
share its healing properties. As she says ‘Art doesn’t belong to me and it doesn’t belong to 
art therapy’. By bringing it to some of the hardest places Bobby also brings hope, 
connection, and possibilities.

Things mentioned on the episode:

Bobby is introduced by Maddy who can be heard in episode 14
Bobby’s Twitter, her books can be found here and here 
Art Refuge Website, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram - please donate, follow and share

https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/survival-of-the-kindest/id1525026504?i=1000497778844
https://twitter.com/BobbyLloyd_?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.routledge.com/Art-Therapy-and-Political-Violence-With-Art-Without-Illusion/Kalmanowitz-Lloyd/p/book/9781583919569
https://www.abebooks.co.uk/9780752108575/Portable-Art-Therapy-Political-Conflict-0752108573/plp
https://www.artrefuge.org.uk/
https://twitter.com/artrefugeuk?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/artrefugeuk/
https://www.instagram.com/artrefuge_/


TRANSCRIPTION
Speakers: Dr Julian Abel

Bobby Lloyd

Intro  00:04
Welcome to Survival of the Kindest. Each week, your host, Dr. Julian Abel talks to his 
guests about their life, their work, and the role that the presence and absence of 
compassion has played. Join in the conversation by emailing us at 
compassion.pod@gmail.com on Twitter or Instagram at sotk_pod.

Julian  00:00
This episode of survival of the kindness podcast features Bobby Lloyd. Her story is a 
lesson in the motivation of compassion. She went off on a travels after school, and then on 
to art school. She was inspired by working with refugees and she then did an art therapy 
course. She's introduced by Maddy Read-Clarke, one of our previous guests. Enjoy the 
episode.

Maddy Read-Clarke  00:30
Bobby Lloyd is an artist, art therapist and activist working with people who've been 
displaced due to conflict, persecution and poverty. She's also a friend and a neighbour. 
Bobby is co-author of the book Art Therapy and Political Violence, which include 
contributions from art therapists working around the world in conflict zones. She also co-
authored the book The Portable Studio, which developed the widely regarded concept in 
the art therapy world of the studio as an internal model of practice, whereby therapists 
create a non judgmental space of human connection and encourage people to draw from 
their own culture and resources. 

Bobby also has a strong identity as a visual artist and maintains her own studio 
practice. Originally Bobby was trustee of Art Refuge, a charity founded in 2006 to support 
Tibetan children in transit, and she became CEO in 2016, when the charity shifted its focus 
to the refugee crisis in Europe. She has led the project in France for the last five years, 
working closely with refugees from across the world living in the jungle in Calais, and 
latterly with people on the roadside. She has recently co written a number of academic 
articles on this work in northern France, the most pertinent being Reimagining Emergency 
Space about working alongside the ambulance on the edge of Calais. 

http://www.twitter.com/sotk_pod
http://www.instagram.com/sotk_pod


Before the COVID crisis hit, Bobby would spend a good deal of her time immersed 
in these art therapy projects in Calais, and our group of friends would often be there to 
meet her for a drink in the local pub next door to her house, when she returned, exhausted 
and full of stories from her latest trip. She always speaks so brilliantly about these 
experiences, her work and the many amazing people she meets. The stories are often 
distressing, particularly those about police brutality towards refugees, and the difficult and 
sometimes squalid conditions in which they live and she works. Nevertheless, the stories 
always glow with hope and achievement. And she undoubtedly brings something very 
special to the lives of many people who live with trauma, poverty and social upheaval, and 
therefore I am very happy to introduce you to the compassionate world of Bobby Lloyd.

Julian  02:38
Welcome, Bobby, to Survival of the Kindest podcast. Thank you so much for coming on. 
Shall we start, do you want to introduce yourself and tell us a little bit about your 
background?

Bobby  02:49
Thank you, Julian. And I'm delighted to be part of this, and actually feel very honoured to 
be invited by Maddy. So I am an artist and a visual artist. And I'm also an art therapist and I 
run a charity that works with refugees. I was brought up in Notting Hill in the in the 60s/ 
70s. And I come from a large family, and the third four siblings. My mother was an artist, 
my dad's an architect, and we were privileged to be brought up around one, we had a 
house that went back onto one of those communal gardens in Notting Hill, which are now 
sort of famous, or infamous, but at the time, it was an extraordinary place to be brought up. 
The community was lively, it was rich, it was full of life and colour. 

My family, I think my dad was the loudest person in the street, and also our 
neighbours would tell us. It was a sort of open house type of street, where you didn't lock 
your door, but then people came in. So all sorts of life happened. And yeah, it was an 
amazing place to live. And I was just sort of reflecting back this past week about our 
neighbours, and who they were, and a great friend next door, he was a painter, and she 
was a musician. And next one, the other side was a teacher. And further down the road, 
there was a social worker, and so on and so far, so it was a really, really interesting rich 
place and it probably bit like in the 60s, a very different place to what it is now, essentially. 

But it was on the edge of things going on that I was sort of only part aware of, and I 
think that that was always a part of the backdrop of, of my childhood. So you know, we 
were in North Kensington, but just on the edge facing sort of toward North Kensington. But 



the back was Notting Hill and Holland Park. So we were sort of really sort of, sometimes I 
think of it as a sort of frontline Street. But things went on on the other side that were, you 
know, that set up a sort of different dialogue that I as a young child didn't, didn't really 
understand. 

Julian  05:26
Are you talking about the multicultural aspect of it, or the divide between the rich and the 
poor, all of those things?

Bobby  05:31
All of those things really, I mean, we went to Carnival, it was a big part of our lives. But we 
were spectators, I suppose, rather than participants. But I went to every single Carnival 
from the 70s, right the way through to the 90s. Never missed it. I went to school around the 
corner when I was a younger child, but then I went out of the borough, and I was always, 
always questioned that, and didn't quite get it. So yeah, there was a... it was a... it was an 
interesting, interesting place. And I think it really was formative. 

Julian  06:05
And it sounds like you had good reason to enter the study the visual arts, because it was 
in your family, and in your background?

Bobby  06:14
From a very young age, I wanted... I had an idea that I wanted to be an archaeologist, 
actually, I had this thing about digging, and sort of finding things sort of buried in the soil. 
And I sort of wanted, I thought I wanted to be a sort of topographical sort of draw-er of 
archaeological artefacts. But I also drew from a very young age, and it was an incredible 
resource, and particularly my teenage years, having a sketchbook was just part of life. But 
it was also... Yes, it was part of what I was sort of brought up around. But it also helped me 
a lot during teenage years when things weren't always particularly easy. So yes, it was a 
very arty background, and performance. I did, in the end go to college, almost inevitably. 
But I always had this other sort of sense that I had other things that were going on as well. 

Julian  07:12
And it did you go and study painting or...?



Bobby  07:15
I did Fine Arts did a degree and then later did a postgraduate in painting.

Julian  07:20
Right, great. So what happened after you after you finished your art degree,

Bobby  07:26
I decided I wanted to travel. And I wanted to travel with my brother, my elder brother, who I 
didn't know that well, in a funny sort of way, even though was just a bit older than me. He 
wanted to go on an adventure together, we went to India, and we decided that we were 
going to spend sort of three months traveling and I would stay on in India and find 
something to do. I didn't want to just be a visitor. And my best friend from youth had 
pointed to a map, and she pointed to this village and this, this place on this map in 
northern India, and she said, I think you should go there. And it was a Tibetan refugee 
settlement. And I knew nothing about Tibet. I knew nothing about northern India. I didn't 
learn about any of it. But back then I thought, Oh, yeah, I'll investigate. And I ended up 
writing a letter to this place and I ended up going and working, living in this settlement. And 
so that's what I did between my degree and during this post-graduate which was in 
Glasgow, I had this space.

Julian  08:32
And where was the settlement? 

Bobby 08:34
It was in Uttar Pradesh in northern India, and it was a school that I worked in, I think there 
were 2000 Tibetans, mostly second generation Tibetans, who were resettled in India. And I 
was an English teacher. And I was not really that I didn't, I've never taught English and it 
was just really quite, quite an experience.

Julian  09:02
So I can imagine, you know, with a an upbringing in Notting Hill with a somewhat 
flavoursome artistic background, that it must have been a bit of a cultural shock to be put 
in the middle of a Tibetan refugee camp.



Bobby 09:20
It was it was cold. I remember not having the right clothing, because I'd been traveling 
around India, and now we're in the foothills of the Himalayas, and it was it was cold. I 
remember being very, very cold. And I became very, very homesick. And it was quite a 
profound experience in lots of ways. I sort of experienced for the first time a sort of longing, 
a deep longing, like a sort of cultural disorientation, a sort of... that of a yearning for home, 
and I couldn't go. 

And also there were no mobile phones or anything like that. And the phone box was 
a day's walk away. So there were letters, I sent letters and letters. But then I also, I met a 
group, a small group of new arrivals, young men who come from Tibet and walked over the 
Himalayas, they had come probably through Nepal, and into Utah Pradesh, and they just 
arrived. And they'd just said goodbye to their families, recently, a few weeks earlier, and I 
just couldn't, I was just stunned by their capacity for endurance and sort of faith that it was 
that it was going to be okay. And there was me knowing that I was going to get on a plane 
a month later and go home. So that was a really important experience. 

Julian  10:42
And were they, were these monks, or were they just normal people, or...?

Bobby 10:48
Some of them were young monks, sort of in that, I would say, they're probably in their, 
maybe late teens, early 20s. They were young men who had, who had had to leave for 
whatever reason, they've had to leave Tibet, they had experienced persecution in different 
ways. I remember them talking about one or two talking about their mother, saying 
goodbye to their mother. You know, it was really profound. And my job was to teach them 
English, but we learned English by just finding out about each other. And I would draw and 
point to things, I didn't have any of the right materials or equipment. But I was just struck 
by their faith I think, that that was the thing.

Julian  11:36
I can imagine as well, you know, that if we put ourselves in that kind of circumstance 
where we think about, you know, that we live this comfortable life in the UK, and we have 
to say goodbye to our family, because things have got so terrible. That that's, that's the 
kind of shocking thought, isn't it? kind of amazing to even consider it.



Bobby 12:02
Yeah. I think it it was profound, very profound. And I sort of came home and I realised that, 
for me, I needed to sort of understand a bit about what home meant. And whether you 
could carry, sort of, carry it with you. You know, what, what did that mean? What was the 
sort of internal understanding of home, and I went up to Glasgow, School of Art and sort of, 
again, displaced and made work about this, you know, sort of made or tried to anyway, 
painting is quite a useful vehicle, if you've got, you know, time as an art student, just to sort 
of get to get a grip on this concept of home. I also just sort of made a decision with myself 
that I'd like to explore these ideas further, somehow.

Julian  13:10
What, what kind of conclusions did you come to about what home meant?

Bobby 13:20
That's, that's a question!

Both  13:23
(Laugh)

Bobby 13:25
 I think it's a sort of internal sense of faith and the things that have that, that sustain one, 
sort of attachments, sort of family, to things, the memories that you draw on. And, and I 
also realised that the arts and for me, it was that visual art could reconnect with home.

Julian  13:51
So where did that... Where did that take you? What next?

Bobby 13:55
I came back to London.  I volunteered eventually at the London White House, which was 
just around the corner, it’s the big AIDS clinic. For some reason, I decided this was a good 
idea. And I became a buddy. And actually, that experience led me into training as an art 
therapist, because I realised that I was not old enough, skilled, and mature enough to 
really know how to deal with the situation that I was faced with, which was basically being 
a buddy to somebody who's dying. And that was a very, very important experience for me. 



And I realised I was out of my depth, and had a little bit of a mini sort of crisis and realised 
I wanted to go and train in something, trained as an art therapist.

Julian  14:58
What did your therapy training consist of?

Bobby 15:02
It was, it's, it was a two year, at that time, course. Its roots were in the psychodynamic 
therapy, you explore individual and group processes. I was in it, you have personal 
therapy, it's a, it's quite an in depth experience, lots of experiential art making groups. And 
it's about sort of what was called a triangular relationship between the art the person 
you're working with, and yourself.

Julian  15:36
And I'm not terribly knowledgeable, in fact, pretty ignorant about psychodynamic therapy, 
do you want to just give us a quick rundown as to what that is?

Bobby 15:45
I suppose it's about a relationship, building relationship, with another person or people and 
exploring processes that are conscious and unconscious, through the art bringing 
processes, things, to the surface that can be explored.

Julian  15:59
And using visual arts to do so. 

Bobby  16:01
Yeah, my work has changed a lot since since my training and I've sort of worked over the 
last 25 years on developing the original model, and really exploring it in different ways and 
adapting it to the current work that I do. It's like training as a psychotherapist. But you've 
got this other added incredible element, which is the art.

Julian  16:27
How has your practice changed? Tell us about that development.



Bobby  16:32
I worked in the NHS child and adolescent mental health service for seven years, where I 
was in a multidisciplinary team with psychiatrists and social workers and family therapists, 
and so on a really, really brilliant team, just off the Portobello Road in the community that I 
was brought up in. And I worked intensively with some young people. And it was a really, 
really, really interesting and rich and brilliant experience. But I knew that that wasn't 
actually the only only story. 

I had been to the former Yugoslavia before I started that piece of work and been 
working in refugee camps. And my role was to see if it might be useful in the context of a 
refugee camp, which was a completely different setting, obviously, than than working in a 
clinic in London. I, you know, art doesn't belong to me, and it doesn't belong to therapy. 
So, from the early beginnings of working in a clinic, I've been really interested in taking my 
practice as an art therapist out into the community and really putting the art itself in a way 
into service with people. And that has meant that the original model isn't isn't that often 
work with groups, big groups, open groups in open spaces. And my work has taken place, 
always in collaboration with other art therapist, practitioners, artists, but often outside in 
fields and camps in other sorts of settings were absolutely non clinical, where the art in a 
way has to offer people a space.

Julian 18:26
Tell us about the refugee camp in the former Yugoslavia.

Bobby  18:30
The first place I went to, it was an army barracks, and it was on a hill, outside a mining 
town in Slovenia that was tiny. Where were 220 Bosnian refugees, mostly women and 
children, the men were in Bosnia fighting, so it was a place that was safe. But it felt very 
precarious to the people, the the adults living there. I think when we first arrived, there was 
a message from Bosnia to say that somebody's husband had been killed a grenade being 
thrown into a building. So though it was a safe place in itself, actually, in an incredibly 
beautiful setting, there were other concerns that were sort of, you know, momentous, that 
were going on people's life. 

And I had this sort of idea, I'd recently trained as an art therapist, and this is a 
classic example of how I had to learn, and thought that maybe, you know, we'd sort of 
observe and maybe a few children might come into the space, we'd be able to identify the 



children that were most in need sort of thing. But what happened was, we arrived with this 
material, somebody who said the artists are coming or something, and there was 
something like 105 children, they queued around the block. And we realised that actually, 
we're gonna have to do something a little bit different. 

I was there initially for five weeks, the bedroom, which I shared with a gentleman 
that I was with who I didn't really know, that was also the art room. So we had to really 
carve out spaces that sort of made sense in all sorts of different ways. And ended up 
working outside largely. We found a local town, it was a quarry, and it had been, it'd 
become the playground for local Slovenian children, and it seemed a good place to build 
something. So we took a group of children, and they decided to build a house, which was 
hugely symbolic, and got knocked down a couple of times by the local kids. And we 
worked with that. And it was, I think, probably useful in some ways. I certainly thought 
about it a lot. 

Julian  20:47
It's interesting that it's kind of returning to the theme of home for you, isn't it? building a 
house?

Bobby  20:52
Yeah. And it was a decision to go volunteer for that role. I wanted to I wanted to return to it. 
And I wanted to see if my training now could have been able to equip me with something 
that I was able to bring to that space, many years later.

Julian  21:14
So what was your motivation for doing this? Why? Why were you interested?

Bobby  21:21
Um, I didn't want I never wanted to be an artist that was in my studio. I didn't think that that 
was something I wanted to do. I loved working with people, I like knocking around people. 
And I wanted to work in a community setting, I wanted to bring the thing that I love, which 
was this art form, in dialogue with other people. I think, I also wanted to explore those 
original ideas. For me when I was a teenager, just going back to the time when I had these 
sketchbooks for me, they were like a sort of a safe space where I could draw and write and 
I would sit in landscapes and I would carry it on the bus, was always a resource to me. 
And I wanted to bring that into my work life. And also to reconnect with that amazing, really 



important experience I'd had with those new arrivals, the young men, the Tibetans, who 
sort of carried with me as a sort of beacon of sort of hope, really, I suppose. The the war in 
the former Yugoslavia was in Europe, and we were... me and my colleagues and my 
contemporaries, were in London, looking at this situation from a distance and thinking what 
can we do and I... and there was an opportunity, which I took up.

Julian  22:44
At the risk of putting words in your mouth here, and correct me if I'm wrong but it sounds 
like you found something really useful in your sketchbooks and your focus on visual arts 
when you were a young woman, and that, that you thought that that would be beneficial for 
other people to use. In other words, you'd found something that you felt was valuable, and 
you wanted to share it?

Bobby  23:20
Yes, I think that's sort of one way of putting it. 

Julian  23:24
Okay. 

Bobby  23:25
Yeah, definitely. But I had done a training, you know, where I was now trained to work with 
people, but I sort of didn't, I had an instinct for not wanting to train in a particularly 
conventional way I wasn't, you know, I didn't particularly want to go into a hospital setting, 
or a prison, or... I wanted to take this thing out into spaces where people have really had to 
struggle and have lost so much, I wanted to bring it to that space.

Julian  23:57
One of the central themes, that, that the whole point about doing this podcast is about the 
presence and absence of compassion. And you know, when the compassion is present, 
when you actually recognise the suffering of others, that motivates you to do something 
about it. How that manifests is different for every single person. What you're talking about 
is going to a place where there is immense suffering, and finding hope and the courage, 
and the goodness, in people, and sharing something that you consider is valuable. You're 
seeing people with who have undergone immense suffering and are undergoing immense 
suffering. 



In particular, that experience of othering, that the one of the things that refugees 
have... refugees have, is that they have been told in so many different ways that they are 
of less value as a human being, than the people who are remaining in their country, and 
it's got so bad that they have to leave. So there's this really, you know, a question about 
what what's the experience of that like? And how did you work with that?

It's a thing that happens... It is the basis of racism. It happens around us every day. 
And I think it's really important to understand the suffering that goes with it as a 
consequence of those feelings, as well as how each of us can alter how we relate to all of 
that, how we see each human being, as someone who's valuable. And refugees, a lot, are 
the most extreme example of where that happens. So the next question I have is about, 
okay, what you're seeing, this immense suffering, and what kind of impact does it have on 
you? And and your response to it? Do you think that helps? And where does that lead 
you?

Bobby  26:06
Well, it's interesting thinking about the immense suffering because what I recall, because 
this was no, this was 1994 that we're talking about, so it was sort of 26 years ago, I think. 
But what I took away from that experience was actually the immense dignity and capacity 
for living, the resource-fullness, the sort of ability for those people in that space to be 
coping. And actually, the children, there were over 100 children, I remember only seeing 
really one young child, a little girl who I we were concerned about. Most of the young 
children were doing well. And that was a really significant thing. And I think the nurture and 
the love, you know, those are the things that I take away from it. It wasn't really suffering, I 
was profoundly moved by people. I think the art can allow images to be created that are 
new, that offer, I suppose, some sort of hope. I think.

Julian    27:23
I mean, this, this is a, you know, a recurrent theme that we've examined a few times on, on 
the Survival of the Kindest podcast, but even in the context of suffering, is the hope is in 
the people in the love and the kindness that you might not expect in those circumstances. 
But there it is, it's who we are as human beings, and how that's wherever we look for it. It's 
there, if we look for it.

Bobby  27:54



In my current work that I do hope has been has become one of the most important parts of 
the work, in fact, with my colleagues, and my colleague, Maria Ziskin, who I'm currently 
working with on a regular basis, we call it hoping and coping, I think without hope, how can 
you move on? but how hard is hope to find and to sustain? And so I think that that is 
hugely important. Part of... sorry, the cat has now decided to do the usual thing, which is to 
join the choir, right?

Julian    28:33
We welcome cats on podcasts and the other animals as well. So what's your current work?

Bobby  28:43
So for the last five years I've been working in, in Calais in northern France, on sort of the 
basis of leaving Hackney on a Thursday morning and returning on a Friday evening with a 
small team of art therapists and artists, and then coming home. It started initially as a sort 
of weekly thing, and then then became a fortnightly thing. I wouldn't go every time.... I've 
been across the channel on numerous occasions. 

And then for the last few months, we haven't been able to go at all. So we've found 
other ways of trying to continue with our work. And the charity is called Art refuge, and sort 
of says it in the title. And its origins actually are in supporting Tibetans in transit, which is 
how I came to be involved with it. In fact, its origins are in the same refugee camp that I 
worked in, in Uttar Pradesh where there was an art painting school that was set up a little 
while after I was there, and I came in as a trustee. So we had been working as a charity In 
Katmandu, where we had an art room, and then another one in Dharamshala, we had an 
art room with Tibetan staff, who supported a new arrival children coming from Tibet, 
through into Nepal and then crossed into India where they would be settled. And there 
was, we had an ongoing project, and for various reasons it was changing. 

Then there was two major earthquakes and camp in Poland, in 2015, which 
coincided with the influx of refugees coming into Europe, and the consciousness, I think in 
all of us that there was this sort of camp that was in Calais in northern France. A member 
of our team who had been in Katmandu, but had come back, was volunteering for Médecin 
Du Monde in the Jungle, in the large camp. And she was working with the medical team, 
her job was to see people, as they waited to see the doctors and nurses. The feedback 
from that setting was that something like 85% of people that came to see the doctor or 
nurse for a medical condition, for something like a cut from climbing over a fence, or from 
a cold or a cough, 85% of people would say, I have a pain here in my heart. I don't know 
what it is, or I've got a headache, and appear to be suffering from stress, anxiety, 



sometimes, suicidal ideation, you know, sometimes psychological things were talked 
about. 

And the doctors and nurses were not are not trained to deal with that sort of thing. 
So the medical service said, we're going to erect a tent, we're going to call it the 
psychosocial tent, but we don't know what to do in it. Neri Press, who was the volunteer 
phoned me up and said, I think we need to bring art therapy, we need to come over with a 
box of materials, and we need to see if we could do something in this tent. And so with 
another colleague, Sarah Robinson, we got on the ferry where the box of art materials and 
arrived in summer 2015, and set up a trestle table and put the materials on the table. And 
sure enough, a group of men, largely men, it was 95% male that camp came, into that tent 
and sat around the table and drew or painted. And that's when that's how the project 
started.

Julian    32:27
And what were they drawing and painting?

Bobby  32:29
Well, there was a young there was a boy that drew hit the the boat that had been on, I 
think it was from that stage it was Turkey to Greece. There was a man, I think he I think he 
was Sudanese who was drawing the landscape from home. I'm not sure of the sort of, I 
can't really recall the other details. In a way, it was a sort of a sense that this sort of space 
was needed, it was a sort of a holding space, the place where people can come and be 
together, the anxiety was so high. And yeah, the work developed from them, we've sort of 
realised that actually, often people would come, and literally the job was to get them to 
breathe well. And we might just breathe, you know, that very early experience was familiar 
to me, but also unfamiliar and we needed to work with it and sort of work out, work things 
out.

Julian    33:29
So my sister was part of the documentary Exodus, which tracked the lives of refugees as 
they arrived in Europe, and how they made their way up to you know, France or Germany 
or, and in particular, France with, with respect to try and come to the UK. And the stories 
are horrific. And, you know, you can imagine the trauma of leaving your own country and 
then arriving somewhere else and actually not being welcomed. Again, you know, my 
imagination says that you've got people who are deeply traumatised, and it's no wonder 



they're suffering great stress, because, in a way, they haven't found home, which is a place 
where they're desperately seeking. 

Bobby  34:22
So northern France, the border, which is still, you know, I know it, I still find it an 
extraordinary idea that the border is on that side channel. That place and particularly 
Calais is a place where there are huge amounts of injustice and human rights abuses, 
played out on a daily basis, in addition to the experiences that people have had to endure, 
firstly from leaving home and the reasons that they left. And then the journey and then the 
experience of being really, hugely discriminated against and that the violence is 
perpetrated on people in that setting is absolutely unfathomable. 

And sort of even now, I'm sort of wondering whether I'm, you know, I'm hearing 
myself speak, because it doesn't sort of get heard. If you see what I mean, that for the 
CRS, police in northern France, perpetrate levels of violence that you sort of have to 
witness to, to believe. And now, you know, since the end of October 2016, there hasn't 
been a camp that has been tolerated in that setting. So anytime tents are erected, they get 
torn down by the police. And that's a constant cycle, there are sort of new NGOs providing 
shelter for people, which then gets destroyed, and then and then more shelter gets 
provided, and then it gets destroyed. So there's a whole sort of perpetration, something 
very, very ugly that goes on there. And then there are the people. At the height, there were 
10,000 refugees by the end of October 2016. And there's always about one and a half, 
probably, probably between 500 and 1500 people on that, on that coast, trying to reach 
UK. And they're tiny numbers, but the amount of investment in trying to make that 
experience as intolerable as possible, is quite extraordinary. And the British government 
has played its equal part in that funding the border control. It's not quite the question you 
asked me, but I think the context there is very, very particular. 

Julian    37:12
And so just to explore a little the injustice and human rights abuses. So you know, ripping 
tents down, what happens about simple things like food and sanitation, and aside from the 
physical violence that's inflicted upon people?

Bobby  37:36
It's it sort of gotten worse the situation over the last six months, when you would have 
thought that COVID-19 might throw in a little bit of a different take on the situation. So 
food, I mean, food is provided by the state, to some extent, but it's often in a place that's 



very difficult to access. So it might be a two mile walk, or a place that's at a distance from 
the camp, maybe an Eritrean community might be over here, and the food might be over 
there. But there might be another group that might be difficult to... there might be issues 
going on, so that there's always obstacles. You know, the shower is in some block that's 
difficult to access, there's no shelter, unless you're under age, and often, young men given 
their experiences they may look older than they are. And so accessing the hospital spaces 
is often difficult. And so it's a really very, very, very difficult part. 

Basically, people are living rough. And there are British and French NGOs that work 
around the clock, trying to uphold some levels of dignity and trying to keep people 
basically alive. And that the motivation for people being there is largely to reach the UK, 
but not always. So there are people that have claimed asylum in France but aren't given 
accommodation while they're in that process. But most people, including families, who 
tend to be a bit further up the coast, Dunkirk, are trying to reach the UK, and they have to 
do so illegally. Because there's no safe legal routes from Europe to apply for asylum in the 
UK. You have to get across the channel.

Julian    39:28
And why do they want to come to the UK?

Bobby  39:33
Different reasons. It's a tiny number to think about the hundreds of 1000s of refugees in 
Europe, tiny numbers  are trying to get to the UK, and do. Family? Often people have 
family here, maybe the only family they've got anywhere. They often come from countries 
that have been colonised by the British at some point. Brought up with the idea that they 
have a right to be in the UK, this is the place that they want to seek sanctuary. There are 
there are all sorts of reasons, but everybody has a valid reason. It's not random. You know, 
there are other places that people want to go to.

Julian    40:17
Yeah, sure.

Bobby  40:18
They've family in German or the Netherlands, this isn't random people have a very, very 
strong sense that they need to be in the UK to seek asylum and put in a claim.



Julian    40:27
I mean, it's good to bear in mind that the number of people who we've taken in are in the 
small number of 1000s, and in Germany, they've taken in over a million refugees over the 
last few years. So it's, it just gives it a context, isn't it. And you're talking about hope, in in 
those circumstances. So tell us a little bit more about how you find hope, how you help 
those people to find hope.

Bobby  41:00
We, we've been working with two French NGOs. So one of them is Médicin du Monde so 
its the same as the original team, that they go out with a mobile clinic now, so they go to 
the edge of town. So what we do, and it does seem a bit odd, in a way it is, we have a 
series of large maps, and we take them out to the side of the mobile clinic. So that actually 
this ambulance has got lots and lots of sort of residue of various maps that have been 
stuck on over the years, but they tolerate it because they sort of feel as though it's offering 
some purpose. So we have a sort of psychosocial element of that service.

Initially, the map would be used in a very different way, to the way it has been more 
recently, which was that groups would stand and they would be able to see their journey, 
for example, in one go, rather than in fragments on their phone. And they would be able to 
perhaps trace their journey. So we've got maps, where there's been journeys drawn in 
different coloured pens, and they sort of have their journey witnessed, for example, and be 
heard and listened to and have people alongside, in in that moment, what that's about, 
maybe it's partly about validation. And if you're validated, and you exist, rather than being 
treated as somebody that doesn't have a context, I think that's at times been helpful. 

What we've discovered is that people actually don't want to do that anymore. 
Because often they've been around Europe, so many times that drawing their line is no 
longer relevant. Because the line would just go round and round and round. And we no 
longer ask people even where they are from, because they say there was a time when 
people just said, I'm a citizen of nowhere. And that's sort of painful. That sort of thing there 
with the pain, this isn't about the hope. It's just tolerating the pain with it, you know, and 
just saying this issue. And often we will be shouted at in that context, you know, it's okay 
for you, because you just come across the, you can go whenever you want, and we can. 
But what we began to do is to stand in front of the map and wonder together. 

So we might wonder what it's like in Alaska, and the wondering, and the imagining 
was, I think where hope came in, the sort of active imagining of what is possible. So the 
context is sitting out or standing outside, often in the rain, and wind. And we might have a 



cover, and we might have other maps, we often create canopies with maps just to protect 
ourselves in the wind. So it might be 5,6,7,8,9,10 people gathered around looking at 
Alaska. So I might say, Does anyone know how many people out there own Alaska? And 
somebody will say, I don't know. 10,000? Sometimes they'll say no, it's 100,000. No, I think 
and somebody else will then say, Well, why don't we look it up on the phone. So we'll look 
it up on the phone. And then that'll start a whole load of sort of discussions around crops 
that are grown, what are the birds and we enter into a whole other world of imagining in 
this very short space of time, and that brings in other possibilities. And that's about it. But 
somehow, we we think that those moments of connection can sustain ourselves and 
others, even if for a brief period of time, even if just about survived the rest of the 
afternoon.

Julian    45:06
This is something I recognise here from palliative care, and there are times at which 
people are suffering, and there is no medication that is going to stop that suffering. And 
mostly, although sometimes it's true, it's physical suffering, but sometimes it's just the pain 
of separation and loss, the fact that you're dying, and that you're saying goodbye to the 
this life and the people that you love. And there's a really important part, a kind of central 
part of palliative care, which is simply being with that person in that time, not taking it 
away, not trying to make it right, because it isn't right. And, and just really sitting alongside 
that person. And that moment of human connectedness, of the concern for another person 
that's so valuable, that that relationship that develops, and it's transforming, because in 
that moment, somebody is accepting you just for who you are, not for any other reason. 
And that in itself is a huge source of hope. And people who, who don't find that, or struggle 
to find that because of the circumstances in which they're in, I can see that that moment 
where that happens, and the imagining of something other actually, is it warms, like you 
say it warms the heart.

Bobby  46:47
I really recognise that. People say how do you do art therapy? And I say well you know, 
this is crisis support. I'm not even sure how to articulate it sometimes, that there we are 
sort of allies in inhabitation for a few minutes. And it's not a sustained interaction, often, but 
its allies. It's being alongside somebody. There's a monk, who worked in Canada, for many 
years, Johannes, who recently called the crisis, not a refugee crisis, but a crisis of 
hospitality. And I think there's also something about the sort of... hospitality goes with it, I 
think, it's to do with being with people. It's beyond inhospitable. 



Often, when we're standing by that ambulance, we're usually freezing cold blasted 
by... the wind that comes off the channel, in the front direction is quite something to 
experience. We had a kite project at one point when we were in the jungle camp, because 
the kites could go miles up. And these things a young man from Afghanistan knew exactly 
how to fly a kite. Even though it was banned under the Taliban, you weren't allowed to do 
to fly kites. But in the camp you were, it was one moment of freedom. 

I think a lot of our work is about finding those moments to be in a space together as 
human beings, regardless of all the other things that make us different. Perhaps I should 
tell you a bit about the day centre that we work in. Because I've only told you about 
working outside in the inhospitable. So Secours Catholique-Carita is the French, another 
French NGO that we work with. And they are made up largely of local volunteers, and a lot 
of them are nuns and priests and local local county residents. And they run a Refugee Day 
centre. And it used to be on the edge of town and it was actually quite a difficult place to 
work, very difficult place to work in. And as somebody running the charity, I really had to 
question whether that was actually appropriate. And luckily, they closed it. And they then 
took over this big warehouse space where they would greet at the last count the last time 
we were there I think there were 350 people in the room and the levels of hospitality 
there... The details of hospitality have been so profoundly moving, that I thought I should 
just share a couple of those with you before I even tell you about what we do. 

So these are, if you imagine, it's mostly men that come into the space and there are 
other services that support women and children. So they the doors will open at 12 in the 
middle of the day, and always men from largely from the countries are Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Sudan and other increasingly other West African countries. And then Afghanistan, Iran, 
Iraq, Kurdistan, and men will come in and find somewhere to sit in, charge their phone and 
get a cup of coffee, usually very, very sweet tea, or coffee and sit down. And often there 
would be a little row of laid out towels, with maybe a carefully selected piece of soap that 
has been placed on top of the towel. And aside it might be a plastic cup, and possibly two, 
toothbrushes and toothpaste. And those sorts of gestures sort of exemplifies the place it in. 

There's a sewing room that's to one side, and on a Friday, the sewing room opens. 
And it's run by a group of formidable local women in their sort of 60s. I'm not entirely sure 
their age, though they, they speak some English, they are determined to speak French. 
And they they have a sort of stable door. And they open this up during the Friday session 
when we're there. And there will be a queue of young men with their torn jeans, that ripped 
the sleeve. And they'll take the garment, and they'll hand it across this stable door, and 
they'll say, could you please, or they'll gesture, sew up the cuff or whatever. And it will 
come back 20 minutes later sewn, ironed and returned in a very workmanlike sort of way, 
there'll be an exchange of thank yous. And that will be the end of that. And that they've 



been doing that for a long time. And I every time we witnessed this, we just find it 
incredibly amusing. So that's hospitality. 

And after the session, at five in the evening, those men will go out back to sleep, 
rough, outside to face whatever happens out there and get on a lorry or to try and find 
some other way to get to the UK. So it's, you know, it's back out into the world. But when 
they're in this space, other things happen.

Julian    52:11
 And what do you do in that space?

Bobby  52:12
So we, we've developed a project called the community table, which initially was... we'd 
developed a repertoire of art materials that we use, we arrange them in a, you know, in a 
welcoming round table. And when we sit down, and we start using them ourselves, and 
people join the table. And initially, we thought it was just for the men who were using the 
service. And then I say, men to cover a all men. So any age of 13, up to 65. But mostly 18, 
19, 20, early 20s, that sort of age. So people will come around the table. 

But what we discovered was that there would be a staff member or an interpreter or 
visitor from another organisation who would say is it okay if I sit at the table today? And it 
became the community table, because we realise that it's a very formidable place, quite a, 
quite an intimidating environment to be in. And sometimes you just need a bit of space out. 
Somehow the community table offers that. So it's a space where people can come and we 
have miniature building blocks, and a box of carefully selected postcards that provide 
ready access to see images from all over the world. In that box of postcards, we printed 
images of artwork that's come out of the Calais work alongside of a Rembrandt, so you'd 
be just as likely to find clay, plasticine, camel, a photograph of that, as you would 
alongside a landscape by someone famous. And then it's often building with with small 
clay bricks, that takes balls at the table. And we just spend five hours there and make 
things happen that table.

Julian    53:33
...and conversations as well I imagine?

Bobby  54:07



And conversation. And sometimes the conversation is very minimal. And sometimes it's, 
it's not. And you know, there might be five or six languages at the table. Most people are 
trying to get through to the UK so the opportunity to try English is always good, but we do 
have some French speakers and French members of the team. And increasingly we have 
introduced artists who have a refugee background into the entirety. So that brings other 
language as well.

Julian    54:42
So it's, it's incredible to hear about what you're doing, and, and at the heart of it is human 
connectedness and and respecting individuals. And I want to... Our podcast with Holly 
Prince who's First Nations Canadian who talks about in the First Nations community, 
there's a sense of kinship. Kinship, not just to family members, but to the community, and 
to the earth, and the world around. And it strikes me that you are giving people kinship, 
when they most needed in the in the many different ways that, that that helps. But there's 
also, you know,  an un-ending cycle of refugees, and that incredible film by Ai Weiwei, 
where he talks about any given moment, there are 60 million people on the move 
throughout the world who are refugees, for whatever reason, and where do you see this 
going? Are you just simply witnessing and helping, and just the acceptance that this is just 
going to continue? And that help is always going to be needed? Or do you see things 
getting changing at all getting better or worse? What's your vision of the future?

Bobby  56:13
I mean, it's, it's our is in sort of, on a micro and a macro level, I'm not sure which way 
around that is, but the five minutes at the table has to be good five minutes. You know, I 
mean, we have to be present at the table for five minutes, it's part of the bigger picture in a 
funny sort of way. We have to understand those five minutes, and we have to talk about 
them, and we have to put them out there, we have to stand up, we have to make some 
sort of stand up for social justice, because I don't know where it's done. That needs to be 
sort of come back to this sort of idea of faith, that this is the thing worth doing. But then it 
has to be talked about, because we've witnessed hundreds and hundreds of people 
coming through those doors, and something has to shift.

Julian    57:08
I think hearing your story is a way of doing that. And, and I would also say that that 
moment, those five minutes, they're things that we can apply in our own lives as well. 
Because when we're talking to the people around us, often we're distracted with mobile 
phones or something else going on. And, and even that very basic sense of that 



witnessing that accompaniment, that respecting another human life is something that we 
can take for granted. And yet it's so fundamentally important. It's just something that that 
we should all be mindful that we make sure when we're connecting with other people we 
do so properly. 

If there are people who listening who are interested in helping in any way, how can 
they help? How can they support the fantastic work that you're doing?

Bobby  58:07
They can follow us on various platforms, Art Refuge is on Instagram, Facebook, and 
Twitter. And we've got another project which we developed over the last six, nine months, 
called Corona quilt, which is on Instagram, and on a website actually, which people can 
participate in. And it's about daily rituals. And it sort of connects I think, with what we've 
just been talking about, is the idea that...  it's a platform for sharing images that people... 
about daily rituals that people are using, sustained during this time. We've had 
contributions from all literally 25 countries and, and more, we always need funds to 
develop our work. 

What I haven't said is actually we're based in Bristol. We have another project in 
Bristol. So we are, and we're trying to develop work in Kent at the moment, because we 
can't do our work in France. And we have so we're looking we're now on the other side of 
the channel. So any contributions of donations and funds are always family friendly, 
helpful. www.artrefuge.org.uk

Julian  59:17
Is there anything else that we've really missed that we should have spoken about?

Bobby  59:23
I think I just like to throw in the word imagination in here because I'm not sure that it's had 
enough airspace. Something about imagination and surviving. Just the idea that we can 
imagine and survive better in the world, and to be able to imagine you need to be able to 
think, and sometimes thinking alongside somebody else makes that possible. I think 
something around that, and the art often doesn't have to be articulated, that can be those 
spaces with thinking can happen together in a difference. 

Julian  1:00:09



It's a theme we have examined before, and in particular with Lindsay Clark, my co author 
and novelist and author of Chymical Wedding, where we talked about the role of the 
imagination, the creativity that comes with that, and how we imagine the world into being, 
and how we can imagine a different world from the one that we think we are stuck in, you 
know, and how that can be a place of hope. So I, I completely agree with you about the 
importance of the imagination, and having the space and the time and the materials to be 
able to be with that. Okay, so now's a moment where we ask the three questions. And the 
first of these is, tell me about a moment when the smallest thing made the biggest 
difference.

Bobby  1:01:03
The moment that's come to me is when I was a 19 year old, and I was going on a short 
work sort of adventure in America, my parents took me to the airport. And I remember, I 
don't know why, but I've carried this with me, my mother saying something like, I know the 
decisions you make, will be as wise and sensible as any we could make on your behalf. 
And I've just carried that with me. And I think it's sort of come back because my, I've got 
two adult children. And last year, my 19 year old son went on a big adventure in China. 
And I think, just knowing how hard it is to send your child off, and somehow the faith that 
my parents had in me.

Julian  1:01:55
Okay, the second question is, what is your favourite public moment of compassion?

Bobby  1:02:02
The moment that I've thought about is actually connected to the work in France. And it's 
each time somebody is sadly, killed for whatever reason, or dies on the border, there's a 
group of local people and volunteers that the next day gather together, and they meet 
outside a public park, and they gather in a circle. And I believe that they bear witness to 
that person's life, I think it's a moment of quiet solidarity and protest against the things, that 
the violence that happens on the border, a moment of compassion, and marking that 
person death. And I find that very, very moving. And the last time it happens was a couple 
of weeks ago.

Julian  1:02:49
I mean, that's, that's wonderful that people are doing that. And I just got, I have to say, you 
know, with all these reflections, about immigrants, and about racism, and it just makes me 



so sad to think that people suffer so much that they have to leave their country. I mean, 
what is the earth does that feel like? And then they're met with so much aggression, and 
that might even end in their death? You know, I mean, it's kind of mind boggling. So at 
least there are people bearing witness to that. That's a great example. Okay, and and the 
third question is, what matters most to you in your life, what's most important to you?

Bobby  1:03:40
So this has to be my family. It has to be my family's health and well being. But also, I think, 
just relationships in general, I think, my friends, my friends, mine, the community I live in, 
and the various communities, it's sort of privileged and powerful. And I and I think, you 
know, it's just, it's just human connectedness really. And, and I want I just want to sort of, I 
think also about the importance of, of hope, in these connections. And just keeping just 
keeping hope alive. I think that that's very important. To me, and, and my life and my 
relationships. 

Julian  1:04:34
Well, it's, thank you so much for spending the time talking to us. And, and I think it's so 
important that we hear about the reality of the experiences of people that we might not 
think positively about, and it's that sense of a fellow human being, that it's about what joins 
us together that's so important and the basis for that. It's simple compassion. It just makes 
it flow. And we need to be reminded of it. And we need absolutely to know about the 
consequences of our actions all over the world. And so the hearing of it is really valuable. 
And thank you so much for spending the time talking about it.

Bobby  1:05:19
So much for giving me the opportunity to do this.

Outro  1:05:24
Thank you for listening to Survival of the Kindest. To join in the conversation, email us on 
compassion.pod@gmail.com or follow us on Twitter and Instagram at sotk_pod. Please 
join us next week for another compassionate chat.

END OF TRANSCRIPT 
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