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Praise for A. A. Gill


‘One of the finest writers of our time’

Andrew Neil

‘A. A. Gill was one of the last great stylists of modern journalism and one of the very few who could write a column so full of gags and original similes that it was actually worth reading twice’

Boris Johnson

‘A shining intellectual with a remarkable wit. There will never be anyone like him’

Joan Collins

‘A giant among journalists … His writing was dazzling and fearless, his intelligence was matched by compassion’

Sunday Times editor Martin Ivens

‘He trashed me for 20 years but always with magnificently eloquent savagery and an irritating kernel of truth’

Piers Morgan

‘Waspish and ruthless in his print persona, kind and genial in person … [a] golden writer’

Andrew Marr

‘Reading a Gill review was a 3D experience with stereophonic sound’

Ed Victor

‘A perception of him was that of the wit, the intellectual, but he was more than that. He was a deeply emotional man drawn to movement and imbalance, the cracks in the pavement where cultural shifts happen. His writing about refugees remains some of his best.’

Stephen Daldry

‘The Londoner everyone wanted at their table’

Rosamond Urwin
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To Flora and Alasdair,
Edith and Isaac
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Introduction – Colorado

I’m breaking the first rule of writing. I’m sitting at a small desk in front of a window – never try to compose looking at a view that competes with the one in your head. The only thing you should see when you look up are thoughts and memories . . . and this is a particularly siren vista, very little on the to-do list can compare with this scatter of nineteenth-century wooden cabins from a reborn mining town. The rusting tin roofs of the saloon, the bathhouse and the general store squat on the banks of a trout stream in the bowl of a high wildflower meadow that is quilted into the pine and aspen hills, under the great grey snow-streaked mountains of the Colorado Rockies. The sky is deep blue, the grass embossed in ox-eyed daisies, and I’m sitting in the little mezzanine floor of a log library with bear-skin rugs and a collection of books that lean against each other with a casual eclectic curiosity. How unfussy books are about the company they keep. They don’t care where their neighbour came from.

On the path below my window Nicola is teaching our twins to ride bikes. Isaac gets it almost immediately; after a few skiddy wobbles he pedals away from his mother’s protective hand and zigzags towards the horizon, shoulders hunched, legs swimming in air, discovering as we all must that riding a bike, like so much else, isn’t really about the journey, it’s about stopping with decorum and prescience where you actually want to be. Edith, his sister, makes

heavier weather of it. Exasperated shrieks and histrionic grasping of shins as the gimpy machine refuses to fulfil its calling. She is competitive . . . as long as she’s obviously best.

So I’m watching a circled date in family history. This is where the twins learnt to ride bicycles. This place, with its golden eagles and hummingbirds, coyotes and chipmunks, will always have a bicycle running through it.

I’m supposed to be writing about refugees. This collection starts with refugees. You’ll find them camped out in the first section. The Lines in the Sand are their stories. I don’t want to write about their stoical, desperate treks to some safer place, carrying their bags of tiny comforts and remembrances. They inevitably start with a lot of blankets and food, photo albums, school books, precious objects – as much of their lives as they can carry. Men stagger under suitcases, sacks and bags and then pick up children as a self-imposed Sisyphean punishment for not being able to protect their families. They stagger with tense, bleak faces, wanting heroic proof that they can still support them physically, lift their kids out of harm’s way. But as they go on, they leave the stuff. The inanimate once un-put-downable is now dead weight. Along the way, refugees slough great winding skins, their past lives that lie in the dirt at the side of long roads. By the time they get somewhere, they’re just holding the kids’ hands, a mobile phone and a secret warm and grubby fold of money that’s never enough, and represents the last value of their lost lives: the bakery, the surgery, the vegetable stall, the car. Why would you want to write about any of that? Why would you ever want to look up and see the lines of refugees in your mind’s eye, when you could be looking at your children riding bikes in the Rockies?

I don’t really understand what has drawn me over and over to this story, except that my trade as a journalist is to tell tales, and this collective, staggering, saga is the most compelling in the world. Refugees are the biggest tragedy of our moment. As we sit here,

there are 60 million displaced people in the world, carrying all they own on their backs, in their pockets, knowing that their children will never get the education they need or deserve. That they will never again practise as a pharmacist, a cobbler or an olive farmer. Maybe in a generation or two their line will be fluent in some new language, but they themselves will only speak with clumsy mouths. That the infant and the unborn will, perchance, prosper – become dextrous in new professions, learn new customs and breakfasts, dance to new music, sing new songs, support new teams. Will strive to join in, to belong to new people, and the skein of cultural identity that was twisted and spooled over generations will be cut and all that will be left will be its frayed end, the tint of a skin, the angle of a nose, a creased photograph, a few rote-learnt stories and a cluster of apocryphal anecdotes. This journey, which for everyone on it is the most epically momentous thing ever undertaken, will shrink to being ‘my grandparents came from Syria’, from Burma, from Congo, from Eritrea, from somewhere else.

All refugee journeys have the same prayed-for and fervently hoped destination. Not the capitals of the First World, not middle-class cul-de-sacs with WiFi and zoned parking, not the Burgs of full employment, agriculture, manufacturing – not next to you in the West. The dreamt-of, yearned-for, final stop would be back . . . back there . . . back where they started. Back home. To perhaps pick up the thread again, inshallah.

Once I started writing the refugee stories, I understood that I would never be able to put them down, because it’s a truth so many refused to pick up. The story of the Good Samaritan in Luke told by Jesus – you don’t need to be religious to understand this, it’s a perfectly secular parable – of a man beaten, robbed, lying at the side of the road. Worthy religious men, good men, pass by on the other side . . . but a foreigner . . . a Samaritan, who has no friendship for the Jews, stops and offers succour.

Only if you don’t stop and help can you continue to have a

level-headed, disinterested, balanced and measured opinion on the 60 million who lie at the side of the road. If you pause, just for a moment, and look at a single face, see the worn, cut and calloused hands, you can’t turn away. There is no dispassionate option. No ‘sorry for your trouble’ shrug.

I’m not a Samaritan, never have been, worked hard not to be. Nine times out of ten, I’m on the other side of the street with the clever, reasonable, purposeful folk with sanitised hands. But my job, my trade, took me to the refugees. And I can’t put their testament down. Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan in answer to the question ‘Who is my neighbour?’ Incidentally, there are now only 800 Samaritans left in the world – they are good, bad and indifferent – they have been purged and pushed and displaced for 2,000 years.

Through the window I can see Edith, who’s come back on her own to the bike. With a look of fearsome concentration, she’s picked it up and forced it, demanded, that it do its impossible balancing act at her command. She doesn’t know I’m watching. When she’s better at it than her brother, she drops the bike and goes back to her book. There is no allegory here, no parable, no slyly telling juxtaposition, no irony . . . only a determined little girl, blissfully with nowhere to go.
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