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STORIES THAT MAKE OUR HEARTS GROW







Foreword by Levison Wood







Over almost 20 years of travelling I've been lucky. I've been lucky to survive near misses; I've been lucky to escape danger; I've been lucky to come back in one piece. But I've also been lucky to make a great number of lifelong friends in the process from all around the world. Many of these friendships came about as a result of serendipity; chance encounters in random places. Conversations struck up on buses and in airports, over a drink in a bar or simply bumping into someone in the street. Even more, however, were formed when I was at my most vulnerable; when I was hitch-hiking, or sick, or in need of a bed for the night or a meal in my belly. People everywhere have come to my rescue when it was least expected.


  One day when I was 22, I found myself hitch-hiking along the ancient Silk Road from England to India. I'd made it as far as the North Caucasus in Russia but found myself in a bit of a tight spot. My travelling companion had disappeared back home to London and there I was, alone, dealing with the aftermath of the second Chechen war. I'd managed to get detained by the Russian secret police more times than I could remember and all I wanted to do was go home myself. I'd been told I couldn't travel over the mountains for security reasons and that the only way to get to the south was on a boat across the Black Sea.


  I'd stamped out of Russia in the port of Sochi, where an ill-tempered border guard had warned me, 'The Georgians are terrible people.' Her words echoed in my mind as I made my way to the stern of the little ferry to bid farewell to Russia through the haze. I was glad to have got out OK, but to be honest I was wary of the country ahead. 


  It wasn't long, however, before I was approached by some fellow passengers heading to the Georgian city of Poti. One of them stood out from the rest. Lasha was a tall, red-haired man, about the same age as me, who spoke broken English. He asked where I was going.


  I told him I was on a journey to India, which left him looking rather blank.


  'But are you looking forward to Georgia?' he asked me excitedly. 


  I didn't want to tell him that I wasn't too sure actually. In Russia I'd been arrested and questioned on suspicion of being a Chechen terrorist on numerous occasions and I was feeling on edge. Besides, if you believed everything on the news then the region was ablaze: Islamic insurgents hiding on every hill, bombs going off in the cities and bandits galore causing trouble in the villages. It made me think twice about talking to strangers.


  'Of course,' I told him, deciding to keep my preconceptions to myself.


  At that he gave me a beaming smile and slapped me on the back like an old friend. 'Then you will be my honoured guest and you must stay in my home. You will love it there and you will be my good friend.'


  Swept up in his warm demeanour and his genuine offer of friendship, I relished the thought of getting to know him and of staying in a family home. Georgia had not left me lonely for long. We disembarked from the boat and walked through Poti as Lasha told me about his family. 'After the Cold War we had to flee our homes and now my family are divided. Some of them are stuck in Russia – who knows if they're dead or alive. And we are now here, refugees in someone else's city.' Poti was crumbling, and piles of garbage covered the pavements.


  I was welcomed into Lasha's home with open arms and though I could see that life was tough in Poti – no one I met had electricity or running water – everywhere I went I was lavished with coffee, home brew and cakes. That evening Lasha's cousin played beautifully on the piano and we sang and danced late into the night and they showered me with gifts of chocolate and sweets. That night I lay on Lasha's living-room floor listening to the rain, grateful to him that I wasn't sleeping rough that night as I had done a lot on my journey. Life here was simple but I hadn't heard anyone complain. They smiled widely and their hospitality was boundless. The families stuck together and looked after not only each other, but anyone passing through who happened to be in need.


  Lasha had changed many of my presumptions about his homeland. A place that I'd thought of as faraway and different, yet what I discovered were people not too different from my own; I'd feared Georgia might be hostile, but it turned out to be home to one of the kindest families I'd met. I thought back to the border guard's xenophobic caution and wondered how fear and prejudice could bore so deep into a person's beliefs. I've travelled in all sorts of guises – backpacker, photographer, explorer, writer, and as a soldier. In the army you're trained to be cautious and suspicious – analysing the potential threat that any stranger might have. But for me, travel was my first love and I like to think it gave me a grounding in being open. Very few people are really out to cause harm and the news reports only tell one side of the story.


  When walking or hitch-hiking you're forced to interact and play the part of the guest. I've learned that you are at the mercy of the kindness of strangers the whole time. A traveller must rely on other people, trusting in the advice and hospitality of locals. Of course one must use common sense and instincts to stay safe, but in my experience the times I'd shown most vulnerability, I'd been met with nothing but respect and kindness. When you open up your mind and your soul, then and only then can you find common ground. For me travel has always been about breaking down boundaries and looking for what unites us. This book is a celebration of those people who challenge the prevailing myths, stereotypes and lazy narratives we so often see in the media. These stories show that the world is indeed a decent place and more things bring us together than set us apart.


  In the end I spent a week with Lasha and his family. They fed me like a prince, even though they were struggling to make ends meet. Everything was shared. I left with a rucksack full of food, a decent bottle of wine and a bus fare to my next destination – they'd insisted on nothing less.








INTRODUCTION






Fearghal O'Nuallain







I ran, on the outskirts of Tabriz, a cold evening in early December 2009.

  'Follow me,' said the man with the frown. 'Is too cold for outside tonight.' 


  Without a thought I was chasing the dim red tail lights of a Peugeot 306 along a dark country road on my bike. 


  The man was dressed in a fancy suit and must have been on his way to an important gathering. A small boy, also dressed in a shiny suit, had pointed from the passenger's seat as I studied my map by the light of the petrol station. It was below freezing and I had really hoped I wouldn't have to camp in my two-season sleeping bag. 


  I followed the car for almost an hour, him stopping every few minutes for me to catch up, then driving off with a belch of smoke and a rattling exhaust. Eventually we arrived at an empty warehouse. The man lit the stove, and the boy fetched water for tea and made a bed in the guard house. Then they disappeared in a hurry. The man returned later with kebabs, water, biscuits and a crisp 100,000 rial note. 'Khomeini… for luck…' he said with a wink before patting my shoulder and disappearing into the night. I warmed my hands and dried my wet clothes on the stove and admired the note. It had an imposing picture of Ayatollah Khomeini on the front and something written in elegant Farsi penmanship. On the reverse was a sketch of an impressive mausoleum backed by fir trees. Next to it I was surprised to find a line written in English: 'Human beings are members of a whole. In creation of one essence and soul.' As I drifted to sleep next to the warm stove I chewed on the sentiment in my head like a toffee; one essence and soul… members of a whole… 


  The fire had gone out when I awoke shivering at dawn. I packed hastily and rolled my bike out onto the quiet icy road. The man hadn't told me his name, he had just given me a hot meal and somewhere warm to sleep.


  A few months ago I found the note tucked into a journal. I googled the quote. It was from a poem by Saadi, an Iranian poet who lived in the thirteenth century. It was from his masterpiece, 'Gulistan', or 'The Rose Garden', Wikipedia told me. Gulistan is 'poetry of ideas with mathematical concision', it said, possibly the most influential piece of Persian literature ever written. I read on and came across the following lines:


 

If one member is afflicted with pain, other members uneasy will remain. If you have no sympathy for human pain, the name of human you cannot retain.


 

That's the essence of The Kindness of Strangers. This is a book for humans – for people who cannot sit easily when others are afflicted. People who recognise that irrespective of the colour of our passport, the language we speak or the god we pray to, we are members of something bigger than our immediate tribe.


  Our organisation, Kindness of Strangers, has a simple aim: use the power of storytelling to build empathy with people from other places. We aim to tell stories that make your heart grow. It was co-founded by Dan Martin, Rayleen Hillman and me in September 2015. Both Dan and I had been to visit the camp in Calais, known as the 'Jungle'. We found a shanty like the ones we'd encountered in Asia, Africa and South America, and it was full of people. Spirited people who'd travelled long distances and endured unimaginable hardships. We were ashamed that they were being subjected to such squalid living conditions in what we considered our part of the world. Around the world, Europe is held as a shining beacon of civilisation and fairness, and yet here were vulnerable people being left to rot. Having received such kindness when we were cold and hungry, we felt guilty that we were not doing something to help. 


  Winter was coming, so we asked the adventure community to help. Adventure is in the Kindness of Strangers' DNA. Adventurous travel takes us places and connects us to people we wouldn't otherwise meet; the mix of risk, challenge and uncertainty is an experience that changes people for the better. So we knew they wouldn't let us down. Two weeks later we had standing-room only at our first storytelling event, and collected enough gear to fill a transit van. Dan drove the van to Calais that night and then ended up spending the next two years working in refugee camps across Europe. 


  They say that travel broadens the mind, but travel also opens the heart. It's impossible to experience the world and not come home with greater empathy and concern for it. These are stories told by people who have undertaken amazing journeys and achieved impressive feats, but the tales in these pages are not of their achievements; they are stories of the charity they received, grateful elegies to the simple acts of the kindness that made their journeys possible. Our brave adventurers were aided on their quests by kind strangers who were uneasy seeing others in distress and discomfort. 


  This is a book for people with heart; people who recognise that kindness is the human trait that connects us with the rest of the world, and understand that it transcends the sometimes nasty narratives of history and politics. The stories in this book show that its force is strong in all corners of the world, and that it can be called upon in jungles, deserts, mountains, slums and the green fields of England. This book is an antidote to the darkness and ignorance of our times. It is a book for those of an open mind and heart, and an adventurous spirit. 


  This book, published in England in 2018, echoes the words written 700 years ago by an Iranian poet and printed today on the back of 100,000 rial notes. Words that we should not forget.


 

Human beings are members of a whole, in creation of one essence and soul.
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