
		
			
				Thousands and thousands of children were among the crowds all along the roads that Little Amal travelled on her 8000-kilometre journey from the Syrian border with Turkey to the heart of England. Their memories will not fade; the joy and excitement, the wide-eyed delight will last, always, with everyone of all ages whose path she crossed on beaches, in city squares, on country roads. Perhaps too for the many millions more who witnessed her journey from afar, through newspapers and social media.

				Amal, the magnificent puppet, and all of those who brought her on this unmatch-able expedition will be forever the object of our admiration and affection. 

				Distinguished writers from every country through which the miraculous Amal passed have joined eminent photographers to create their record and this tribute to The Walk. Their testimonies - angry and often painful accounts of the unending suffering of refugees searching for a new life in Europe - are also a beautiful and moving homage to the courage of those who have risked their lives to make this journey. The Long Walk with Little Amal is an overwhelming call to make every child this puppet stands for welcome.
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				When David Lan first told me about his idea to walk from Syria to the U.K. accompanying a 3.5-metre giant girl named Amal I was immediately in love.

				At that early stage it was a very unstructured idea and I didn’t know that this conversation in a small café in Soho, London would very shortly devour my life.

				I am a theatre maker from Palestine. I have worked for many years creating shows that thread carefully between the poetic and the political. My decision was to create art that talks about today, about the circum-stances I was in but within a prism of poetry in order that the shows would not fall victim to the trap of re-ductivity which is often the case with political theatre.

				I wanted my shows to be about people not slogans. I wanted my writing to be about possibilities not alliances.

				So when David told me about Amal I imagined a pilgrimage.

				I imagined the theatrical potential of a gentle giant roaming the streets.

				I immediately imagined the power of giving a huge shadow to what is usually portrayed as small and vulnerable.

				Now The Walk has happened and it has been much more than anything I could have imagined.

				This was a voyage through many communities, through many cultures, through many rhythms, but at the same time it was all about one thing: it was about generosity, it was about the act of giving some-thing of yourself not in order to receive something back, but in order to become part of something big and that big thing that united all these communities, diverse as they were, was a deep sense of compassion.

				Compassion has become an unfashionable word, but now more than ever in a world becoming more and more polarised it is needed.

				We walked with a puppet – a puppet with a story – but what gave this odyssey meaning was the hundreds of thousands of people we met along the way. It was they who gave this puppet, this sophisticated piece of furniture, life.

				When one looks at a puppet one has to make a huge effort to let go of reality.

				One needs to decipher the thoughts of an inani-mate object and the only way that can happen is if one is willing to empathise and to project one’s own thoughts into the puppet.

				In this way Amal was nothing but a means by which our audience could rethink and renegotiate their attitudes towards others.

				To our great joy we met many people who were willing to do this. 

				 On a street corner in Marseille an elderly woman cried out to Amal as we were passing: “Be safe, my sweet daughter”.

				Folded into her voice was pain beyond recognition and longing that could stop a river. I looked back. I saw an old woman with big brown eyes in a head scarf. I asked her who she was. 

				She smiled and said, “I am a mother, a Syrian mother”. 

				She needed to say nothing more. We were both fighting back tears. We stood silently for a long time counting our lost loved ones. As I started to walk away she whispered, “Make sure my girl is safe. Promise”. 

				I wanted to tell her Amal isn’t real. 

				I couldn’t, maybe because by then I wasn’t sure Amal isn’t real. 

				By then, Amal was the personification of hope for too many people not to be real. 
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				Justice for Little Amal

				The low hills on the Turkish-Syrian border have been a lifeline for Syrians seeking safe haven from the horrors of a decade of war. One day in August 2013, I was there in a large crowd of people waiting – young and old, some families complete, others reduced by war. The sun was scorching hot. I waited with the women at the checkpoint manned by the Islamist forces. I had to get through before we could go up into those hills. At my side was a young mother carrying her baby and by her side a girl of six clutching her mother’s dress. The girl and I exchanged fleeting glances. She wasn’t the same age as Little Amal who is now travelling through Europe. She was a little younger. I tried to draw her into conversation, but she looked frightened and temperamental. I guessed that she too was waiting to walk through the hills though I couldn’t be sure because she and her mother disap-peared within an hour and I didn’t see her when we crossed the border clandestinely. In the queue she was standing by my side, with dust all over her black trousers and in her short and boyish flaxen hair. Her mother told me that their house had been bombed and her husband killed and she was now travelling 

				with her brother. The mother was no more than 25 years old – a slim, beautiful woman in a headscarf that she lifted up from time to time. We stood in line like soldiers, and we could still hear explosions in the distance. I decided to speak to the little girl, who was avoiding me and taking cover in her mother’s skirts. I started playing a game with her – I would hide my head behind her mother’s back, then pop out on the other side laughing. But the little girl didn’t smile. Her face showed no reaction. She tried to escape my teasing, which annoyed her. I didn’t give up, although the sun was at its zenith and our faces were dripping with sweat. The saltiness was irritating on our skin and I saw how the girl was writhing in discomfort. I felt that we were all in the same boat – the war had taken a frightening turn, I.S.I.S. columns were moving into Syria and Islamist forces controlled the areas that had previously been liberated by the Free Syrian Army. International intervention had hijacked what began as an uprising by the Syrian people, leading to open warfare. I hadn’t yet written my book The Crossing, but I was carrying much of the material I had collected in my suitcase, including 
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				interviews with children the same age as this girl, children I had lived with in shelters or visited in hospitals or sometimes whose bodies I had carried after they were killed. I tried to speak to the mother again. She replied with a sigh and said that her brother had gone on ahead with their papers. I asked her about her daughter and she said she had hardly spoken for a year. She said this as if it were almost normal, part of a normality I was used to and of which I had become a part. The little girl stopped speaking most of the time when she was five years old, when their house was bombed and she escaped with her mother and father. For a while she might say a few words, her mother told me, then added: “After her father was killed by a shell in the market, she lost the ability to speak altogether.” The girl could hear us and was looking at me inquisitively. My sunglasses hid 

				my eyes and I was worried I might cry. Actually crying would seem stupid amid such tragedies. The day before I had seen a beautiful five-year-old boy lying in hospital with a black mark the size of a pea on his lower stomach where a piece of shrapnel from a cluster bomb had hit him. The boy died and I didn’t cry. I just heard a clicking sound in my throat. So there I was, looking at the girl who wouldn’t speak and thinking of the boy who had died yesterday without so much as a groan. In the distance a man waved and shouted and the mother ran off, with the girl running after her, and then they disappeared into the crowd. That girl might have been called Amal.

				An hour later, as we were climbing the hill through the woods I found another girl about eight years old by my side. She was scrambling up the hill with us to get into Turkish territory. We could hear gunfire: the 

			

		

		
			
				The border

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				syria–turkey border 11

			

		

		
			
				A young Afghan refugee searching through rubbish in Van, eastern Turkey

			

		

		
			
				Afghan refugees in Van, eastern Turkey

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				12 syria–turkey border

			

		

		
			
				Turkish gendarmes were firing at refugees trying to cross the border and we could hear screams in the woods. The girl was single-mindedly moving forward on her elbows. Her eyes didn’t look like a child’s eyes. They were hard eyes, full of a savage fear. In them I could see death. Her long hair was hanging loose around her, picking up the dust, and she was sweat-ing. I tried to get close to her, but she moved away. Her mother was right behind her, looking at me anxiously. The guide ahead of us was gesturing at us, asking us to make no noise. The girl was the best of us at scrambling between the low thorny bushes. Then I saw that one of her shoes had slipped off, but I couldn’t pick it up. She just left it and moved on. She had no socks and I noticed that her toes were bleed-ing. When we reached the top of the hill and slipped down the other side towards the Turkish border, I caught sight of the girl at a distance, sliding down the slope in a seated position. Then she disappeared and I never saw her again because I had to keep my head down for fear of bullets. I didn’t know that girl’s name either, but I could readily call her Amal, like the girl travelling through Europe and crossing borders as a symbol of all the children who have had to flee Syria and take refuge in neighbouring countries – in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan or European countries, children who have travelled by sea or in planes, who have crossed land borders or who have lost their homes and taken refuge elsewhere inside Syria, and those who have drowned at sea. 

				As she crosses European borders, visits cities and meets politicians and children, does anyone ask Little Amal why she is there? Why her face bears such marks of sorrow and pain. Or why she has to be so gigantic. Is she like that so that others will look at her and notice her pain, and then say: “Yes, she’s a Syrian refugee.” She brings you a story of a tragedy taking place in the world. Can you look away and ignore the pain of others?
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