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Since the beginning of the conflict in Syria in 2011 more than 500,000 
people have been killed or are missing and an estimated 6.6 million 
Syrians have been forced to flee their homes and country.

In the West, we are familiar with the news headlines and the 
photographic images of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’. But what of those 
who are resettled and are trying to rebuild their lives? 

In Syria, Ruba al-Hindawi worked in a photographic lab in Homs. In 2012 
when the city was besieged, she, her husband Rami and their children 
Mustapha, Yazan and Hanan had no choice but to flee their home 
country and live as displaced people in Lebanon. Five years later, in 2017, 
they were among the few admitted to the UK under the government’s 
resettlement programme, and housed in a small East Yorkshire market 
town. Later that year, their daughter Rayan was born. Most of their 
surviving family members are displaced and spread across several 
countries, with just a few remaining in Syria today.

In Which Language Do We Dream? tells personal stories through 
the photographic perspectives of the al-Hindawi family and the 
relationships they have formed with new friends and neighbours. 

Ruba has at times, found resettlement difficult, having not developed 
language skills or social connections at the same rate as Rami who 
works, or the children who go school. In early 2020, Rich Wiles worked 
with Ruba assisting with technical and creative skills, and supporting 
her to take photographs. This helped Ruba to think how she could 
document and explore her new life through photography and how to 
tell her own story, in her own way. Many of the ideas they discussed 
proved impossible once lockdown began. Life had changed and Ruba’s 
photographs reflects these changes. Ruba photographed what was 
around her in her everyday life and little moments of family life she 
wanted to remember. The collaborative element of this project is 
crucial, with curator Anne McNeill guiding the photographic selection 
through collaboration and discussion with Rich Wiles, Ruba and her 
family.

This exhibition aims to raise debates around issues of displacement, 
identity, resettlement, integration and home. It challenges stereotypical 
images of refugees and counteracts negative perceptions in the media. 
Ultimately, through the rebuilding of a family photographic archive, it 
presents a universal story told in a personal way. 

Introduction



The al-Hindawi family, Ruba and Rami and their 
three children Mustapha, Yazan, and Hanan arrived 
in England in January 2017. The family spoke no 
English and knew very little about life in the UK. 
Before the outbreak of the crisis in Syria they had 
never intended or even contemplated leaving their 
home in Homs.

The family were among the first refugees to  
be settled in the East Riding of Yorkshire  
Council area, while neighbouring Hull City Council 
has been resettling refugees on Government 
resettlement programmes for many years.

2017

All refugees brought to the UK on 
official resettlement programs are 
entitled to English language courses to 
support their integration. 

Ruba and Rami attended a local college 
soon after they arrived. ESL courses 
try to link language development with 
cultural information about life in the 
UK. In itself this seems a good idea.

‘Bonfire Night was a couple of weeks 
away and it was interesting watching 
a group on newly arrived Syrians, who 
with a couple of exceptions spoke or 
understood hardly any English, trying 
to make sense of the teacher’s trying to 
make sense of the story of Guy Fawkes 
and the failed gunpowder plot of 1605.’

2017



Not long after the family arrived in 
England, Rami ensured that they could 
access Arabic TV channels. Satellite 
TV allowed the family to keep in touch 
with Arabic soap operas and news 
channels.  This kept them up to date on 
news, soap operas and music from the 
Middle East.  

Back then the children enjoyed 
watching films, usually Egyptian and 
watching Bollywood films dubbed in 
to Arabic. Today the children nearly 
always watch English language TV or 
YouTube, while Ruba and Rami still 
prefer Arabic TV channels.

The children were also developing a 
taste for non Arabic food, with cheese 
and onion crisps a particular favourite. 

2017

Rich Wiles’ youngest daughter Yasmin 
(left). Rami and Ruba’s youngest 
daughter Rayan (right). Rayan was born 
in the UK in late 2017, under Home 
Office policy this does not entitle her 
to citizenship. Rayan adopted the same 
status as her parents and siblings who 
were given 5 years ‘leave to remain’ in 
the UK when they arrived.  

‘Occasionally when we were together 
we managed to get Rayan and Yasmin 
fed and to sleep at the same time so 
we could enjoy coffee while the older 
children played outside.’

The al-Hindawi and the Wiles family 
have become close friends. Ruba and 
Rami’s eldest daughter is a similar 
age to Rich’s eldest daughter. All of 
the children are growing up between 
cultures, languages and home. 

2018



Yazan, second right. The children were 
too young to go to school before they 
fled Syria, and all started school as 
soon as they arrived in the UK. The 
boys had attended school in Lebanon 
but remember it as being a difficult 
experience.

Mustapha and Yazan arrived in the UK 
with no English language and were 
keen to start school. The junior school 
they attended was very supportive 
and the boys received extra help for 
support staff.  They soon began to pick 
up English, while also finding there 
were many other ways to communicate 
when language cannot be found. 

2017

Rami was keen to work and start rebuilding his life 
as soon as he arrived in the UK. He was among a 
small group of Syrians who volunteered, alongside 
local volunteers, with a social housing charity to 
renovate houses in areas of social deprivation. All 
of these Syrians were displaced from their own 
homes and country, due to the ongoing conflict, 
and were now giving their time to help sort out the 
UK’s social housing crisis. 

Giroscope is a charity that renovates empty houses 
to provide affordable homes to those in housing 
need. Volunteers have opportunities to develop 
language skills, meet local people and find out 
more about life in the UK.

2017 

Rayan was born in the UK in late 2017, under 
Home Office policy this does not entitle her to 
citizenship. Rayan adopted the same status as her 
parents and siblings who were given 5 years ‘leave 
to remain’ in the UK when they arrived. 

2017



After washing the patio in the back 
garden, Mustapha, Rayan, Hanan, and 
Yazan play.

‘I like the children to come outside to 
help me clean but at the same time 
they also play with the water. Here in 
England, most days are cold and rainy. 
This was a chance while the weather 
was nice to help each other and spend 
time together.’

2020

Hanan and Rayan have a close 
relationship and enjoy playing together, 
although during lockdown outside 
opportunities were mostly restricted to 
the front and back gardens.

2020

When lockdown restrictions began to ease Yazan 
was glad to return to football training, but like 
everything else it was just a little bit different. He 
had to take his own ball and keep two metres apart 
from his team mates. Other rules consisted of no 
tackling and no handling of the ball. 

Yazan and Mustapha enjoy football as much as 
Rami, their dad, does. The boys love watching 
football games with their dad, especially El 
Classico matches when Barcelona, Yazan’s team, 
plays against Real Madrid, Mustapha and Rami’s 
beloved team, the rivalries come to the fore. 

2020



Mustapha dodges a flip flop will playing 
with Yasmin (Rich Wiles youngest 
daughter).

‘This is in Dalby Forest, it’s a bit far away 
from where we live and is so beautiful.’

2020

Hanan and Rayan play with their 
neighbour’s dog. Hanan had been 
frightened of dogs when younger but 
now  she has got more used to having 
them around her. 

‘The weather was hot and we went to 
our neighbour’s house so that the girls 
could play  with Luna.’

2020

Hanan (right) with her friend, Nadia 
(Rich Wiles’ eldest daughter). 

The two girls have formed a strong 
friendship within the wider relationship 
that has developed between the al-
Hindawi and Wiles families. 

Having first met nearly 18 months 
earlier the girls’ relationship continued 
to develop. Hanan’s English was 
getting better and Nadia was gaining 
confidence in spoken Arabic. That said, 
language had never been a barrier 
between them, more something to 
experiment with and laugh about when 
it went wrong. They always found ways 
to get on together and have fun as 
children do.

2019



First visit to Hull Fair in 2017. Since 
then the family have attended every 
year until 2020 when Coronavirus 
restrictions stopped the fair for the 
first time since the Second World War. 

The al-Hindawi family arrived in the UK 
understanding no English and knowing 
very little about British life. After 
enduring many difficult years before 
their arrival they were eager to rebuild 
their lives. Ruba and Rami’s hopes for 
the future are for their children to live 
in safety and have fun again. 

Rich Wiles suggested a trip to Hull fair 
where they all met up with another 
Syrian family who had arrived on the 
same plane as them.

2017

Rami starts the barbecue to cook 
Ruba’s homemade kubba, an Arabic 
meat pattie. Syrian kubba is made 
with minced meat, cracked wheat 
and Middle Eastern spices wrapped in 
pastry. 

2018



The calendar offers important reminders. Post-it 
notes are in English written by the family’s support 
workers. Notes written by Ruba and Rami are in 
Arabic. 

May 24th – the sole entry written in English by Ruba 
and Rami is ‘disco school’ a reference to Mustapha 
and Yazan’s first school disco, an unknown concept 
for Ruba and Rami who could not translate this into 
Arabic 

May 26th - underlined several times, is a reminder 
for the Champions League final between Rami’s 
beloved Real Madrid and Liverpool. 

Remains of breakfast lie on the kitchen table, 
omelette, labneh (yogurt based cheese) and 
morabba (Arabic jam).

2018

Over the past five years the al-Hindawi 
and Wiles families have celebrated 
many birthdays together. These are 
fun occasions with plenty of food and 
music, and always some dancing. 

Hanan and Rayan’s birthdays are a few 
weeks apart so they usually share a 
party. This birthday was Hanan’s sixth 
and Rayan’s first. The party routine 
that began then has been repeated 
every year. Ruba prepares lots of food, 
balloons and banners are hung up in 
the living room. The girls put on their 
best clothes upstairs and come down 
together, making their big entrance as 
Happy Birthday is sung in both Arabic 
and English. 

2018



Rami’s plan was to travel to Turkey in 2020 to spend 
time with his father having not seen him for eight 
years. Both their hopes were crushed when the 
Coronavirus pandemic made international travel 
impossible.

‘The biggest problem being a refugee here in England 
is not about language or trying to get a driving licence 
and then driving. The problem is that you are living 
in a country away from your father or brother…it’s 
hard not having your family next to you…harder than 
everything.’

Throughout 2020, the understanding of ‘isolation’ 
has taken on new contexts. Like many of us, Ruba and 
Rami found the last year difficult, however they are 
among people for whom the lockdown restrictions 
have been yet another layer of isolation. 

2020

MG2118 

Rami (right) and two friends, also Syrian 
refugees, competing at The Humber 
All Nations Alliance World Cup football 
tournament, an annual event that 
brings together diverse teams and 
communities from across the region 
and farther afield.

Football features heavily in Rami, 
Mustapha and Yazan’s lives. Rami has 
fond memories of playing football with 
his brothers and friends. His love for 
football has been passed onto his sons, 
although they were too young to play in 
Syria before the family had to flee.

The Humber All Nations Alliance has 
been hosting its inclusive ‘world cup’ in 
Hull for a number of years. The event 
brings together hundreds of people 
from various communities including 
those who are rebuilding their lives 
following forced displacement. 

Rami’s team was swiftly assembled, 
comprising of players from various 
backgrounds and ages. None would 
describe themselves as particularly fit, 
although several nostalgically recalled 
their footballing powerless of their 
younger years.

2018



Beitinjan mahshi (eggplant stuffed with 
rice, mince and spices) and warak dwali 
(stuffed vine leaves) are laid out on the 
floor for a family meal. These foods 
are infused with memories for Ruba 
and Rami, and although Arabic food is 
enjoyed by the children they have also 
developed a taste for chicken nuggets.

2018

The al-Hindawi family live 20 minutes 
away from Bridlington on the Yorkshire 
coast, and it has now become the 
location of choice for family days out. 
The first time they visited the seaside 
was with Rich Wiles and his family in 
spring 2018. 

For the next couple of years these day 
trips rarely involved going onto the 
beach and never into the sea, which 
looked colder and browner than they 
remembered in Syria. Instead, the 
same promenade wall would become 
the meeting place for other families to 
join, and the same wall would become 
their picnic table. 

2018

Hanan (left) was born in Syria, Rayan 
(centre) was born in the UK. Their 
friend, Nadia, was born in Palestine to 
a Palestinian mother and British father 
(Rich Wiles).  All are now growing up 
in East Yorkshire. The girls and their 
parents have various documents which 
state their assorted nationalities, 
immigration status and ‘rights’ to live in 
specific countries. 

As children, they have lots in common. 
They all like to play and have fun, they 
love music and dancing. They enjoy 
eating Arabic food but also like chicken 
nuggets and ice cream. 

They share a common dislike of 
spiders. 

2019



‘Mustapha and Yazan had been 
swimming with friends. They came 
home tired and then had a quick 
shower so they could watch YouTube 
before bed.’

2020

Ruba and Rami fondly remember 
birthdays back in Syria as being marked 
by large family gatherings. Even when 
living in Lebanon, Ruba’s brother and 
family lived close enough to share 
birthday celebrations.  

Since living in England, unable to invite 
members of their immediate family, 
Ruba and Rami now invite Rich Wiles’ 
family and other Syrian families, who 
are also resettling locally, to join them 
for birthday celebrations.

2020 brought new layers of separation 
with family birthdays subdued by 
lockdown restrictions. The usual invited 
visitors were reduced to sending 
birthday messages via mobile phones, 
much as Ruba and Rami’s brothers and 
sisters have had to do for many years.

2020



‘Mustapha’s favourite hobby is playing 
football. I hope to see him become a 
good player.’

2020

Ruba and Rami baking traditional 
Arabic traditional pastries while Yazan 
occupies his time on his PlayStation. 

2020 

In Syria, Rami worked as a driver. After 
the family were forced to flee he 
took whatever work was available in 
Lebanon, often working two shifts in 
a day in order to pay rent and feed his 
family. 

In England, Rami was keen to work, 
though the language barrier presented 
challenges. By early 2019, with his 
English improving, Rami secured work 
as a cook in a local Tex Mex restaurant.

2019



One of the things Mustapha (pictured 
here) and Yazan missed during 
lockdown was playing with their 
friends and riding their scooters. 

When restrictions finally began to lift 
the boys and their friends returned 
to the local skate park where they 
scooted, raced, and jumped, as they 
all released some of the pressures 
lockdown had put on their young 
shoulders.

2020

Ruba, Flamborough Head, East Yorkshire, 2020.

Summer days out to Bridlington, 20 minutes from 
where the al-Hindawi family live, have become a 
family favourite. With the exception of a couple 
of visits to Scarborough, they haven’t seen much 
more of the Yorkshire coast. 

Last summer Ruba and Rich made the short 
journey to Flamborough, a few miles north of 
Bridlington, where the cliffs and rock pools feel 
very different to the wide sweeping beaches of the 
two other seaside resorts.

2020

Hanan loves to dance. Rayan often 
joins in with Hanan’s routines but on 
this occasion was preoccupied with 
whatever Ruba, her mum, was doing on 
the mobile phone. 

Pre-lockdown with the children at 
school Ruba and Rami listened to 
Arabic music. With the children now 
at home and ‘in charge’ of the remote 
control it was more likely to be George 
Ezra, Tones and I, or other English 
language pop songs providing the 
backdrop to the energetic dancing in 
the living room. 

2020



Mustapha, along with Yazan and Rami, 
had eagerly awaited their first post-
lockdown haircut, which was done by a 
mobile barber in their back garden.

Under normal circumstances the boys 
get regular haircuts to ensure keeping 
up with latest styles. As lockdown days 
had turned into weeks, then months, 
the boys had developed a habit of 
flicking their unusually long fringes to 
ensure they could see properly.

2020

Although the al-Hindawi’s are Muslim, 
for their second Christmas in the UK 
the children’s request for decorations 
at home was granted by their parents. 

Marking Christmas was not a religious 
act for the family. In August, they had 
celebrated Eid Al Adha and Ramadan 
2019 was only a few months away. 

In Syria, the family enjoyed religious 
festivals surrounded by their large 
extended family. In England things 
are very different, the same extended 
family unit are now displaced across 
several countries.

Fragmentation of families caused by 
conflict is all too common around 
the world. According to the United 
Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) 
there are 82.4 million people globally 
who have been forcibly displaced, this 
amounts to more than 1% of the world’s 
population. 

2018 



Mustapha and Yazan had started to 
gain a bit of independence before 
lockdown began in March 2020. When 
restrictions began to lift, they could 
join friends for days out again. 

2020

With schools closed and six people 
living in a small three bedroom 
terraced house it was rare for Ruba 
and Rami to have any time alone 
throughout 2020. The kitchen was the 
one place for a bit of breathing space. 

‘Hanan and Rayan were happy because 
I took them to get some toys and I let 
them choose  whatever they wanted. 
When we were walking home Rayan 
was trying to copy Hanan.’

2020



On her fourteenth wedding 
anniversary, Ruba and Rayan play as 
they await Rami coming home from a 
late shift at work. They married in 2006 
in Homs surrounded by their family 
members.
 
2020

Ruba and Mustapha.
Having been stuck inside the house during the first 
national lockdown, Ruba, Rami and the children 
were keen to explore new places. The al-Hindawi 
and Wiles families decided on a trip to North 
Yorkshire to play among the trees of Dalby Forest. 
Mustapha had visited before on a school trip but it 
was new to everyone else. 

Ruba (like Rami) has a close relationship with her 
children and she deeply misses the rest of her 
family, resiliently facing the challenges of her new 
life but it is not always easy, family is central to 
everything. 

2020

Birthday card from Hanan to Ruba, her 
mum.

Ruba’s birthday was also the first day 
of the third lockdown in England and 
was a quiet occasion with no social 
gathering of friends. 

2021 



Hanan and Nadia (Rich Wiles eldest daughter). 
Lockdown meant that the girls missed spending 
time together through much of 2020. They kept 
in touch through occasional phone calls, sending 
each other little notes and suggesting things to do. 
This included  Nadia’s suggestion to make rainbow 
pictures to hang in their front window, just like she 
had done in her home.

2020

Across the Arab world, and among the 
Arabic diaspora, the melodic voice of 
the legendary Lebanese artist Fairuz is 
the soundtrack of the morning. 

It is a sound, usually accompanied by 
the smell of freshly brewed coffee 
that photographer Rich Wiles became 
accustomed to during the years 
he lived in Palestine. It was also the 
sound that Ruba and Rami enjoyed 
firstly in Syria and later in Lebanon. 

The children have grown up hearing 
Fairuz’s music, though it’s probably fair 
to say that they would rather listen to 
Western pop music or dance to TikTok 
these days. 

During lockdown mornings were rarely 
a quiet time but once the schools had 
reopened the beautiful songs of Fairuz 
bought a sense of calm back to the 
house. 

Fairouz’s popularity across the Arab 
world is unrivalled, with a career 
spanning back to the 1950s she has 
sold more than 150 million records 
making her one of the top selling artist 
globally.

2020



In common with many of the Arabic 
families who live in East Yorkshire, the 
al-Hindawi family spend one day of the 
Eid festival at the seaside. Although 
Coronavirus restrictions meant 2020 
was quieter than previous years 
everyone still dressed up for their 
annual picnic at the promenade wall. 

2020

Rami had not lived close to the sea in Syria 
although remembers visiting the coast with friends 
several times when he was younger. He had never 
learned to swim and subsequently had been 
reluctant to let the children near the sea when he 
took them to Bridlington.

2020

Yazan gets to let off some energy 
on a family day trip to Bridlington. 
Neither Ruba nor Rami are confident 
near water, but the children have had 
swimming lessons at school and are 
less wary of the sea.

2020



‘Rayan was really happy with her new 
dress and was wearing it for the first 
time when she went to visit her friend 
Miriam.’

2020

It was a trip to Bridlington that for the 
first couple of hours had started much 
like the many others, over recent years, 
with a picnic on the promenade wall. 
Neither Ruba nor Rami are confident 
near water and subsequently don’t let 
the children near the sea due to safety 
concerns.  

The funfair was closed due to Covid-19 
restrictions, and all the children were 
getting restless. As the children 

nagged, their parents’ resistance began 
to soften. When Ruba’s friend Mervat 
and Rich Wiles agreed to stay close to 
the children, and everyone promised 
not to go in too deep, Rami finally 
cracked.

The race to the sea was won by Hanan, 
and finally they all dipped their toes 
in the cold North Sea. Hanan let out a 
scream.

2020 

Yazan (second left) and Mustapha 
(third left). The boys have formed a 
strong group of friends from both 
school and their neighbourhood. 

2020



Hanan and friends Hiyam, Miriam, and 
Aboody practicing TikTok dances. All 
had become fans of TikTok during 
lockdown.

2020

‘Mustapha was playing with Jude, and 
Hanan got annoyed because he wasn’t 
giving her attention, so she stood near 
him so he could see she was upset.’

2020

Rayan and Hanan share a birthday 
spread which includes Arabic foods 
kubba (minced meat cracked wheat 
and Middle Eastern spices wrapped in 
pastry), warak dwali (vine leaves stuffed 
with rice, meat, lemon, herbs and 
spices), and tabbouleh (bulgar wheat 
salad with herbs, tomatoes onions and 
lemon juice), alongside mini pizzas and 
fairy cakes.

Hanan and Rayan’s birthdays are a few 
weeks apart so they usually share a 
party this birthday is Hanan’s eighth 
and Rayan’s third. 

2020



Mint (naana in Arabic) freshly picked 
from the back garden dries on the 
window sill in Yorkshire just like it would 
have done back in Homs. 

Mint is widely used in Arabic dishes 
including tabbouleh (bulgar wheat 
salad with herbs, tomatoes onions 
and lemon juice) and warak enab (vine 
leaves stuffed with rice, meat, lemon, 
herbs and spices), and pomegranate 
molasses. It is used in drinks such as 
shai (black tea) and limonana (fresh 
lemonade).

2020

All the children drew rainbow pictures 
to hang in their front window. Pictures 
of rainbows were created by people 
throughout the UK to thank the NHS 
for the work it was doing during 
Covid-19.  The rainbow became a 
symbol of hope during the outbreak 
with people putting pictures in their 
windows to bring cheer to their 
communities in lockdown.

2020

Some of Rami’s extended family have 
recently been resettled in England.

‘This is Arabic coffee and Arabic sweets 
prepared when we went to visit some 
of rami’s family. It was a nice gathering 
and reminded us about our days in 
Syria.’

2020



Mustapha (left) and Yazan (second 
from right) and friends, school summer 
holidays.

2020 

Rich Wiles first met Rayan within a few hours of 
her birth, in hospital in 2017. The following day Rich 
returned to collect Ruba and Rayan and take them 
home. Rami wasn’t driving then and had his hands 
full with the three other children to look after.

Since then, although Rayan features in many of his 
photographs of the al-Hindawi family, she is rarely 
the central focus because she hasn’t stayed still 
for long enough. Hanan was similar when she was 
younger. 

In December 2020, with her brothers and sisters 
back at school the house was quieter and Rayan 
was able to reclaim her own space again. 

2020

With the end of Ramadan approaching Ruba 
prepares traditional Arabic sweets for Eid al-Fiter.

In Syria, this religious festival was marked by 
getting dressed up and visiting the extended 
family members. Since being in England, Eid has 
been celebrated with the new friends that Ruba, 
Rami and the children have made from within the 
community of Syrians resettling in the area.

Eid 2020 was very different to previous years. 
Lockdown meant shops were closed, Ruba was 
disappointed not to be able to buy new clothes 
for the children. Meetings between families 
couldn’t happen, however traditional food was still 
prepared. 

2020



Rami and Ruba. 

Having been resettled in a small market town in 
the Yorkshire Wolds, Rami and Ruba are unable to 
buy locally Halal meat and other speciality Arabic 
foods. They make fortnightly or sometimes weekly 
shopping trips to Hull, their nearest city, where a 
wider choice of foods is available. 

Before lockdown these trips involved meeting 
friends for coffee and a sharwarma. Both Ruba and 
Rami looked forward to going to Hull as it was an 
opportunity to also catch up with other resettled 
families. 

As the third lockdown got underway in January, 
these social aspects of the trips had all but 
disappeared and the experience had become 
more solitary. 

The streets were quiet, the weather cold and it 
seemed a long journey just to buy food. 
2021

Yazan and Mustapha

2021 



Hanan 

2021

Rayan

2021

Mustapha

2021



‘Hanan likes dancing and playing 
games. I took her to the park so that 
she could release her energy and play.’

2020

Lockdown stopped Ruba’s English 
lessons at college, replaced with 
occasional sessions with voluntary 
English teachers via Zoom. The media 
has said much about challenges of 
home schooling for children with less 
being said about parents trying to 
study with a house full of children.

2020

Hanan and Ruba walk into town on a 
shopping trip

2020



Hanan in her local park during lockdown. Hanan 
was born in the family home in Syria, as armed 
clashes in the streets made it too dangerous to 
attempt to reach any of the hospitals that were still 
open.

Like children everywhere, Hanan struggled with 
boredom during lockdown, she talked a lot  about 
missing her school friends. 

Hanan has always love going to the local park but 
with the swings and roundabouts closed due to 
Covid-19 restrictions her only visits were walks for 
occasional exercise. 

2020

Hanan, Mustapha and Yazan have 
made many friends in the Yorkshire 
market town where they now live, 
but lockdown put a halt to shared 
adventures. Unable to physically get 
together the children try sending 
bubbles over the fences to their friends 
who are playing in their back garden a 
few houses down the street.

2020

Ruba and Rami freely admit that they 
are not as confident in English as their 
children. Building relationships with 
people from the local community is, 
therefore, a slower process for them. 
They also miss having their large family 
support group around them, as they 
had done in Syria.

Within the smaller social circle of 
other resettled Syrian families, Ruba 
and Rami are close to one family in 
particular. Sometimes the families meet 
on the promenade wall in Bridlington, 
shopping in Hull or visiting each other 
at home. Such visits invariably turn 
into long days socialising, cooking and 
sharing traditional Arabic food and 
homemade sweets.

2020



‘We usually go to the sea in summer. 
We go with Rami’s friend Tamer and his 
family.
The relationship between them is really 
close, they hang out at work together 
and even in holidays they like to be 
with each other.’

2020

Lockdown meant Hanan missed playing 
with her friends in the local park. 
Hanan now speaks good English and 
has made friends from school and her 
neighbourhood. Her parents, Ruba and 
Rami, whose strongest relationships 
are with other Arabic speaking families, 
have been slower in learning English. 

2020

Hanan is at junior school and Mustapha 
is a high school.

Mustapha always takes Hanan to 
school and brings her back, she loves 
Mustapha to take her but at the same 
time she also nags at him, even though 
she loves him.’

2020



Hanan getting ready for a sleepover 
with friends.

2020 

With lockdown restrictions beginning 
to ease, Mustapha is able to visit his 
friends again and play in their back 
garden. 

Whenever Mustapha was allowed 
to play outside he would practice 
standing backflips, encouraged by 
friends who had already perfected the 
technique. By the end of the summer 
he finally landed his first backflip.

2020

Yazan began playing for a local Sunday 
League football team but the first 
national lockdown put a stop to this. 
When football training started up 
again, in the summer, the boys had to 
get used to ‘socially distanced football 
training’. Some of the rules consisted of 
no tackling, no handling of the ball, and 
bringing own balls to training. 

2020



In Homs, Syria, the extended family 
lived close to each other but now they 
are displaced across several countries.  
Since being displaced, the different 
family members take photographs and 
selfies to send amongst themselves. 
For more than nine years this is the way 
the family have watched the children 
grow and kept each other informed of 
family developments.

Emotionally they are a tight-knit family 
but physical borders now divide them 
all. 
Last year Ruba ‘met’ her new niece and 
Rami watched his brother get married. 
Ruba also said goodbye to her sister 
who sadly died.

Unable to be with each other in person, 
all of these stories and many more play 
themselves out through their phones 
and video calls. 

2020

With four growing children and Rami working part 
time hours in a restaurant (reduced to a take away 
due to Covid-19 restrictions) money is tight.
 
Ruba has been keen to redecorate the house for 
a while but knows it will need to wait. Instead she 
occasionally returns from local shopping trips with 
new ornaments, simple things to freshen up the 
house.

The blue ceramic lamps were originally bought for 
Ramadan and displayed alongside other decorative 
lights during the holy month, and remain on display 
afterwards. The bright red artificial flowers and 
vase were later additions.

These small touches make the house feel a bit 
more personal to Ruba, however the concept of 
‘home’ remains complex.

2020



Background to Syrian conflict
 

In March 2011, pro-democracy demonstrations broke out in Syria, inspired 
by the uprisings of the ‘Arab Spring’. When the Syrian government 
used military force to crush the dissent, protests began demanding the 
resignation of President Bashar al-Assad.

The unrest spread and the crackdown intensified. Opposition supporters 
took up arms, first to defend themselves and later to rid their areas of 
security forces. The violence rapidly escalated and the situation evolved 
into a more complex conflict. Various factions including the Syrian regime, 
Syrian rebel groups, the self-styled Islamic State, al-Qaeda affiliated groups, 
Kurdish-led organizations, and foreign militias have engaged in the struggle 
for control, while several states including Russia, the United States, Iran, and 
Turkey have also intervened in various ways.

Now in its 11th year, the Syrian conflict has led to more than 500,000 
people being killed or missing, and more than 13 million have been forcibly 
displaced. 6.7 million people have been internally displaced within Syria, 
and 6.6 million are now living as refugees, including over 2.5 million 
children, predominantly in Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey.

Sources: BBC and UNICEF
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