
‘What I learnt when I took in refugees’
Three people who have given up a spare room share their stories – and o5er advice to anyone
hoping to do the same for Ukrainian guests
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Alison Baxter: ‘My guest has been with me for eight months now and we’re rubbing along just fine’

‘It’s worth considering how much time your guest might spend at
home’

Alison Baxter, 71, a writer and retired publisher from Oxford 

Last July, an Afghan man in his late 20s came to live with me. I’m 71, so in some
ways it might seem a slightly strange setup, but he’s a lovely man and I think he’s
felt safe and relatively happy living here. He made his own way over well before the
evacuation last August. 

I won’t go into what he has been through as it’s his story to tell, but safe to say he
has endured an awful lot, and lost family members to the Taliban regime. It’s been
heartbreaking to see how triggering he has found watching the events in Ukraine
unfold over the past few weeks. He tries to avoid the news as he Fnds it too
upsetting. We talk about what is happening and how it makes him feel. He had
been doing well, but it’s been very unsettling for him. I think it’s bringing back
some painful memories. 

If I can do one thing for him, aside from give him a bed to sleep in, it’s be an open
ear. If you are considering taking in a refugee, I do think it’s worth thinking about
whether or not that is something you would feel prepared to do. You don’t need to
be a counsellor, and of course many people will want to keep to themselves or
perhaps not have the language to tell you how they’re feeling. But I think it’s a good
idea to prepare yourself for the fact that these are people who have been through a
lot. 

He has been with me for eight months now and we’re rubbing along just Fne. He’s
pretty nocturnal but that doesn’t really bother me. We have separate bathrooms
and don’t eat together. He likes to cook with a lot of onions so I ask him to keep the
window open while he cooks. I’m keen on a good deal of green veg, which he’s not
a great one for. Sometimes he’ll oLer me a taste of what he’s cooking and it’s always
lovely – lots of tomatoey sauces and rice dishes. 

During the day, he tries to keep busy but he isn’t allowed to work yet. He
volunteers locally and goes to reading and writing lessons. I’m glad of that as I
know other hosts who have had people staying who were at a loose end all the time
and wanted to talk a lot more. It’s worth considering how much time your guest
might spend at home and whether or not that’s compatible with how often you’re at
home, as I think it’s good to have a bit of space from each other. He is courteous and
very respectful of the house. He wants to be a mechanic and he’s great with
anything that needs Fxing. But we don’t have masses in common and it would be a
little odd to spend all day together. I hope his refugee status is approved soon so
that he can work and Fll his time more productively. He doesn’t want to be idle – he
wants to make a contribution. 

We’ve developed a bit of a routine now where I make us a pot of very good coLee in
the morning (I’m afraid I’ve got him hooked on posh coLee) and we sit and drink it
together. It’s a chance for him to tell me about anything he’s worried about. Maybe
he’s had an email he doesn’t understand, or needs help to reply to a message. It’s
good to feel that in some small ways I can help as he tries to adapt to this new life in
a strange country.

Alison has hosted via Sanctuary Hosting
 

‘It’s a great idea to ask neighbours and local people to get involved
in supporting your guest’

Joanne MacInnes, 52, a charity director living in London 

Hosting a refugee isn’t without its challenges. In some ways it’s very simple – all
you need is a spare bedroom and the willingness to do it. But it’s a real adjustment
to have a guest in your home for a long time. Over the years, I’ve hosted people
from all over the world (I think I must have hosted about eight diLerent
nationalities in total by now) and on the whole found it a hugely enriching
experience. It’s important to speak up if you feel it isn’t working, as both sides need
to feel good about the arrangement for it to work. 

I have found the important thing is to lay down some house rules early on.
However well intentioned you might be, this is going to go on for longer than your
normal guest would stay. You need to be realistic about what your expectations are,
and I think you do have to be a person who is reasonably relaxed as a host and
understanding. Often, it’s the superFcial things that can be diTcult, and that’s
natural, but you have to be willing to let some things go. 

In my experience, what works best is when they have somewhere to go during the
day. If someone is seeking asylum they won’t be able to work, and if they don’t have
a network here it can be terribly lonely. But as a host, it can also be quite
challenging if that means they are at home all the time. If you can, support them to
Fnd places to go and occupy their days. It’s a great idea to ask neighbours and local
people to get involved in supporting your guest, which I would deFnitely
recommend to anyone hosting newly arrived Ukrainians; reach out to the
community.

Joanne MacInnes and her daughters with a previous guest

I currently have a lovely Turkish woman living with me who is seeking asylum.
She’s a fabulous cook and now my kids have left home I can’t be bothered, so it’s a
perfect match. I come down for breakfast and there’s a fruit platter laid out for me,
which is so spoiling. You have to remember that when you’re a guest you can feel
like you need to tiptoe around – it’s hard on your dignity. People want to Fnd ways
of giving back and cooking is often the way. 

I worry with the situation in Ukraine that the majority of refugees will be women
and children, and they will have experienced such a recent, shocking event. Most
of the refugees I have hosted have been here for some time and have been in a
slightly less raw, emotional state. I do worry that for people hosting Ukrainians, it’s
going to be quite emotionally demanding. 

The guests may feel so worried about their children making noise or not settling.
For the hosts, it’s a big thing to cope with, especially if the children are traumatised
from what they’ve seen these past few weeks. They may be very unsettled and
missing their fathers. They deserve a place of safety, and there will be some
wonderful people out there who will be able to help give them that place of
sanctuary. 
 

‘I’ve learnt not to ask my guests what they have been through’ 

Dai Richards, 70, a retired documentary maker from Oxford

It’s an intimate thing, hosting someone. For the Frst few weeks you’re learning
their routines, working out what sort of hours they keep, assessing how much or
how little they want to talk in the mornings – or, indeed, at all. But when someone
stays for longer than a couple of weeks, inevitably you become embroiled in each
other’s lives, which is how I found myself, four weeks after a young Eritrean man
had moved in with me, supporting him through a long, terrible night while he sat
on the phone with his wife while she was in labour. 

He had been with me a month when his wife – with whom he had Zed to south
Sudan, before travelling on to Britain – called to say she was having the baby and
was too scared to go to hospital. They were Christian refugees and weren’t safe in
South Sudan either. He’d had a perilous journey to get here and spent three months
in detention when he arrived in this country. He was just settling in and planned to
try to bring her over too as soon as he could. Then suddenly there she was on the
end of the phone, thousands of miles away, in danger. The baby was breech but she
didn’t dare go to hospital. Eventually, we persuaded her to go and she survived but
the baby very sadly died. It was a dreadful night, but we got through it together. I’m
still in touch with him and consider him a dear friend. His wife now lives in the UK
now and has recently given birth to twins. 
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I have been hosting refugees in my house in Oxford for six years now, through
Sanctuary Hosting, which matches homeless refugees and asylum seekers with
volunteer hosts and gives ongoing support. I’ve hosted about 15 people in all, some
for two weeks, others for a year or more. I live alone now that my daughters are
grown up and living in London. I have two spare bedrooms and am very happy to
Fll them. I’ve had young men and couples living with me and we’ve always ticked
along without too many teething problems. There was one Muslim couple where
the husband was rather extreme in his views about women and wouldn’t let his
wife eat with me or be left alone with me. That was hard to be around, though they
didn’t stay long. Mainly, I’ve loved having people to stay. They have their own
room, though we share a bathroom. I give them a shelf in the fridge and the
cupboard – they tend to get food from the local food bank. We don’t often cook
together but might sit at the kitchen table together and talk. It’s a companionable
setup, where we sit together a couple of times a week but mainly keep ourselves to
ourselves. 

With most guests, it’s not just about providing a roof over their heads. That’s a great
help, but they often have poor English, no money, and nobody to advise them. To
move towards standing on their own feet takes more than giving them a room.  

I’ve learnt not to ask my guests what they have been through, as it can be
retraumatising for them. If they want to talk about what they’ve experienced,
they’ll Fnd a way to let you know that. Whether they have come from a war zone or
from a country where they faced persecution, the chances are, anyone who Fnds
themselves in this country without a home to go to has been through an awful lot.
They don’t want to relive it all – they just want to feel safe. 

These people have usually come here with nothing and when I pick them up they
often have very little conFdence and seem as if they are carrying the weight of
what they have been through on their shoulders. After a few weeks, seeing them
start to lift their head up and smile and start to try to put a life together is hugely
rewarding. 

Dai has hosted via Sanctuary Hosting

Are you o(ering to host a Ukrainian refugee? We would like to hear
from you on why you have chosen to do so and how you are ;nding
the process. Tell us by ;lling in the form below:
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