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I spent a quarter of my year in 2010 inside 
the Curtin and Christmas Island Immigration 
Detention Centres, volunteering with the 
charity ALIV (now inactive within the IDCs). I 
will value this time forever, for the things I saw 
and the experiences I had. But I value most is 
UIF�PQQPSUVOJUZ�*�IBE�UP�HFU�UP�LOPX�UIF�QFPQMF�
behind the rhetoric. For three months, I spent 
ten hours a day inside the centres, learning the 
TUPSJFT�BOE�UIF�DIBSBDUFST�PG�UIF�BTZMVN�TFFLFST�
who graciously welcomed me into their lives. 
From them I learnt of the pain of degradation and 
indignity. However, I also learnt how to play card 
HBNFT� BOE� NBLF� GSJFOETIJQ� CSBDFMFUT�� "TZMVN�
TFFLFST� BT� BO� JTTVF� JO� "VTUSBMJB� JT� DPOTUBOUMZ�
being framed and reframed by politicians, the 
media and even some social activists, all of 
XIPN�VTF�BTZMVN�TFFLFST�BT�B�UPPM�JO�DPOWFZJOH�
their own message. Sometimes it can be hard to 
remember that behind the rhetoric, the asylum 
TFFLFST� SFBMMZ� BSF� KVTU� QFPQMF� XIP� BSF� SJHIU�
now probably eating, or watching television, or 
UBMLJOH�PO�UIF�QIPOF��*�XBT�BCMF�UP�HFU�UP�LOPX�
the people, to learn that their reasons for coming 
to Australia, their characters, their beliefs, their 
opinions and their taste in food are as diverse 
as their !ngerprints. I will always treasure this, 
and always feel gratitude to the people who gave 
NF�UIF�QSJWJMFHF�PG�HFUUJOH�UP�LOPX�UIFN��*�UIJOL�
it is a shame that more Australians cannot see 
BTZMVN�TFFLFST�BT�OPUIJOH�NPSF�NVOEBOF� ZFU�
nothing more precious, than just people.

On December 15, 2010, a tragedy occurred 
which resulted in the loss of life of nearly 60 
people. I was on Christmas Island when this 
happened. I did not witness this tragedy through 
two minute news segments, through instant 

political framing or from a place far removed. It 
was not happening to a group of people alien to 
me, or whose su"ering was already somewhat 
dulled to me through years of consistent news 
grabs of seemingly endless wars. Instead, I was 
UIFSF�BOE�JU�IBQQFOFE�UP�QFPQMF�*�LOFX�PS�XPVME�
DPNF�UP�LOPX��*�SFNFNCFS�UIJT�FWFOU�OPU�GPS�UIF�
OFXT�TUPSJFT� GPS�UIF�QPMJDZ�SFøFDUJPO�PS� GPS�UIF�
political statements. I remember it just for the 
people.

"T� UIF� DIBSJUZ� UISPVHI� XIJDI� *� XBT� XPSLJOH�
is no longer active in detention centres, I no 
longer feel bound by its con!dentiality clause. 
Therefore, these are my memories of that time, 
that event and those people.

On December 13, as Suspected Illegal Entry 
7FTTFM� ���� XBT� NBLJOH� JUT� XBZ� UISPVHI� UIF�
Indian Ocean, I was running an activity in a 
DPNQPVOE�JO�UIF�NFO�T�DBNQ��*�TBX�B�HVZ�*�LOFX�
who a few days earlier had made me a friendship 
bracelet and who had given me a review- in very 
CSPLFO� &OHMJTI�� PG� UIF� QFSGPSNBODF� PG� FWFSZ�
Manchester United player of that season.  That 
was in a di"erent detention centre on Christmas 
*TMBOE�BOE�*�BTLFE�XIZ�IF�IBE�CFFO�NPWFE��)F�
shrugged, but told me it didn’t matter, because 
his wife and baby were on their way, and so soon 
he would be in family camp.

As we drove home from the centre that day, my 
NBOBHFS� SFNBSLFE� UIBU� JO�IJT�ZFBS�XPSLJOH�PO�
Christmas Island, he had never seen the ocean 
as rough as the fast few days. He told us of the 
UJEF�CSFBLJOH�PWFS�UIF�QJFS�XIFSF�UIF�/BWZ�TIJQ�
TPNFUJNFT�EPDLFE�

December 14. In our evening debrief session, 
volunteers were telling the group how a boat had 
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arrived, but because the water was so rough, it 
couldn’t unload in Flying Fish Cove (the usual 
place). Instead, the SIEV had been escorted by 
the Navy right around to the other side of the 
JTMBOE��5IF�4*&7�XBT� UBLFO� JOUP� UIF� TIBMMPXT�PG�
a calm bay and the people had to wade to shore. 
We were laughing that evening as the volunteers 
described a manager shouting down the phone 
in a very English accent for “tow-els, tow-els!”

0O� %FDFNCFS� ��� *� XPLF� VQ� FBSMZ� UP� B� DSBNQ�
JO�NZ�MFH��*�XBMLFE�JU�Pò�BSPVOE�NZ�TPGU�XBSN�
SPPN�� *U� FBTFE� BOE� *� XFOU� CBDL� UP� CFE�� 5XP�
LJMPNFUSFT� BXBZ� BU� UIF� TBNF� UJNF� B� MPDBM� CVT�
driver had noticed a boat on the water. It was 
following the usual path of SIEV’s, to Flying Fish 
$PWF��#VU�JU�XBT�DPNJOH�DMPTF�UP�UIF�SPDLT�BOE�
EJEO�U�TFFN�UP�IBWF�B�XPSLJOH�FOHJOF��5IF�CVT�
driver called the authorities.

A couple of hours later, that same bus driver 
DBNF� UP� UBLF� VT� UP� UIF� DFOUSF�� )JT� GBDF� XBT�
deathly white as he explained to us that the boat 
had come closer and closer and then smashed 
BHBJOTU�UIF�SPDLT��)F�UPME�VT�PG�UIF�QFPQMF�JO�UIF�
water, of the frightened children screaming for 
help. He told us of standing above, with others, 
helplessly watching them die below. He told us 
of the courage of the Navy, who brought their 
JOøBUBCMF�CPBUT�GBS�UPP�DMPTF�UP�UIF�SPDLT�UP�TBWF�
everyone they could. He told us of the bodies 
øPBUJOH�� i5IFZ�SF� KVTU� LJETw� IF� TBJE� OVNCMZ��
8F�BSSJWFE�BU�UIF�DFOUSF��"O�PóDFS� *�LOFX�UPME�
me it was bad, very bad. At least 7 con!rmed 
dead, at that stage, with far more to come. The 
QFPQMF� JO�UIF�DFOUSF�XFSF� KVTU�XBLJOH�VQ�XJUI�
no idea what had happened. That evening, as we 
debriefed, volunteers in the di"erent centres on 
the island told of hearing howls and screams of 
agony as people were made aware of what had 
happened. 

The next day, December 16, was our scheduled 
day o". The BBC- the only channel we got- was 
saying at least twenty dead. A few friends and 
I went to the spot where it happened and put 
EPXO� øPXFST� BOE� TUPPE� GPS� B�XIJMF� JO� TJMFODF��
Before, a friend and I had discussed why we 
felt we should. It was, she said, because people 
XF� LOFX�XIP�XPVME�XBOU� UP� DPVMEO�U�� 4P�XF�

would do it in their honour. After, we sat in her 
bedroom, half-watching a movie. Our bedrooms 
PWFSMPPLFE�B� MJUUMF�CBZ� JO�XIJDI� MJUUMF� JOøBUBCMF�
OBWZ�CPBUT�[JQQFE�BSPVOE��$PMMFDUJOH�UIF�CPEJFT�

5IF�OFYU� EBZ�XF�XFOU�CBDL� UP� UIF� DFOUSFT��"T�
always, at the end of the day we debriefed. The 
volunteers from the Phosphate Hill centre told 
us of people coming together in an outpouring 
of grief and frustration. Of how they shouted and 
cried for their loved ones, who had died just two 
days before. Of how eventually the tears had 
dried up. The next day, these volunteers in anger 
watched the news and saw that the grief they 
had witnessed was being framed by the media 
as a riot.

The next few days, evening debrief was full of 
stories of sadness. When volunteers learnt that 
people they were close to had lost family. When 
the journalists, swarming everywhere, accosted 
VT�	BOE�FWFSZPOF
�CSBTIMZ�BTLJOH�JOTFOTJUJWF�BOE�
invasive questions. A friend of mine was playing 
+FOHB�XJUI�BO�BTZMVN�TFFLFS�XIFO�GSJFOET�PG�IJT�
rushed over and whispered to him. He collapsed 
and as they supported him, they explained to my 
friend, “his sister... the boat...”.

*� SBO� JOUP� BO� JNNJHSBUJPO� PóDFS� *� LOFX� GSPN�
Curtin IDC. He was part of the team that focused 
POMZ�PO�UIF�CPBU�DSBTI��*�BTLFE�IPX�UIBU�XBT��)F�
MPPLFE� TFSJPVT�� UIF� POMZ� UJNF� IF� FWFS� IBT�� i*U�
NBLFT� NF� SFBMJTF� *�N� MVDLZ�� TP� TP� MVDLZ�� 5IBU�
DPVME�IBWF�CFFO�NF�DPVME�IBWF�CFFO�NZ�LJET��
*U�T� POMZ� MVDL� UIBU� *�N� GSPN� XIFSF� *�N� BN� OPU�
from where they’re are.” 

*�XBT�DPNJOH�CBDL�GSPN�BO�FWFOJOH�BDUJWJUZ�XIFO�
I saw the Manchester United fan. I had been 
wondering about him, but about 3 boats had 
arrived in those few days, and his wife and baby 
could have been on one of those that arrived 
TBGFMZ��"T�TPPO�BT�*�TBX�IJT�GBDF�*�LOFX�JU�XBTO�U�
USVF��*�MM�OFWFS�GPSHFU�UIF�FOPSNJUZ�PG�IJT�CSPLFO�
English; “I tell wife, come, come, so they come, 
and now, wife !nish, baby !nish.”

A memorial service was held. A few of the 
volunteers came, after we were invited by the 
BTZMVN�TFFLFST��*�TUPPE�OFYU�UP�B�GSJFOE�PG�NJOF�
who peeled my orange for me every lunchtime. 
He had lost family members. “You expect this in 
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Iran,” he said, “but here... why here? They were 
so close. They were right here.”

The days went on and the centres settled down 
into a sort of muted normality. The group of 
volunteers who had been there before the 
crash left, and a new group came. Some asylum 
TFFLFST�TUJMM�POMZ�XPSF�CMBDL�XSPUF�UIF�OBNFT�PG�
their dead on their arms in henna. Some people 
*�LOFX�GSPN�CFGPSF�UIF�DSBTI�XIP�XFSF�DIFFSGVM�
and hopeful, I never saw again. Their friends told 
me they stayed in their rooms. I never saw the 
Manchester United supporter again.

8F�HPU�UP�LOPX�UIF�TVSWJWPST��UIFJS�SFDSFBUJPOBM�
area was where we ate our meals. The children 
played football loudly all day. The adults often 
joined us for meals. We made friends, swapped 
words of each others language. We taught some 
UP�VTF�DIPQTUJDLT�BOE�UIFZ�UBVHIU�VT�UISFBEJOH�
	UIFZ�XFSF�NPSF�TVDDFTTGVM�XJUI�UIF�DIPQTUJDLT�
than we with the threading). We chatted and 
sometimes we laughed. Sometimes someone 
XPVME�UBML�BCPVU�B�SFMBUJWF�XIP�IBE�EJFE�PO�UIF�
boat. “The Boat”- words which made everyone 
fall silent. With so few words of each others 
MBOHVBHF� JU� XBT� BXLXBSE�� 8F� XPVME� DPOWFZ�
sympathy. Everyone would sit quietly for a while.

5IF� XFFLT� QBTTFE�� 8F� IFBSE� UIFSF� XPVME�
be inquests, inquiries. We heard about it 
sometimes on the news- about how this was 

what happened if you engage a people smuggler, 
about whether the Navy had done enough. It 
was both immediate to and yet worlds apart 
from the people who we ate lunch with every 
EBZ�� "T� BMXBZT�XJUI� UIF� BTZMVN� TFFLFS� EFCBUF�
the rhetoric drifted away from the people, until 
the two were nearly entirely separate.

I got tonsillitis, and one day at the centre began 
throwing up. The other volunteers went into the 
compounds to run their activities, and I waited 
for my lift home on a step near our o#ce, feeling 
sorry for myself and running to the bathroom. A 
NBO�QBTTFE�XIP�*�LOFX��.PTU�PG�IJT�GBNJMZ�IBE�
EJFE�PO�UIF�CPBU�DSBTI��)F�TBX�UIBU�*�XBT�MPPLJOH�
unwell. He had nearly no English, but he stayed 
XJUI�NF�NBLJOH� TZNQBUIFUJD� OPJTFT� VOUJM� NZ�
CPTT�QJDLFE�NF�VQ�

It was my last day. A month and a half had 
passed since the boat crash. On my last night, 
we played Iranian and Tamil music, everyone 
EBODJOH� PS� DMBQQJOH�� *� TBX� B� HVZ� BMM� JO� CMBDL�
and with a long beard. He had lost his wife on 
the boat crash. When I last saw him, before 
December 15, he had been clean-shaven and 
hopeful for the future. I had never seen him since. 
His friends always told me he would not leave 
his room. Now he was here, and sometimes he 
smiled. I smiled too.
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Tahmineh Jafari, Portrait of the Artist’s Son, pencil on paper, 35x48cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled 1�QFO�BOE�JOL�PO�QBQFS���Y��DN
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled 2�QFO�BOE�JOL�PO�QBQFS���Y��DN
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled 5�QFO�BOE�JOL�PO�QBQFS���Y��DN
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled 6�QFO�BOE�JOL�PO�QBQFS���Y��DN
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled, pencil on paper, 21x29cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled, pencil on paper, 21x29cm
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E, The Wish, pencil on paper, 29x41cm
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E, Dreams of Freedom, pencil on paper, 29x41cm


