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Kitchen serves up hope as well as food
■ The Cultural Kitchen has been
providing a space for refugees in the
city to enjoy delicious food, good
conversation and new friends for more
than ten years. EMILY SMITH went
along to discover it’s much more than a
hot meal.
IT’S quickly becoming a dark
and gloomy September evening, but the smell of curry travelling down the street soon
changes that.

Inside Sherwell church hall on
North Hill, a number of people are
busy chopping onions, peeling potatoes and preparing the halal meat for a
curry which will serve more than 40
people.
The kitchen is filled with colour,
mouth-watering smells rise from the
huge pots and a number of men and
women laugh and smile as they work
together preparing the dishes.
This is what happens every fortnight
as refugees gather from across the city
for Cultural Kitchen, a project run by
Students and Refugees Together
(START).
START launched in 2001 as a
Plymouth University project, is now a
successful charity with many strands..
The team support refugees into accommodation, have access to two allotments, run a walking group and the
popular cultural kitchen.
Project co-ordinator and full-time
START employee Isaac Kelly, 42,
admits that there is nothing more
amazing then seeing the number of
people who use the service.

He says: “It always amazes me that
we see two or three people who have
only just arrived in Plymouth coming
along. Every time we attract someone
new. It shows it’s working.”
People start filling the room and
group on the tables, talking in their
native language and laughing over a
hot drink while the food is busy being
prepared.
Isaac says: “The first job anyone gets
given is crushing the garlic – that’s like
the initiation process. Then you can
move on to chopping onions!
“The menu tends to stay pretty much
the same – a meat and veg curry and
some salad. It’s hard to have a specific
meal for everyone that comes from
their country, but we always use halal
meat.
“It’s about people being able to talk
in their own language and not being
frowned upon. For some people they
might feel they are the only one like
themselves in the city and then they
come here and meet others living here
too.”
Individuals are asked to donate a
pound for the food, but Isaac admits if
someone doesn’t have that they won’t
be turned away.
Plymouth is a dispersal city, meaning an area outside of London that
houses refugees. At any one time there
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Devon ‘is
happier
than Duchy’
DEVON is a happier place than
Cornwall, according to a new
study.
People living east of the River
Tamar rated their happiness at 7.7
out of 10, compared to a 7.48 score
for those in the Duchy when asked
for a new Government survey.
However, the results of the wellbeing survey for the Office of
National Statistics also showed
that Plymouth proved to be not
quite as smiley as its old rival
Exeter.
Janners gave themselves a happiness rating of 7.28, while that lot
up the road scored a smug-looking
7.45.
Those taking the survey were
asked how happy they had felt the
previous day, with zero meaning
‘not at all happy’ and 10 ‘completely happy’.
People were questioned on four
measures of well-being: happiness, life satisfaction, feeling life
was worthwhile and anxiety.
Plymouth scored 7.75 for worthiness and a lowly 2.81 for anxiety.
Elsewhere, in 2013/14, people in
London reported lower personal
well-being on average for each of
the measures than the equivalent
UK averages.
But since 2011/12 London has
had improvements across all the
average measures of well-being.

FOOD AND FRIENDSHIP: The Refugee Cultural
Kitchen at Sherwell Church

are 200 spaces that can be
filled by these individuals.
Only in light of the
recent crisis has the kitchen started to see Syrians coming through –
but it is estimated that
more than 50 languages
are spoken in Plymouth
and many of these people
use the kitchen.
“In the last few years
we have seen different
communities using the
kitchen, but now it’s
switched and we are seeing a lot more Iranians,”
Isaac explains.
START works directly
with health and social PROJECT CO-ORDINATOR: Isaac Kelley at the Cultural Kitchen
care students studying at
Plymouth University,
which is where the idea
formed, and previous lecturer for 23 years, Deidre
ADAM, 37 years old, moved from meet people from other countries
Ford is now a trustee of
Sudan and has been in Plymouth and understand why they have
the organisation. She
for 11 years but lived in other areas come here.
knows all too well how
in the UK for a few years previous.
important the service is
“I can’t cook but I do like the
He has four children and has been food they serve here! Sometimes
to many now living in
attending the kitchen for ten my family come but usually I come
Plymouth.
years.
“Lots of people we were
on my own. I like it here – it’s
He says: “In my country it’s quite good.
working with were staydifficult to live in the area I was
ing in B&Bs which
“I like Plymouth but it makes me
weren’t very open to halal
living in. It’s been like that for a
food, so people were
number of years and it’s very sad that I can’t go back to my
struggling to eat properly.
difficult to stay. I ran away looking home country.
“I’m currently studying maths
The students received
for another place to live.
some money from a
“When I first came to the kitchen and hairdressing at City College
health trust that was to
I was happy that I was able to make Plymouth. It’s going okay but the
promote healthy living.
friends with other people. You can hairdressing is not easy!”
So we launched the cultural kitchen,” De i d re
with can go and when we have produce Having a patch of land can make
explains.
someone feel settled.”
“We also run an allot- we will use it in the kitchen.
Previous kitchen volunteer, now
“If people have access to grow things
ment project and have
access to two allotments then it means they are putting down social work masters student, Alicia
in the city. It’s a place roots – it’s very symbolic for them. Smith is originally from Chile but has
been living in Plymouth for seven
where the people we work
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years. The 49-year-old joined the kitchen team after arriving to the UK
knowing very little English.
“When I moved to Plymouth I started volunteering at the cultural kitchen. I had done a lot of voluntary
work in Chile,” she says, “my husband
is from Norwich but I met him in Chile.
I didn’t speak any English at all
because my husband wanted to speak
Spanish, so I didn’t have the need to.
“We have to learn the new system
and things that are different in our
own countries. As a case worker we try
and support people and let them know
how it works here. It’s a process and
people need to understand it doesn’t
always work the same way as their
own country. Even in supermarkets
things are different.
“Imagine someone moves to the city
and they don’t know English and they
have children. They can’t go to college
to learn the language because there is
no-one to look after their children, or
they can’t afford for them to be looked
after. That can be very difficult for a
refugee and make them feel so isolated.”
Since thousands of refugees have
begun to leave Syria in search of a
better life, David Cameron has
announced that the UK will home
20,000 refugees within the next five
years.
START works with Devon and Cornwall Refugee Support and other organisations in the city to provide for
refugees. Isaac believes the attitudes of
local people is changing and it’s only a
good thing.
He says: “I’m really heartened by the
response of the general public. For a
long time there was a real negative
approach to refugees. People need to be
more human about this situation.
“I’m really impressed by the people
that have said they have a spare room
for refugees – that’s happening in Plymouth and that’s great. Plymouth can
feel quite cut off from the rest of the UK
sometimes but we have united.”
The cultural kitchen runs every two
weeks at Sherwell church hall on
North Hill between 5pm and 8.30pm.
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