Twenty years ago I survived an IRA bomb in London, but the bombing left me with severe hearing loss.
Suddenly my life had changed.  After an initial period of confusion, dislocation, and a long period of not being able to get up in the mornings, or to get out of the house, or to be in a crowded place  (an ongoing alteration behaviour) I gradually started to return to work.

The music workshops in schools, that I did for children and adults, with lots of singing and dancing, were almost impossible, -  but not quite. Sympathetic head teachers allowed me to do sessions with classes -  and, of course, they could hear me, but I couldn't hear them. I could get them singing and dancing but it was increasingly difficult to extend the work, and to develop what I was not hearing. And  soon the sympathetic head teachers stopped asking me to come  back and do workshops.

However, as I started to be able to use hearing aids -  and you can't get hearing aids immediately after sudden hearing loss (what can be heard is often quite changing – tinnitus

comes and goes, changes come and go , one day you seem to hear absolutely nothing and another day – did I hear that? Or did I imagine it? Then you hear things that aren't there- it just goes on like that)

But as I acquired and started to benefit from hearing aids and  personal sound augmentation  machines ( Contego ) I started working with refugees as a storyteller. 

They were struggling with language, understanding and  being understood; and I was struggling with hearing  - but somehow storytelling started to work.

And  so I became a storyteller working with refugees, people in exile and their children and families. Traditional stories are often a safe way of speaking the unspeakable, but the teller

(the refugee) has the wonderful feeling of being heard. It seemed I was helping people to have their voices heard.

I still have difficulty working with groups of people, (because of my hearing) but most of my work is with groups of people .

· I had Lip reading classes for a few years

· Now I study BSL British sign language
So I continued  in this work which started to become successful  and in 2008 happened to be talking  n a church about the uses of storytelling in healing, peace building and dialogue.

The church had lost its roof and much of its walls in a huge bomb blast in the same bombing campaign in which I been caught up . So for the first time I came out publicly that I had lost my hearing in the same campaign. Jo Dover from The Tim Parry Jonathan Ball Foundation for Peace heard me speak and that is how I became involved with the Foundation’s programmes. 

In 2009, I participated in the Foundation’s ‘Storytelling’ residential, where I met others who’d been affected by bombings and war. Meeting others who had also been impacted by conflict was a healing experience for me and I realised that I had my own story to tell and could use this to help others.

I'd not spoken much about the effect the bombing had had on me, (apart from the obvious deafness), but I suppose, somehow, I was now given the permission and the space to do so. It was from then on that I realised that other people have similar stories, but that they hadn't managed to find the permission or the space to tell them. I realised that I could help others to get to that difficult but important moment of leaving something behind and going forward with other things. And it was a good feeling. It was a very positive thing I could do.

I never felt comfortable with the idea of being a victim – I'd not talked to people about it for 16 years -  but now I found a way of using the experience to do something useful, helpful and potentially could even help people turn away from radicalisation and violence.

Following my participation in the Storytelling residential, 

I then became involved in a dialogue programme, with a partner organisation in Ireland,

The Sustainable Peace Network. We were all people who had either been involved as combatants, victims, police or family of any of these affected by 'The Troubles'  or the Northern Ireland conflict.
Meeting someone who had actually been involved in planting bombs was an extraordinarily weird feeling, that I'm not able to describe. Intellectually I seemed to understand but  emotionally I had a strange feeling in my stomach. But here we were face to face. He told me his story and I told him mine. But after we'd shared our stories each of us was in tears, having been moved by what the other person had told.
I became involved with the Foundation’s leadership work in 2010 and facilitated a workshop at the Foundation’s International Peace Conference in 2011.

I graduated from the Foundation’s 2012 Leadership for Peace programme, a programme that saw participants develop their skills and understanding in relation to conflict, prejudice and discrimination with a view to increasing their capacity in leadership, facilitation and peace-building. Following the successful completion of the Leadership for Peace programme, I facilitated a storytelling workshop session alongside testimony speakers from 
The Parents circle / Bereaved Palestinians and Israelis, and from combatants in the Northern Ireland conflict.
I was invited to facilitate on a 5 day residential programme with young people from Priesthope High School, Leeds, England.  Drawing upon my experiences, both professional and personal; I worked with the group exploring some of the deeply held attitudes and ideas that the young people had based on prejudice, fear and identity. 

It was great working with the young people, who had so much to say, but who hadn't necessarily been confronted with their own prejudices before. Getting them to see, through the exercises and games, that they could take a lead, make a difference, and improve a situation rather than just follow some narrow idea that was nowhere as good as their own ideas. This realisation of their own potential was a wonderful breakthrough - and they'd had such a good time too!
Apart from all these leadership opportunities that have arisen from my association with the Foundation for Peace in the last four years, I have continued my work with refugees; have held numerous Interfaith workshops and study sessions with children and adults from backgrounds of Jewish,(Orthodox and Liberal ) Muslim, Sikh, Christian, (Catholic and Protestant) Hindu , Druid ,Quaker and Druze faiths; and I have worked on many projects in Israel and Palestine including “Healing Words- Festival for Peace”, 2009;  “Jisr al Adam”, Galilee and Jenin, 2011; and “The Siach – Conversation”  for Jewish Social Activists, 2012.

In all of these activities that have happened in the four years since I have been working with The Foundation for Peace I have come to the conclusion that Radicalisation happens when people are not heard. Or not allowed to speak.

People sometimes have to voice their prejudices - in a safe space where questions can be asked, where they can be gently and safely challenged through self realisation games and exercises. Where they can make up their own minds, where they can discover for themselves that their attitudes are based on uninformed generalisations, on prejudice and assumption.  Just like the young people from Priesthope school in Leeds who daily live with racism, stereotyping and prejudice. Everyone has a story to tell. But maybe they are not allowed to tell, maybe they are silenced, or censored, or maybe they think others won't want to hear. They need to share their story, to be heard. And they need to hear, see and feel what effect their story has on others. Sometimes they're surprised by the reaction.

Sometimes a story will make the person listening feel offended, hurt or angry, but a story can also have the power to make a person feel respected, wanted or even loved. We need to give    

people to the chance to hear each other's story, because this is the way forward to understanding. It is by not hearing people's story that we are led towards misunderstanding, mistrust and hatred. 

 I am reminded of the words of Jo Berry, who works together for Peace with Pat Magee, the former IRA activist, and the man responsible for her father's death.

“I am beginning to realise that no matter which side of the conflict you're on, had we all lived  each other's lives, we could all have done what the other did”
Sef Townsend
