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MARCUS Armstrong, an associate
member of the Society of the
Sacred Mission, based at The Well
at Willen, contributes this month’s
column on behalf of Milton Keynes
Peace and Justice Network.

Africa was a life-changing experi-
ence for me. In 1989 I worked in
Ghana as a systems analyst on the
Volta River Dam Project, which sup-
plied electricity to parts of West
Africa.

It was my first time outside
Europe. I was 29 years old and was
completely blown away – in a good
way – by the place and the people.

Earlier this year, 20 years on, I
found myself back in Africa, in the
beautiful mountain kingdom of
Lesotho.

Land-locked by South Africa but
not a part of it, Lesotho has a pop-
ulation of two million, is breathtak-
ingly mountainous and lies high
above sea-level. Its main exports
are maize and water.

My partner Debbie and I were
there to facilitate workshops on
non-violence and conflict resolution
for the Anglican brothers at the
Society of the Sacred Mission
(SSM) Priory, in the capital,
Maseru.

Luckily for us, everyone spoke
very good English – Lesotho was
previously a British protectorate, so
English is taught in school.

Unfortunately, many children in
rural areas live very poor lives, with
their basic needs barely met, and

have to walk miles to school.
The majority of the population

live in these rural areas, many with-
out access to gas, electricity, run-
ning water or inside toilets.

HIV/Aids is an enormous prob-
lem, 40 per cent of the population
is infected. This results in a large
number of premature deaths or
debilitating illnesses, and a corre-
spondingly large number of
orphans.

The orphanage run by The Priory
cares for 115 children who have no
other family. They range from one
week to 18 years in age.

It moved us to tears to visit them
and see this tragic situation with
our own eyes – to see even the
youngest toddlers helping to care

for the babies.
We also worked with the SSM

HIV/Aids ministry team. They are
local volunteers who support indi-
viduals and families coping with the
Aids epidemic.

They are an inspiring group who
have great compassion and skill,
and are working on the front line of
this struggle.

The core of our work was the
workshops with the SSM brothers.
We had 10 poignant days with
them, exploring non-violent alterna-
tives to conflict, and relating their
spirituality to their work in the local
and global communities.

Religion is very important in
Lesotho – the majority are Chris-
tians. The brothers live together in

The Priory, but their days are spent
doing invaluable work supporting
the local community in a variety of
ways.

They take services, counsel and
provide spiritual guidance. They
help to resolve conflict and support
local initiatives.

The people were extremely warm
and generous to us, and the moun-
tains, plains and sunsets were too
beautiful to describe. Our trip was a
great blessing.

We had many adventures, and
hope to return next year.

If you are interested in finding
out more or supporting this work,
please contact: Marcus Armstrong,
peace_marcus@yahoo.co.uk or phone
07967 819514.

the mk mix
>> Film director and
screenwriter Segun

Oguntola arrived in Milton
Keynes in 2007 after

growing up in South East
London and spending five
years developing a film
industry in The Gambia,

West Africa.

>> He was immediately
struck by how so many

backgrounds and cultures
were represented in the
new city’s population –

and set out to find why so
many people come here to

make a new start, and
become part of the MK

mix.

>> The people Segun
meets feature in this

regular Citizen First focus.

The MK Mix is supported by
the award-winning Jaipur

Restaurant at Grafton House,
599 Grafton Gate East,

Central Milton Keynes, MK9
1AT. Phone: 01908 669796

Email: info@jaipur.co.uk

>> Would you like to put yourself in the MK Mix hotseat? All you have to do is ask –
email your request to first@mkcitizen.co.uk and we’ll take it from there. You can read

previous MK Mix interviews and find out more about the project at www.themkmix.co.uk

EX London Tube driver Rob Harriman has
been in Milton Keynes since 1987, but for
the last six years he’s been a Community
Warden in the city. He loves working with all
the different communities in MK, but says he
never has enough time to enjoy all the city
has to offer.

WWhhoo aarree yyoouu aanndd wwhhaatt iiss yyoouurr bbaacckkggrroouunndd??
I was born in Hillingdon, Middlesex and lived all

my life in Ruislip with my mum and dad and my older
sister and my twin sister. Education in my day was
CSEs not GCSEs. I took maths, English, RE and met-
alwork, woodwork, and history, just enough to see
me through. There’s nothing like getting out of the
classroom to gain life and inter personal skills, and
have good people skills and be able to relate and
communicate with all walks of life, it’s the only way
forward.

I worked part-time in Tesco while at school and
also worked as a trainee window dresser in the
1980s – I took a lot of stick for that – then moved
on to a long career on the London Underground. I
trained as a guard and then became a driver, bril-
liant years great banter within the depot from 1982
to 1997. I left because I wanted to work with the
public and help people who needed help within local
communities, hence my role to date as community
warden for Milton Keynes Council. For the past six
years I’ve been dealing with crime prevention and
reducing anti social issues and working very closely
with all agencies within MKC. Working within the
safer communities unit is the most rewarding job
I've done and as a whole unit, it’s brilliant the way
everyone resolves issues – long may it continue.

What attracted to you come to MK in the first
place?

I moved to MK because my sister lived here and
I liked the area and the countryside and it was
cheap and a nicer pace of life, away from the rat
race. I love the open spaces and clean air and not
having a two-hour each-way commute to London.
You can’t beat the summer days being outside and
seeing all the countryside compared to being in a
dark black sooty tunnel all day. I can't think of any-
thing nicer, plus I found the love of my life and my
new family which mean the world to me.
Another major plus is my three children from my
first marriage only live 10 minutes away so it’s
great to see them regularly. I'm really proud of all
my children and my partner who’s always there for
me through thick and thin and who is very support-
ive. The moral of story – there’s always light at end
of the tunnel.

What’s the most striking difference you've found
between MK and the place where you've lived the
longest?

There’s much less traffic in MK for one, plus the
city centre bars, clubs, leisure, and that word again,
countryside, then everything is about 10 minutes in
any direction. I could go on about the nice rural
areas with brilliant pubs, great lakes for fishing,
great parks and open spaces, great golf clubs. The

people of MK of all groups and ethnic origins are
generally very friendly and warm and very welcom-
ing. In London nobody talks to you, everyone is in a
rush.

It’s nice to be able to go for a walk and chat to
someone and pass the time of day. The trouble
these days for me is too much of the following:
email, text, facebook, mobile chat, internet, the art
of discussion has gone and that’s what’s lacking in
modern society. But in MK I think people do seem to
talk a bit more. I spent just one weekend here and
found it to be the place for me, simple things in life
can go a long way to make you happy.

We wouldn't have as many issues in the world if
we went back to basics and people respected each
other more. It does not cost anything to be polite
and be nice. Communities would be better places.

Please tell us about all the ways in which you are
involved in MK life.

Within my role as Milton Keynes Community
Warden I deal with the young and elderly, and like I
said before most of my day I’m out and about talk-
ing to people finding out what issues they have. We
do what we can to resolve them and if we can’t, we
always pass it on to someone who can. I'm also a
parent governor at my local Pepper Hill School, and
often am the link between the link
between community and the local authority. I do
safety related school assemblies on various topics
that the schools require and often do this in role-
play format with other warden members to get the
message across.

I've also done work with a schools-based social
worker on a project called Fast Families and
Schools Together which focussed on engaging chil-
dren, teachers and parents over a nine-week period
– we got great results.

How easy have you found it to settle here?
I’ve been here since 1987 and found it easy to

settle in apart from getting lost on the round-
abouts and the grid roads when I only went to the
corner shop and took a map with me. Since then,

with the job I do, I now know MK like the back of my
hand and don’t often use a map. At the moment I
would never leave MK. It’s friendly and clean and
minutes away from fantastic countryside and it’s
got something for everyone. You don't always need
money, ie walk by the river or canal with a picnic or
nice bike ride. My main frustration is not having
enough time to enjoy all the facilities.

We're interested in highlighting ways in which MK's
diversity is working in practice, so how far have you
spread your net so far?

Within my role I’ve worked with all sectors of the
community, all ethnic groups who have such a pas-
sion within to build relationships and work closely
with other groups. I’ve attended carnivals, fun days
and been to many openings of community buildings
and play areas that are spread all over the commu-
nity. I’ve worked with African, Asian, Eastern Euro-
pean, and Americans. I’ve had certain groups who
have felt isolated and welcomed them fully into the
community sometimes with coffee mornings, resi-
dent groups and mini workshops within the familys
and schools together project, which clearly links all
groups and ages to build community cohesion. At
the end of the day everyone is equal and everyone
has to interact together, I feel MK is brilliant at
showing this. I feel we’re lucky to be able to live
here.

Are you planning to stay in MK for a fixed time for
work or family reasons, or do you think you're here for
good?

I admit I often think about a place in the sun, due
to our lack of summer and long winters, but in real-
ity I'm here for the long term. My children are at
school and I wouldn’t want to uproot them
unless I won a lot of money on the Lottery on Satur-
day. My family and myself like it here, plus I'm near
to my mother who’s unwell, and to be honest I would
like to remain in the UK and MK and move to the Al-
garve when I retire and run a bed and breakfast with
my partner and have a golf course.

WWhhaatt’’ss tthhee bbeesstt ppiieeccee ooff aaddvviiccee yyoouu ccoouulldd ggiivvee
ssoommeeoonnee ccoonnssiiddeerriinngg mmoovviinngg ttoo MMKK ttoo mmaakkee aa nneeww
lliiffee??

There is something for everyone in every direc-
tion you go. There is the outside life in the summer,
and inside activities for the winter. People moan
about MK who have never been here – the world re-
ally is your oyster.

Tell us something about where you come from which
only a local would know, which you wouldn’t find in the
standard guidebooks.

In Ruislip Manor there's a wicked kebab house
that I kept in busness in the 1980s. I’m unsure
since I left if it’s still trading, due to my lack of cus-
tom. I was in there six days a week.

You're probably aware that MK has a mixed reputa-
tion in the rest of the UK. You’ve got a fresh pair of
eyes, what would you say to people who can't find any-
thing good to say about the city?

I find it bizarre when people can't find a good
word to say about MK. I’d say shape up or ship out,
because if you can't find a positive here then you
will struggle to find a positive anywhere.

We were moved to tears by orphans of HIV/Aids in Lesotho


