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“When you leave your homeland as an emigrant, from then on you live with a sense of dislocation. An internal 
rupture happens. One is now bound to function in two places, in two different mindsets. You don’t fully belong 
to anywhere, yet you try to make everywhere your home. The only way to survive is to keep moving.” - Emine 
Gozde Sevim

A young boy describes the final day of his journey as the screen fades from black to the Strait of Dover. It is 
Aemal, 15, a former Afghan refugee describing the emotions that overtook him as he traveled from Calais to 
Croydon, where he reunited with the brother he hadn’t seen in 11 years. The camera cuts to Aemal’s hands as he 
squeezes one with the other, a manifestation of residual anxiety from his clandestine journey. We don’t fully see 
him, nor does the subtle landscape underscore the emotion in his voice. 

The camera approaches Aemal from behind as he stands against the English Channel, France barely visible in 
the distance. He describes the months of uncertainty after submitting his asylum application. Aemal is still not 
viewed head on, and as the Channel fades we hear his voice: “At times, it felt like this may never end. To get so 
close but not know if I’d make it was very difficult.”

As Aemal’s life unfolds in front of the camera, the viewer confronts the lasting trauma of his experience. 
Aemal was one of the first 14 refugee children accepted by the UK at the time of the destruction of “the Jungle” 
in Calais. Although now safely in London, his months-long journey as an unaccompanied minor traveling from 
Afghanistan to England inevitably changed him. Aemal’s very survival gives him the strength and the confidence 
to take on new challenges. Yet, the nature of his experience makes it difficult for him to fully connect with his 
peers and adjust to his new life.

Director/Producer Emine Gozde Sevim, an award-winning documentary photographer based in New York, 
knows first hand about the experience of leaving one’s homeland for the chance of a better life. Ms. Sevim left 
Turkey in 2000, at the same age as Aemal, first for the United Kingdom, and later for the United States.

In her photography, Ms. Sevim makes her subjects’ experiences tangible through raw and perfectly 
composed frames. Similarly, “A Clandestine Journey” offers a unique perspective on its subject, and takes an 
unconventional approach to the refugee crisis. By inviting the audience to experience the relationship that the 
filmmaker creates with her subject, Sevim’s goal is to transcend the conventional image of what a “refugee” is 
supposed to be. Ms. Sevim does not present the viewer with obvious answers; she does not portray Aemal as a 
victim. Rather, the film uses his experience to show the liminal existence of people on the move. 

“A Clandestine Journey” is a coming-of-age story about a teenage boy in England. By focusing on his life in 
England amidst a new set of challenges, the journey after the journey, this film does not present Aemal as a 
distant, foreign, victim, but as a “regular kid” to whom we all can relate. The film asks the questions-- 
Did Aemal escape one type of conflict only to find himself inside another? How does this change affect an 
adolescent already dealing with his own change? 

And amidst the political changes shaking Europe, can Aemal maintain his sense of hope?



THE TEAM

Emine Gozde Sevim (director/producer): Ms. Sevim is a non-fiction 
storyteller whose work is grounded in human stories set against contemporary 
historical narratives. Her award-winning documentary photography, shot in 
Afghanistan, Israel, West Bank, Egypt, and Turkey, has been featured in media 
including CNN and the Washington Post. Her first book “Embed in Egypt,” 
was a finalist for the 2014 MACK First Book Award and published by Kehrer 
Verlag the following year. Sevim is the first and only Turkish photographer to 
be awarded a grant from the Magnum Foundation Fund, and she was selected 
as one of “30 New and Emerging Photographers to Watch” by Photo District 
News in 2016. She lives in Brooklyn, New York.

Jonathan Cristol (executive producer): Jonathan Cristol is a fellow at the 
World Policy Institute (WPI) in New York City and a senior fellow at Bard 
College’s Center for Civic Engagement in Annandale, New York. He is a former 
assistant professor of international affairs and the former director of Bard’s 
Globalization and International Affairs Program. Dr. Cristol writes frequently 
for a wide range of publications including CNN, Mic, World Policy Journal and 
appears regularly in a wide range of international media. He lives in New York 
City. 

Spencer Wolff (producer): Spencer Wolff is a Paris-based filmmaker and 
lawyer whose work to date brings light to the most pressing issues of our time, 
including the stop-and-frisk policy in the United States (STOP, 2014) and 
repercussions of the refugee crisis in France (Moving North, 2017 - 
co-production with the Guardian). He is a recipient of the Overseas Press Club 
David Kaplan Award for Journalism, and an American Bar Association Silver 
Gavel Awards Honoree for Media and the Arts. A former producer/video 
editor for The New York Times, Dr. Wolff has published law articles on issues of 
civil liberty and the right to assembly with New York University, Fordham Law 
School, and Melbourne’s Macquarie Law Journal. 
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