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Andrew Forrest with Heera, a survivor of bonded labour, in Kukdaha, India. Picture: Graham Crouch 

Andrew Forrest stands near a brick kiln in a village on the outskirts of 

Varanasi, India, looking into a square black hole in front of the chimney. 

“This is where the fire is,” one of the villagers explains, as others crowd around the visiting party of 

Westerners. A few years ago, the villager says, one of the village girls was lowered into the flames 

of a similar pit by her master until her feet burned. The girl’s family was “bonded” to the kiln owner 

because of a past debt, an arrangement that quickly descends into slavery, and she was rebelling 

against her long work hours. Her screams of pain were heard throughout the village until, eventually, 

she was lifted out. “Now, you work,” the master said. The girl and the villagers had been taught a 

lesson.  

Forrest, better known in the business world as the founder of the Fortescue Metals Group, the 

world’s fourth-largest iron ore producer, has become used to these stories over the past few years 

since he set himself the ambitious goal of ending modern-day slavery. “The stories that you have 



heard, I have heard countless times — and much worse. It was all about the slave master working 

by fear and terror,” he says. “But the important thing is not to internalise it, not to let them drag you 

down, but let them be your motivation,” adds the man known as Twiggy, who is in Varanasi for a 

three-day visit with his wife Nicola, daughter Grace and son Sydney, to see some of the work funded 

by the Walk Free Foundation, their anti-slavery charity. The villagers were freed from bonded labour 

in 2010, before Walk Free was founded, but now the Forrests’ Perth-based charity is working with 

locally based groups to help them set up their own brick kiln business.  

Forrest’s anti-slavery campaign has its origins in a visit by Grace to an orphanage in Nepal when 

she was a 15-year-old schoolgirl, seven years ago. Now finishing her final year at Perth’s University 

of Notre Dame, where she is studying international relations, political science and social justice, 

Grace has heard first-hand horror stories of child abuse and sex trafficking. She has never forgotten 

her visit to that orphanage, which was also a refuge for young girls who had been trafficked into 

prostitution. “What drew me to it was that not only were they vulnerable children from an 

impoverished country,” she says on the bus trip between villages on the outskirts of Varanasi, “they 

were orphans who had been rescued from brothels in India and were going through rehabilitation. 

Despite the fact that we were all just girls spending time together, their physical and emotional scars 

from the torture they had endured fundamentally changed my view of the world and my place in it.”  

Aware of her fortunate background both as an Australian and as a daughter of one of Australia’s 

richest men, Grace returned to Perth determined to do something about their plight. “Seeing the 

scars on the faces of children my cousins’ age and girls of my age, I thought it wasn’t ever going to 

be possible for me to go back home and be a normal teenager when other girls — by the flip of a 

coin — were unfortunate to be born where they were while I was so fortunate to be born where I 

was.”  

Back home, she began researching sex trafficking, despite her father’s plea to stop spending so 

much time on such a disturbing subject. “There was so much exploitation,” she says. “What worse 

crime could there be than sex trafficking of vulnerable young children? The more I learnt, the more 

I took on the debt as my passion.” Two years later, she convinced her parents to take her back to 

Nepal and was horrified to find that there was no trace of the children who had been at the 

orphanage.  

During that trip the Forrest family visited another orphanage and it was there that Twiggy Forrest 

had his own epiphany. In a sometimes emotional interview, he recalls seeing a young girl at the 

back of a room while the matron was showing them through the dormitories. “She was rocking from 

side to side, quietly moaning and wailing to herself,” Forrest recalls. The girl, the matron told them, 

had rarely spoken since she arrived a few months earlier. She had been trafficked to “somewhere 

where men wore long white robes” and suffered serious sexual abuse.  

“Being a father you consider you are an empathetic person,” Forrest says. “I was moved by the story 

and I walked up quietly to the girl to speak to her. She heard me coming and looked at me. She 

stopped moaning and let out this soft scream. It was a scream of revulsion and despair, of hideous 



anticipation of what would happen to her with the approach of a male. It was completely shocking 

and it resolved in our family’s heart to pursue the trafficking of children.”  

As the Forrests investigated the matter, their focus broadened to tackling the wider issues of -

trafficking and slavery, including bonded labour, which is prevalent in some of the poorer parts of 

India. After a family discussion in the kitchen of their home in Perth’s Peppermint Grove, they 

founded Walk Free in 2012 with the ambitious goal of putting an end to modern slavery. Walk Free 

operates by helping to fund several locally based Indian charities and anti-slavery groups. They 

have so far invested $35 million, with another $10 million committed. Some $3 million has already 

gone to its work in India.  

Andrew and Nicola Forrest have signed the “Giving Pledge” — the challenge set down by Microsoft 

founder Bill Gates and investor Warren Buffett to give away most of their wealth to charity. Forrest 

met Gates at the Gates Foundation in Seattle to explain his passion for fighting slavery in all its 

forms. Gates was appalled by some of the stories Forrest told him and urged Forrest to do something 

to measure the extent of the problem. “If you are really serious about it you will have to measure it. 

If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it,” Gates said.  

Forrest jumped at the suggestion and put together a team of experts to study the subject. Eight 

months later, in 2013, they came up with a Global Slavery Index which found there were almost 30 

million people in the world in slavery. Almost half were in India, a long way ahead of the next ranking 

countries — China (2.9 million), Pakistan (2.1 million), Nigeria (700,000), Ethiopia (651,000) and 

Russia (516,000).  

The arrival of a high-profile new organisation vowing to end slavery ruffled the feathers of some 

existing players in the field, including some academics who have disputed the methodology of the 

index. Walk Free and the Forrests were new boys on the international NGO block. As Forrest admits, 

the Global Slavery Index uses a broader definition of slavery than some others by including child 

marriage and forced marriages.  

Just before the first index was released, Forrest contacted Indian political leaders to inform them 

about it. But the mood changed with the election last year of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, whose 

government is sensitive about foreign-backed NGOs. Modi cancelled the licences of more than 

10,000 NGOs operating in India and tightened the rules on many foreign-funded NGOs, criticising 

“five-star activists” and clamping down on Greenpeace.  

Flying into Varanasi in his private jet, Forrest knows he is entering politically sensitive territory. One 

of the holiest cities for India’s majority Hindu population, it plays host to an endless stream of pilgrims 

who come to bathe in the Ganges. The city is located in one of India’s poorest regions, a hub for 

sex trafficking and forced labour; it is also Prime Minister Modi’s electorate. We reach the village of 

Kukdaha along a dusty road cutting through barley fields. There we are greeted with a green carpet 

set down on the red dirt which leads us to a tree where the locals sit on white cloths placed on the 

ground. Andrew and Nicola join them and listen to their stories through interpreters.  



There are laws against slavery in India and a legal process for people to extricate themselves from 

bonded labour, but poorly educated villagers often don’t have the courage and know-how to take 

their case to the authorities amid the fear of retaliation from the slave master and his associates. 

The bonded labour starts with a debt — money loaned to a poor person who agrees to work for the 

master to repay it. The debt can pass down through the generations. The workers are paid 

subsistence wages with the whole family including young children forced to work for almost nothing.  

The people before us are from the Musahar community, often called “rat eaters” because of their 

dirt-poor origins. Speaker after speaker tells how they and their family were beaten and abused by 

the master if they complained about their situation or if the whole family including young children 

were not deemed to be working hard enough. After a few men speak, one woman in a green sari 

with red and white motifs, a gold ring in her nose, an orange bindi on her forehead and orange 

bangles on her arms squats in front of the Forrests to tell her story: how her family were beaten 

when they tried to escape from their master, how she managed to connect with the local organisation 

Walk Free now supports, which approached a lawyer to take up their case. “She was determined to 

fight to the end, no matter what happened,” the translator tells us.  

Another woman in a pink sari with a gold ring in her ear tells a similar story. The continuous beatings 

by slave owners, who then began beating her son, made her determined to go to the police and 

lodge a complaint. “We decided to escape. Twenty eight of us ran away. We went to the police. The 

slave owner threatened us and tried to make us stop the complaint. But we all gave our testimony 

and we were released by the government.” Twiggy praises her. “She has the heart of a lion. She is 

a great inspiration for us,” he says. An older man with a long white beard and a long white robe 

comes forward to tell his story. “We were afraid but over the last five years things are changing,” he 

says. “We will not go back to the old ways.”  

We visit another village where the residents, also freed from slavery, have set up their own weaving 

business. A sign painted on one of the buildings reads: “No more will we tolerate atrocity. We will 

claim our rights.”  

On the afternoon of the last day we visit a stone quarry in the village of Mirzapur. The villagers have 

freed themselves from the bondage of the quarry owner and are fighting for the right to run the place 

themselves. After a sit-down with the villagers, Andrew Forrest goes off to do an interview with a 

German documentary crew.  

The word is out that one of Australia’s richest men is in town. People from another village start to 

arrive, wondering whether they are missing out on the rich man’s generosity. The Indian community 

workers travelling with us become quiet and tense. “This is a Maoist area,” one of them tells me, 

referring to the long-running insurgency by communist guerrillas, known as Naxalites, against the 

Indian state. Tensions are rising. There is a long potholed road through the fields to travel along 

before we get to the main road. The women in our party, including me, are asked to leave in a 

minibus while Forrest finishes his interview before returning with the men in a van behind us.  



“People are so poor,” one of the Indian women explains. The news that a rich man has come to 

town will inevitably create tensions. She says she has seen things turn nasty very quickly. She is 

very quiet until Forrest phones Nicola, who is on the bus with us, to tell her that his van has made it 

to the main road. Everyone arrives safely but it is a reminder that there are different forces afoot in 

rural areas in India.  

It’s a simple, high-minded pledge — ending slavery — and the indefatigable Forrest refuses to look 

on the dark side. As he explains, he is tackling the challenge in the same way he would tackle a 

business challenge. Forrest’s success in business does not come from hand-wringing and endless 

analysis of the enormity of the challenge. He takes great heart from the comments of the elder in 

the village who described his happiness at the fact that he could now see a much better future for 

his children. “Things are changing,” Forrest says later over dinner at the hotel in Varanasi. The 

campaign against slavery by both the Indian government and community groups — plus the advent 

of information on the internet and mobile phones — means that things are turning the corner.  

Forrest is aware that to make substantial changes any movement must work with government. He 

is at pains to praise Prime Minister Modi, who, he says, “has easily been the most proactive leader 

in terms of supporting an end to slavery. He is the most qualified because he has seen poverty at 

first hand, having grown up with it.” Forrest admits that Modi has no love for NGOs trying to tell India 

how to run its country. “It’s fair enough. There are a lot of NGOs with limited information telling 

governments how they should run their country. So his patience for the civil society is 

understandably limited. But he has a hatred of human slavery which is very real and he is not afraid 

to stand for, which I think is a wonderful thing.”  

Grace Forrest is making her own recording of the trip. She is taking photographs of the people we 

meet as part of a collection she is putting together called “Faces of and against slavery in India”. 

Highly articulate and well informed on the global slavery issue, Grace argues that taking photos of 

people affected by slavery is a powerful tool to bring home the message to people in the West. She 

has addressed several international forums and told her story to the Pope at the Vatican last 

December. “Pope Francis asked to meet me as a young person who was doing something good,” 

she recalls. “It’s powerful. But inspiring people in the Western world and actually bringing people out 

of slavery are two different things.”  

She recalls the visit to the brick kiln village where she held one of the young babies in her arms. “It 

was a really poignant moment for me holding that lady’s baby. She was a beautiful baby girl, only a 

week old. She opened her eyes and looked up at me. It was like, ‘Who are you?’ Then she went 

back to sleep. Her mother was looking on happily. I thought, ‘She is going to be of a generation 

which will go to school. If her people can stand up for their rights and be able to access the legal 

help they deserve, this generation will come through.’”  
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