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This book is dedicated to …

My oldest child Alyaan, who gave me the inspiration to start this campaign …

My other children, Ayaan and Mirha, who gave me the motivation to keep going …

And Faryal, who lived every second of the struggle and supported me every step of the way.

To my parents, Rafiq and Rehana, who moved from Pakistan to protect me, stayed in England to encourage me and left England to support me. You instilled the values I have tried to uphold.

And to my siblings and their partners, Annie, Khurrum, Danial, Rachel, Amna, Rahila and Usman.

I know this struggle has caused a lot of discomfort to all of you. I thank you for your support.

I hope I have made you proud and I hope your children are only ever known by the names you give them.
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CHAPTER 1

Just a Kid from Pakistan

I was born in Karachi in Pakistan in 1991, the second child of five, with an elder sister and a younger brother and two younger sisters. I was a cheeky kid, confident and playful and full of energy. Except in the mornings. Mum would have to drag me out of bed, and I’d have to run to make the school bus on time. When I got home, I’d wait for the powerful sun to die down a bit, and then it was cricket until the end of the day. From an early age, cricket was everything to me.

Life was very family-oriented in Pakistan. As well as my mum, dad and siblings, my paternal grandparents lived with us too. There were more than a hundred flats in our block, which was in a prosperous part of the city, and there was a strong sense of community. I now look back at my early childhood with a lot of fondness. Life was good.

Big families were the norm: Mum had five sisters and a brother, and Dad is one of eight, with three brothers and four sisters. My dad’s family was originally from India but moved to Pakistan after partition in 1947. Mum came from a fairly modest background. Her family were from a small village in Sindh province, where they were small-scale rice wholesalers. She knew how hard this was and how small the rewards were, and she was determined that her children were going to benefit from a good education. She was always pushing me to do my homework and read the Quran, and I have her to thank for the fact that I ended up with ten good grades in my GCSEs. Religion was just an accepted part of life. I prayed five times a day. I studied the Quran, often with my mum’s sister, who was a schoolteacher, and we celebrated all the festivals together.

Dad started off working in a cassette shop before he moved to Bahrain to work in a bank. And then he married my mum – it was an arranged marriage – and moved back to Pakistan. He soon got into property and from then on worked really hard, becoming a partner in a successful construction and property firm. Mum was a housewife and the disciplinarian in the family, keeping us kids in check. Hard work and sacrifice were instilled in us but so was prioritising family; we would always do something together as a family on a Sunday, whether that was going to a kids’ activity centre or a trip to the beach. Every couple of weeks we’d go to Pizza Hut, and we were always looking for new restaurants and styles of food to try. In Karachi, the street food is amazing, and it’s constantly changing, so there was no shortage of options. And once a month, generally on a Friday, all of our extended family would get together. Our cousins were like brothers and sisters, too, and I fondly remember long evenings in restaurants and the whole family going out for breakfast together – happy memories.

People say that Karachi is a city that never sleeps, but that’s not quite true. The only time people sleep is in the morning. I’d wake up for school, and it’d be so calm and quiet I could hear the birds singing. The rest of the time, it was a city full of hustle and bustle, always on the go, and people would stay up all night.

My waking hours were about playing cricket. We’d set up a game wherever we could find a spot to play, which was mainly on the streets in a little car park just outside the block of the flats where we lived.

By the time I was eight years old, I was playing alongside the older boys. I wasn’t the best by any means – there were loads of talented kids – but I was massively competitive. Most days I would come home covered in cuts and bruises because I kept diving around on our concrete field.

A few cuts and bruises apart, it was a lovely place to live for a cricket-mad kid. The climate allowed us to play all year round, and there was always someone up for a game. I remember those baking days of mid-summer, when the temperature soars to over 40 degrees, and I was desperate for the sun to relent just a little so I could go outside. There were games available for people to play between each prayer: one after Fajr, one after Dhuhr, one after Asr and one after Maghrib and before Isha. A young kid in Pakistan plays much more cricket in a year than one of their contemporaries does in the UK, which I think allowed me to get ahead. In fact, when I was twelve, I had probably played more than an average fifteen-year-old would have in England. I was practising non-stop, and it meant I was developing my skills quickly and at a young age. More generally, I think this is why South Asian countries have greater success at youth cricket.

My dad was always very supportive of his children. When it came to me, family members would say to him, ‘You’re spoiling him. Stop letting him play so much cricket. You need to get him to concentrate on his studies.’ Dad’s response was always, ‘No, let him play.’ He believed in me, and I always managed to do really well in my exams, even better than my brothers and sisters.

It was actually my mum who loved cricket the most in our family, and she supported my dreams too (while also making sure I concentrated on my studies!). When I was out playing cricket, she’d be running around after me, trying to get me to go to my Quran tuition classes. I’d leave the flat with my school bag but find somewhere to hide it and go and play cricket instead.

It seems to me that my love for cricket was inevitable, as I was surrounded by it as I grew up. When I got home from school at about 3.30 p.m., and before it was time to go out and play, there was a highlights programme on, and my grandad and I used to watch it together. That programme and watching Pakistan play was what really got me into cricket at first. Then, every couple of months, there would be a tournament between different neighbourhoods or buildings, and my parents would always ensure a maid or driver would chaperone me so I could watch. You paid twenty rupees each and the pitch would be in a car park, roped off by bulb lights. Everyone would come to watch the game, and the atmosphere was electric. They used tennis balls wrapped up with white electrical tape. I would watch all night, desperate for the day I could play in one of these matches myself.

One of my early heroes was Imran Nazir, who played for Pakistan. It was his diving around the field that caught my eye, and it was probably the reason I did the same on our concrete pitches, although I’m sure he wasn’t as covered in bruises as I was, not that I cared. I also used to throw a tennis ball at the wall in my bedroom and dive across the bed like he did. He was the coolest guy I’d seen, and I wanted to be like him. My other cricketing idol that I looked up to was Saqlain Mushtaq, the little tiptoe run-up, and big spin he would do was something I tried to copy as a youngster.

But the main role model in my life was my father. His resilience and hard work were instilled in all of us siblings, and I’m so glad they were, because I have needed them in abundance throughout my life: to help me when we first moved to the UK; to become a professional cricketer; to cope with the time when I was out of the game; and to weather the storm of the last few years.

Before my family and I moved to the UK in 2001, I visited a couple of times. I spent one summer living with my uncle in Hounslow in London for six months and went to Beavers Community Primary School, which was just across the road from his house. I’d race my elder cousin to and from the gate each day, and we spent our free time playing in the nearby park. I loved ten-pin bowling, and my cousin knew someone who worked at the local cinema, so we would get in free to watch all of the latest Bollywood films. It was such a great time.

I also used to go to Sunbury Cricket Club, where my cousins played. It was very different from playing cricket in the streets back in Karachi. I can remember two massive pitches, with kids running around all over the place when the junior sessions were taking place. It was the first time I’d used an orange windball, and we played a lot of Kwik cricket. The focus was very much on having fun. I wasn’t the biggest of kids – I was stick thin and quite a lot shorter than some of those I played with and against – but I knew the game better than any of my contemporaries and felt I was ahead of most of them.

Cricket at its best has the ability to bring people together and build relationships for life. I have always been extroverted and I love being around people, so playing cricket was supposed to be me in my element in my safe place, even in a new country. And at that age, there was no sense of feeling that you didn’t belong. Hounslow and London more generally are diverse places, but when you are a kid, you don’t really see the colour of someone’s skin anyway.

It was an amazing six months in which I got a taste of life in the UK. But I also very much missed my family, and when my visa ran out, I went home. The next time I visited, I didn’t last more than a few weeks. I was too homesick. It’s not that I didn’t miss my family hugely during that first six months, it was just that I was younger and I was perhaps less aware of being away from home. When you’re young, you’re naive and sometimes there’s no fear – you jump into everything, and if you get hurt, you pick yourself up and go again.

Pakistan was our home, and we were very happy there, but it wasn’t long before our whole family was making the move to England, mainly as the result of two tragic events. On an evening that started just like any other, I came home from school, dropped my bag off, had a shower and some food, and made my way down to play cricket. But it wasn’t like any other day. I was still inside the building, and my younger brother was outside playing, when I heard loud bangs in the street. Me being me, I decided to head towards the danger and have a look at what was going on. Loud noises, such as cars honking their horns and tyres blowing out, were pretty common, but these sounded different, and I wanted to know what they were, so I ran towards the sound and looked over a wall. People in the back of a car that was driving past were shooting at the kids out playing. I watched people being killed right in front of me. The scene was one of panic everywhere, and I ran home as fast as I could. My younger brother was picked up and brought inside by one of the elders from the flats. We were very lucky that we all survived, as we could all have been out there playing. It was a terrifying moment.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t the only incident that made us begin to feel unsafe. The final straw for us was when one of my father’s business partners was kidnapped and murdered by being set alight. When his body was found, there was only half of him left. We had often gone out for Sunday dinner with him and his family, and we were very close, so it was an incredibly shocking and upsetting moment. An image of my father sitting on a prayer mat and crying sticks in my mind even to this day.

At the turn of the century our home city was starting to become an unsafe place. It was the end of our life in Pakistan. Almost immediately, all three remaining partners decided to leave. The concern was the kidnappers would strike again. Apparently, their modus operandi was to target the oldest son of successful business owners – and I was my dad’s oldest son – and there were rumours that they had inside assistance from the police. It was clear to us that the success my father and his business partners were enjoying was posing a risk to our lives.

The original plan was to go to Canada or the United States. But we went on pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia first and then visited family in England before deciding our next steps. It was a big decision to leave, but it felt like our safety had been compromised. I was ten years old and about to leave everything I had ever known.


CHAPTER 2

A Whole New Life

I clearly remember the day we left Karachi. We had decided to go to Mecca in Saudi Arabia first, then visit family in the UK before travelling on to Canada, so we all had our white ihrams on, the clothes that you wear when you’re on your way to a pilgrimage. My grandparents were coming with us too, so all of our extended family and friends were there to see us off on the bus to the airport – it seemed like there were hundreds of people who had come to say goodbye. It was very emotional saying our farewells, not really knowing if or when we’d come back.

As a result of my parents’ incredibly hard work, we had lived a very privileged life in Pakistan, and I understand now how difficult that must have been for my parents to leave behind. It showed me early on that sometimes you have to make tough decisions in life to build a better future.

Moving to a new country and leaving our friends and family behind was a daunting prospect, but as a ten-year-old, I also saw it as an adventure and was excited about what was to come. I think at that age I was old enough to understand what was going on but not old enough to be fully aware of the magnitude of it, and therefore less affected than, say, my elder sister was. As a result, I had mixed feelings. I was scared and anxious, but also excited. The way my parents protected us kids probably also played a part in making me feel secure about the move. However, looking back, I think leaving Pakistan did change my outlook on life, and I had to grow up a bit faster than I might have if we had stayed. I had a lot of freedom in Karachi, and was completely comfortable in my surroundings, so you could say that a little bit of my childhood was lost when we moved away.

Saudi Arabia was amazing. It’s difficult to find the words to describe seeing Mecca for the first time. It gives me goosebumps just thinking about it now. I was full of energy and extremely thankful. Muslims believe that Allah calls you to his house, and not everyone gets the opportunity – some people are never able to visit – so I felt very privileged to be there. The pilgrimage is called the Umrah, and it consists of a number of rituals, including circling the Kaaba, the house of Allah at the centre of the mosque, seven times, and then at the end you have your head shaved, which is known as Halq. It was physically demanding, but you never felt tired – it really was an amazing feeling.

We stayed pretty close to Haram Sharif, the Great Mosque of Mecca. I’d wake up early with my dad and go for the Fajr prayer, then have breakfast and come back for a little sleep. The rest of the day was spent at Allah’s house praying and feeling so thankful to be there.

My religion is extremely important to me. It shapes my life, informing my values and influencing my perspective on the things that happen to me. And it’s what’s kept me going over the last few years. Whenever life has been difficult, Allah has always said, ‘Pray to me,’ and I have left things in his hands. Believing that everything is planned and meant to be, and that Allah is looking out for me, is comforting. Praying the namaz (the five daily prayers), helping others, being compassionate, are all things that Islam preaches, and they can lead to inner peace and a feeling of connection, even when things are tough. And even though I might not have always been the perfect Muslim, my faith has brought me joy and solace, especially at times of celebration such as Ramadan and Eid. It has also provided me with the support of a loving community. These are the fundamental benefits of Islam, and some of the reasons why it is so important to me.

After Mecca, we paid a visit to Medina and al-Masjid an-Nabawi, the Prophet’s Mosque, which was quite different to Mecca but just as impressive in its own way. We spent time praying and reflecting, and we felt very thankful to be there. We then headed off to the UK for a stopover to see my uncle and his family in Hounslow. It was July when we arrived, and London was covered in a sunny haze. I remember being picked up from Heathrow by my uncle and cousins. It was such a lovely moment for the whole family, especially Grandma and Grandad. We were always a close-knit family, so it was nice to be all together for the first time in a long time.

As we headed over to my uncle’s house, I remember thinking that I really wanted some Fox’s biscuits, which I remembered from my previous visits to the UK. Then, as soon as we arrived, it was out into the garden to play cricket. It was such a great few weeks, even if we were all a bit crammed into the house.

The plan was to emigrate to Canada, but during our time in the UK, my uncle suggested that we stay and seek asylum. It wasn’t something my dad wanted to do, because you can’t travel or work when you are an asylum seeker. He was a self-made person, having worked his entire life and always been the breadwinner. And, in the past, he had been the one to help his siblings and look after people who really needed it.

That sense of giving is something that has been instilled into us kids. The idea of not working and being at the mercy of others, therefore, really didn’t sit well with him. But my uncle convinced him that England was the best place to be, and we ended up staying. For a start, we had family there, and that was so important to my mum and dad. Family was everything to them, which made it slightly easier to cope with the move. And although I was too young to be consulted, I was pleased we were staying in the UK, as I knew that I would be able to play cricket in my new country, which probably wouldn’t have been the case in Canada. Cricket always came first for me.

The fact that there was a sizeable Pakistani community in the country also made the decision to stay that bit easier. People from the region had been moving to the UK since the days of the British Raj in the nineteenth century, but it wasn’t until the partition of India and the birth of Pakistan in 1947 that migration really took off, with large numbers coming over in the 1950s and ’60s in particular. Today, there are more than 1.5 million British Pakistanis, making the UK one of the largest communities in the Pakistani diaspora.

But despite this history, our introduction to life in the UK was not straightforward. When my father applied for asylum, on the grounds that his life and the lives of his family were in danger if we remained in Pakistan, we were moved to a hotel in London. It was massive, with hundreds of asylum seekers living there while their claims were being processed. We had two rooms, one small and one big, to accommodate all nine of us. With so many people from all over the world crammed into such small spaces, there was always a lot of noise in the hotel. People were constantly coming and going and there were many other kids just like me, with dreams and aspirations. Most of the residents were from war-torn countries. This experience of mine is why today I feel so disturbed hearing our politicians talk about refugees so negatively, as all it creates is hate and division. When you get to know people and don’t label them as a faceless mass, you realise nothing is ever as simple as good and bad.

In the large reception area, A4 sheets of paper with lists of people’s names would be posted every day, telling them where they were going to be housed on a more permanent basis. Because we had a big family, it was going to take longer for us to be rehoused than for some of the smaller families, so we just had to wait our turn. In the meantime, we’d go to the swimming baths, and we kids joined the local school. Even though we didn’t know how long we were going to be there, we had to get on with life, and my parents tried to make things as normal for us as possible and shield us from any worries that they might have been experiencing. We were also grateful to be somewhere safe and away from the dangers that we had faced at home. And it was interesting to be surrounded by people from so many different places and cultures.

Being there did, however, make you appreciate everything we had in Pakistan and the sacrifices that our parents had made for us to be safe and have the opportunities to be successful in life. That’s why everything that has played out since hurts even more. We went from having everything to having nothing. But Dad’s always been a fighter, and he fought to build a new life for us. We leant on each other, and I think that period brought us even closer together as a family.

While we were still being housed at the asylum-seeker hotel, 9/11 happened. We all went to my uncle’s house that day, and everyone was gathered in front of the TV. We couldn’t believe what we were watching. It was one of those moments when life seems to stop right in front of you. It was a living nightmare being played out live on television.

Life changed for Muslims in the immediate aftermath – you could feel and see it on the streets. My father had a big beard at the time, and people started to call him Bin Laden when he was out and about, so we all tried to convince him to trim it. There was a lot of intimidation of Muslims, mostly out of fear and ignorance, and it was a scary time for us, especially when we were in a new country and in such an unsettled situation. It was tough, to say the least.

In retrospect, it also seems to me that this event was a turning point in how Muslims have been perceived and treated ever since, particularly in the Western world. Instances of Islamophobia have increased dramatically, and instead of society condemning this behaviour, we have leaders who greenlight and encourage it. It saddens me that we seem no closer to eradicating this type of hate and prejudice.

About a month after 9/11, in the October, after having been in the hotel for a few months, our names finally appeared on the piece of paper in the reception – we were going to Barnsley. We’d never heard of it and had no idea where it was, but on Halloween 2001, we took a bus from London. When we got to Sheffield, the bus emptied, and then we and another family, whom we spent a lot of time with, got taxis to Barnsley.

We moved into a house on Gawber Road, and that’s where home has been ever since. It was a decent-sized house, particularly in comparison to the two rooms in the hotel. But it was a million miles away from our apartment in bustling Karachi. One of the first things we noticed was the silence – it was so quiet in this suburban neighbourhood, especially in the evenings, that we were all a bit unnerved.

Although we were pleased to be there, I won’t say acclimatising to our new surroundings and a completely different culture wasn’t challenging, because it was, especially for the first couple of years. We had gone from enjoying a privileged life in Pakistan to living in Barnsley, a town we knew nothing about, against the backdrop of 9/11. The weather was completely foreign to us, and winter nights were difficult, as was the fact that Dad wasn’t allowed to work. In fact, it took seven years for his claim to be processed and all of us to be granted indefinite leave to remain, which must have been incredibly challenging for this man who had worked his whole life and always provided for his family. It was a shock to us kids too that we could no longer just get whatever we wanted – the first Eid was the first reminder of this for us kids as we would always get new clothes for Eid when we were in Pakistan, but circumstances meant we weren’t able to afford new clothes that year. My parents did as much as they could, and moving country was another example of the huge sacrifices my dad in particular made for us, and something I’ve come to appreciate more as time has gone on, especially as I now have an insight into the mental toll that not being able to work can have.

But even though moving to a new country wasn’t easy, this was our new home. It was the start of a new life, and we were determined to make the most of it.


CHAPTER 3

Early Cricket Years

The small-town anxieties of Barnsley were not something we were used to after the bright lights and vastness of Karachi and London. To illustrate the point: population of Karachi – approximately 18 million; population of Barnsley – approximately 250,000.

The first obstacle we faced was trying to find a mosque. It seemed to begin with that there wasn’t one any more as the last one had been burned down in an arson attack, and then my father bumped into a local doctor at the bank who directed us to a local GP practice where another doctor had given up a room to serve as a makeshift place of worship. It was a far cry from Haram Sharif, but that is where we went for Friday prayers.

The next priority, at least from my perspective, was to find a cricket club. It didn’t help that it was winter and the English cricket season was over, but we got out the Yellow Pages and found some options. The first one we went to was very small, so they suggested we try Barnsley Cricket Club instead. We drove over to the clubhouse but there was no one around, so we left our number and asked them to get back to us. It was weird not being able to play straightaway, and I spent the winter counting down the days until the weather improved and the new season began.

Third on the list of my priorities was school. I joined primary school in year six, my younger siblings were in the years below me and my sister was in secondary school. Luckily, I settled in quickly and made friends easily. My extroverted nature definitely helped when it came to moving to a new school in a new country. And being so into sport was also a good icebreaker.

Two of the main challenges we faced were acclimatising to the cold winter weather and dealing with our changed financial circumstances. But perhaps the most significant was moving to a small town where we didn’t know anyone. Thankfully, our neighbours were brilliant, and they slowly but surely made us feel welcome and like we were part of the community. We lived in a really lovely area, and we’d give our neighbours gifts at Christmas and they’d do the same at Eid, and we’d make food for them – it was really nice. It also helped that there were a lot of kids in the neighbourhood, and our garden was one of the popular places to hang out. We’d play football and cricket in the back, and there were always lots of balls flying around everywhere, hitting windows.

Life began to fall into place, but there was one big thing still lacking: cricket. It had dominated my days in Karachi, so I was really missing it. Without cricket in Barnsley, life would have been a lot more difficult for me, and I’m not sure I would have been able to settle in as well
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