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Asian Invasion

‘Invasion’, noun: An unwelcome intrusion into another’s domain



No one in the history of mankind has ever said, ‘When I grow up I want to own a corner shop, work for fourteen hours a day, seven days a week and never take a holiday.’ Or that holidays are overrated, right? And that the best use of one’s spare time is to spend it helping out in a corner shop, offering services for free and learning the skills needed to keep a nation happy. And yet that’s exactly what my parents, and so many like them, spent their working lives doing. It wasn’t, however, a lifelong ambition fulfilled or a dream that became a reality – being a shopkeeper was purely down to a set of circumstances that had presented itself as a tidy package at the right time.

In the summer of 1964 the Delhi sunshine was predictably unbearable, tapping Dad on the shoulder, trying to warn him about the choices he was about to make. But they went unnoticed as the twenty-four-year-old continued to plot the course of an overseas adventure to a place of mediocre food and bad weather.

Dad didn’t take much notice of what might lie ahead in a foreign place called England. He hurriedly filled out a form that was to change his and his future family’s life forever. A two-page document sealed with the crest of the British High Commission in India took Dad around an hour to complete before he rushed to meet his friends at the local wrestling club, where they would contort their bodies into vulgar shapes and then slam into each other for fun.

There are certain skills you need to be a corner shop owner, but none of them were listed on the employment form that Dad filled out; rather, it resembled a dinner invitation:


The British government humbly requests the pleasure of your company to help secure the future of the British economy, and we will not take no for an answer.


Of course, it wasn’t written quite like this, but the urgency for attendance was palpable with every printed word. Britain was in need of help to bolster its workforce in the factories that were expanding across the land, and the Commonwealth was deemed a good place to begin a huge recruitment process. Dad was far from alone, scribbling away on a few sheets of cheap white paper: thousands of men and women across the Common-wealth were all wrangling with the same bureaucratic exercise.

The most detailed part of the application form was reserved for a section labelled ‘Proof of UK Residency’. Get this bit right and it would allow you to skip towards the promise of a new adventure. In this respect, Dad had every reason to be excited and just a little bit smug. He knew his application was a done deal thanks to his sister and brother-in-law, who were already living and working in the UK.

The years spent jostling with his mates in the wrestling club were about to be put to good use. He secured an employment voucher in 1965 by convincing a bunch of faceless officials that he was the right man to do some honest manual labour, and his passage was smoothed by his relatives in the UK vouching for his credibility in the way only family can. Under different circumstances, their glowing reference might have aroused suspicion. But Commonwealth workers were in demand, and no alarm bells rang.

It’s also possible that a UK immigration official took pity on him when the proof of residency revealed he’d be staying with his sister in the ‘glamorous’ location of Slough. My aunt was an animated writer with a vivid imagination and in her letters to Dad she loved to tell a positive tale about the new turf she called home. It would be years before he discovered for himself just how glamorous a location Slough really was...

Dad had a carefree notion that he was going to check out what Britain had to offer for a few years and then return home with a bucketload of experience and pick up life as before. In January 1965 he boarded a dodgy Middle East airliner that was packed like a tin of sardines, wearing a smile that hid a bag of nerves. A new generation of soon-to-be shopkeepers were boarding planes, one after another, carrying return tickets that they would never use.

It was a bleak winter’s day when Dad first set foot in a country that was, he thought, quite unremarkable on the face of it. But within weeks of being here, this skinny Asian lad from the Punjab would witness one of the greatest displays of pomp and ceremony a nation could muster. Eighteen days after he arrived the country fell into a period of deep mourning. It was not lamenting the arrival of thousands of immigrants who were about to change the face of Britain forever (that would come later): the country was saying goodbye to a fallen hero.

Winston Churchill suffered a stroke and died on 24 January 1965. The nation’s grief was for the death of not only one of its greatest prime ministers, but also – as one commentator remarked at the time – of Britain’s imperial past. Here now, though, stood an army of thousands of immigrant workers, including my father, who were about to contribute to British society in a way that would surely make Churchill proud. The government had decided to use its colonial ties to encourage large numbers of workers and their families to come to these shores, squeezing Britain’s imperial legacy for every shred of possibility to help in the reconstruction of the economy after a costly war.

How the tables had turned: almost eighteen years after the British had left India and ruthlessly split her in two, here they were, her former rulers and colonial masters, asking India to help repair a serious gap in the UK job market. If only the Indians had been more gung-ho they would’ve told them to stuff their plea for assistance up their colonial backsides. But new India and its neighbour Pakistan were not in a position to be so cocky. Both countries were still finding their feet and navigating uncharted waters after a vicious and costly separation.

The partition of India had seen Britain orchestrate and preside over the greatest mass migration in modern history, the like of which has never been seen again. The scars were still raw. Dad had crossed over from what is now Pakistan to India at the age of four. The whole family had had no alternative other than to completely uproot their lives. They were living in a new uncertain chaos that unfolded during the brutal partition of India. They were refugees, but they didn’t know it.

The plan to split India apart was a hurried and ill-thought-out one, devised by the British to bring about independence and provide a quick exit to the rule of the British Raj. In practice, it drew a line straight through the heart and soul of a nation and split apart our ancestral home of Punjab. Hindus like Dad living in the newly formed Pakistan were pushed across the border in their millions and on the other side, millions of Muslim families were being forced the other way into new territory. Based solely on their religious background a mass exodus of people took place at the India–Pakistan border, with catastrophic consequences. Neither the British nor the rest of the world could have predicted the ensuing bloodbath.

The true extent of the sectarian killings during the time of Partition remains unknown, but conservative estimates put the loss of life at around two million people. And Dad was one of at least fifteen million Indians who were displaced at this time. He was also one of many who witnessed the death and destruction of Partition first hand. To observe the injustices of the world inflicts a wound that nestles itself deep within, never to be spoken of again.

And even twenty years later, any chance to escape those memories and dull the pain was to be grabbed with both hands. After all, escape was an easier option than facing up to catastrophic childhood trauma. Though he never spoke about what he witnessed, Dad would always tell his three daughters that we had no idea how lucky we were when we’d complain about him making us mop the shop floor.

Trauma often results in a wry sense of humour and Dad loves to tell us his favourite story about how he ended up spending the best years of his adult life serving a community from behind a shop counter: ‘Let me tell you the one about the hand that strikes a nation and is responsible for the displacement of millions of people. In a sick twist of fate, the same hand reaches out desperately seeking a solution to its own domestic crisis and asks me, a young lad, to help!’

The tale is about as amusing as mopping the shop floor is when you’re a teenager.


There is an art to floor-mopping and my parents spent years perfecting it. I’d compliment them further on their skills if only it had made the slightest bit of difference to excusing my sisters and me from doing the chore. It didn’t! Mopping the floor at closing time became our domain as soon as we were taller than the mop stick and had acquired the strength needed to squeeze the dirty water from the mop into the galvanised bucket with its welded wringer. It is one of the most mundane chores of shop life, and it always took at least forty minutes to diligently scrub away every trace of the hundreds of dirty feet that had crossed the threshold earlier.

Then there was always one customer who within seconds of us completing the task would beg to be served a desperately needed packet of cigarettes. My parents always obliged when the customer used their charm: ‘Oh please, Mrs Sharma, it will only take a minute.’ But that minute would feel more like an hour when each footstep slowly turned a gleaming floor to a messy mix of bleach and footprints. God only knows why the late customer would feel it necessary to zig-zag the shop floor instead of using the most obvious straight-line route to the counter. Their departure would see them almost always choose an entirely different path to the exit, browsing the other items on the way as if we had all the time in the world to wait for this inconsiderate chancer. This long-winded goodbye would demand that the process begin again with another mop of the entire shop floor from start to finish.

Floor-mopping skills were not on the hurried invite issued to Dad in 1964, but they remain part of an unwritten set of corner shop duties that is passed down through the generations. Fortunately, I could share the pain of this roster of tasks with my two sisters and, crucially, being born last meant I could dodge some of the most laborious jobs by claiming I just didn’t have the strength to manage them.


But I am getting ahead of myself. In the 1960s, when the government sought to bring in foreigners to the labour market, it was to work in the jobs where native Brits were lacking. What the country didn’t need at that point were more shopkeepers – there were plenty of white folk already doing a sterling job in the general stores of Great Britain.

There was, however, an urgent need of assistance in the country’s factories, textiles mills and hospitals. A sense of enthusiastic despair underpinned the recruitment drive. There was no other choice: the government was stuck. Luckily, the RSVPs started rolling in. People took up the call to arms in significant numbers and the government at the time didn’t seem too concerned by the influx of immigrants and more preoccupied with getting the job done.

The increase in the number of immigrant workers wasn’t a result of the locals being unwilling to do the jobs that were available; in fact, there was little need for them to apply at all. Between 1950 and 1973, unemployment averaged around 2 per cent and there were fewer than a million people out of work.* The country was enjoying a period of almost full employment, and for its citizens to be in work and out of trouble would usually produce some respite for the government. Economic growthbroughtan increase in wagesand people enjoyed a spectacularrise in income. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan said Britain had‘never had it so good’.

But demand was outstripping productivity and the fear of the silence of an empty production line was sending shivers down the spine of a country that could no longer continue to turn out achievements such as Brunel’s railways and Telford’s roads; industrialisation had created the technologies, but there were simply not enough workers to man it. Britain was in trouble, and the problems began long before an ethnic minority group could be blamed for stealing all the jobs from British workers.

There was a solution, however: shift work. Working round the clock was seen as an effective way of maximising productivity, but such a prospect created a whole new issue – who on earth would want to work all hours of the day and night?

Like a school kid avoiding class, Britain’s workforce refused to take on the extra work. Why break your back when you could happily sit on your sofa with the heater on, enjoying a cup of Ovaltine? Any person willing to work through the night for little in return was either stupid... or on to something. Perhaps the nation should have known then what was to come. ‘The early bird may catch the worm, but the night owl can catch a customer in the wee small hours’, as the old corner shop proverb goes. If you were open to the idea of going beyond the parameters of daytime work, you could potentially cross the threshold to a world where pennies become pound notes. British employers soon realised they’d have to bring in labour from overseas to make the concept of the night shift a reality, and the recruitment drive went into fifth gear.

In the 1960s, New Commonwealth citizens were admitted into Britain at the rate of about 75,000 people per year.* Every single person that walked off those planes into the UK was here for a reason, and that reason was money. Both for the government with its labour crisis and for the immigrant embarking on an adventure, this was a clear-cut business transaction: the workers would get jobs, and the authorities would see the Great put back into Britain.


Thanks to the British Nationality Act of 1948 citizens of the British Empire were given the right to live and work in the UK. Formally known as British subjects, all nationals of Commonwealth member states were now part of a family with a shared common citizenship. My mum and dad were not therefore subject to immigration control and could enter and stay in the UK without restriction. The law would soon change, requiring immigrants to have a strong connection to Britain through birth or ancestry, but they got in before the government decided to do away with the employment voucher programme that brought Dad here.

The door to Dad’s new life was bright green, just one of many in the rows of Victorian houses in the Berkshire town of Slough. Unremarkable in design, this red-brick terraced house was home to four other family members who had already staked a claim to the best rooms inside. Dad was given the back room; one he thankfully didn’t have to share with anyone. At the time, it suited him just fine.

He wrote regular updates to his parents in India, telling them how very much he missed them, and detailing the new world in which he found himself. Not wanting them to worry, he would be sure to sign off on a positive note, reassuring them that all was well.

He lied. He missed walking the mud-clad streets of Delhi, dodging stray dogs and bumping into familiar friendly faces at every corner. Running an errand back home would take at least an hour, as he’d be accosted by passers by asking after the family and enticing him to partake in a quick cup of chai and a chat. He was never alone, and basked in the warmth of being part of an extended family that stretched for miles around him. Having graduated in English from Punjab University, he passed his days working as a labourer in the family’s construction business. The work was not for him but he didn’t mind the man hours he put in as something inside told him it would be a short-term arrangement. He knew the world was most definitely his oyster and he’d been excited by not knowing what lay ahead. The memories put a bittersweet smile on his face.

For three years after he arrived in the UK, he struggled to suppress the aching loneliness and his memories of a pleasing world of friends and family that he had left behind. As time passed he became more certain than ever that he’d soon be heading home for good, so he decided he would throw himself into the experience of British life, as it was merely temporary. The British government was banking on many immigrants feeling the same, but somehow it didn’t work out that way.

Whatever pain Dad was feeling, by the time we came along there was no evidence of it, and he continued a life-long adventure on the shores of Britain, accumulating children, grandchildren, three corner shops, a free bus pass and a firm sense of what it means to be British.


You don’t just rock up to a shop and think about walking in and taking over. Well, you could, but that would be naïve. To be a shopkeeper takes guile, guts and resilience, and if ever there was a training camp for running a corner shop successfully, the factory floors of 1960s Britain were it.

The employment voucher scheme placed Dad in a role at a metal industries plant in Sunbury-upon-Thames, where his isolation was compounded by being just one of two Asian lads among a workforce of hundreds of men.

The faceless bureaucrats didn’t appreciate the three-bus, two-hour commute to get there, nor the fact that this twenty-four-year-old who had never stepped foot inside a factory had no idea what a sheet-metal worker’s job would entail. Fortunately on this first day he was told rather apologetically that he would now be placed on a different production line as a spray painter. Dad could not hide his delight and, thanks to the genius of a dentist in the 1930s who invented the spray gun that revolutionised painting on a large scale, he didn’t mind it. The spray-gun application was much faster than the brush method and Dad was thankful for the leg-up.

Day after day the large metal sheets would chug along the production line and stop at a point where Dad would spray each one in either off-white or grey before pressing the button that would pull it from view, destined for an unknown location. Many of the metal sheets that Dad spray-painted still hang high above the heads of passengers in Terminal 3 of London’s Heathrow Airport. Look closely and you might spot an ‘I WOZ ERE’ etched into one of them by a certain young Asian man in 1965, trying to amuse himself while colleagues kept their distance from him because he looked so very different.

If you were an immigrant in Britain at that time, the chances of gaining a promotion over your white counterparts were slim. Discrimination was widespread, and when the economy began to slow down in the late 1960s it was invariably black and Asian workers who lost their jobs first. For those who did remain in work, Commonwealth migrants often did twice the amount of shift work as their white British colleagues, and generally earned significantly lower wages.

After three years of non-stop painting, with the three-bus commute from Slough to Sunbury both taking its toll and chewing into his £3 weekly salary, Dad decided it was time to try something that would pay proportionally better for the hours he put in. His search took him just a stone’s throw away from his front door.

Slough’s expansion in its early years seemed to be the source of much frustration for a future poet laureate who took great issue with the town’s economic ambitions:


Come friendly bombs and fall on Slough!

It isn’t fit for humans now.


Asian immigrants clearly didn’t agree and the town proved a popular choice because of its close proximity not only to the capital but also to Heathrow Airport: there was no need to travel far when you were unsure of where to lay your hat. The town was also the source of thousands of jobs, since several companies had chosen Slough Trading Estate – the first and still the biggest of Europe’s business parks – as their global headquarters. Unlike Betjeman, who was seemingly struck by the ‘menace of things to come’, Dad took advantage of all that Slough had to offer.

Mars confectioners had – and still have – their headquarters in Slough, and Dad had heard great things about the company, which apparently offered a good salary, sick pay and security in retirement. He applied for a job and within a few weeks received notification that his application had been a success with a warm welcome note from the general manager:


Welcome to Mars. We are delighted to have you with us. We hope you find your work here as rewarding for a job well done as it is financially. You will have the satisfaction of knowing you are part of one of the most progressive companies in the country, as well as one of the biggest in the confectionery industry.


The sunshine that radiated off the welcome note made Dad feel instinctively that he was finally in the right place. He would spend the next twenty-five years enjoying every moment of being in the Mars family, with promotion and career progression opportunities in abundance.

However, to begin his Mars career sitting among rows of women as a packer in the Opal Fruits section was a less than glorious introduction: it was usually only women who carried out the low-level work packing sweets on the factory line. What would later prove to be one of our shop’s bestselling products was passing through Dad’s hands, but at that point he was completely oblivious to the fact that soon he’d be presiding over the company’s sales figures rather than preoccupied with its rainbow-coloured packaging.

Dad’s time with the womenfolk was brief, and just like the other male packers that had gone before him, within two weeks he was on his way up to giving the women orders as a machine operator. Most of the women on the packing line would spend a lifetime in the role, rarely able to climb the factory ladder to the more prominent position of machine-minder or chargehand. It was, as Dad pointed out, a sorry state of affairs, as many of the women were incredibly dedicated to the job and, given the chance, they would have made excellent leaders.

It remains a point of great amusement for my friends that I grew up above a sweet shop run by one of my parents, while the other one worked in a chocolate factory. I was by all accounts the luckiest girl in the world.


Mum’s invite to the UK was less of an urgent call to duty than the one her husband had received. She walked off the BOAC flight to London in 1970 to join her new husband with excitement and trepidation. Mum had fulfilled the Indian tradition of meeting her life partner through an arranged marriage. The tradition requires a vetting process whereby parents and other relatives decide on a life partner that they deem suitable for their child. The suitability is usually based on religion, education, looks and family pedigree, and, having been vetted by her family, Dad was considered to be an ideal suitor for Mum. She fortunately had the opportunity to either dismiss or agree with the union, and she willingly accepted the proposal. In doing so, though, she had also accepted that her life was about to change considerably.

As a clerical worker Mum had been enjoying living and working in a capital city that at the time was embarking on a new phase of industrialisation. The West still seemed far away but it was making its way to India, with hippies seeking enlightenment and budget travellers and wealthy jetsetters all swayed by the exotic romance of India. But as India attracted foreigners to its shores, the natives were leaving in their thousands.

The economic expansion of Delhi would soon pass Mum by as she opted for very different surroundings. The United Kingdom was not completely unknown to Mum, as uncles, aunts and cousins had made the leap across some five years earlier. They would often share their stories of life abroad, which would always include a description of another rainy, cloudy day, but there was nothing quite like experiencing it first-hand, as she was about to discover. If you ask her how she felt at the time, Mum will simply and diplomatically lament the weather: ‘I’d never worn tights before and I couldn’t get used to them.’ If only the chill factor Mum experienced had come solely from the climate.

Mum was upset by the lack of distinction between the uniform terraced houses in Slough, and the fact that she could only tell her front door from the others by its bright green colour. But as soon as she arrived, Mum quickly realised that there was a strict mantra she must adopt in order to move forward without fuss or emotion – Get On With It. This mantra she recited in her head on an almost daily basis. There was, for her, no other choice but to persevere in the predicament in which she found herself, occupying rented accommodation with four unfamiliar faces from a family that she had married into. With two incomes between them, Mum had no doubt that in a short time they would no longer need to call this house home.

Behind the closed door to the single room that the couple occupied they devised a strategy to survive an environment that was increasingly claustrophobic. Diplomacy. It is perhaps the most valuable skill they learnt to prepare them for a future career as shopkeepers.

While Dad had become very familiar with the West Indian bus drivers on his six-bus round trip to Sunbury, Mum was following in the footsteps of most of the other working women of Britain and taking up the role of packer on a factory line. She was one of hundreds who would spent eight hours a day stuffing and packing thousands of boxes of aspirin for the company Aspro, whose headquarters were also in Slough. If life at home wasn’t claustrophobic enough, the building was one of Britain’s first examples of a windowless factory, relying on artificial light and ventilation. But the women found solace in each other and enjoyed the animated chat on the production line, exchanging stories and gossiping the hours away.

Then, one Monday morning in 1970, Mum found herself the focal point of the factory gossip. Three weeks into the job, the chargehand’s beady eyes caught sight of Mum stalling at the annual health check that was a prerequisite for new employees at the pharmaceutical company. Mum sheepishly stepped back from the chest X-ray machine and urged her friend to go before her after she read a sign that said, ‘If you are pregnant, or think you are pregnant, please tell reception.’

She was fully aware that, should the heavens have blessed her with a child, the wrath of the manager would fall upon her as quickly as a submarine with a hole in it would sink to the seabed. Nonetheless, it was a conversation she couldn’t avoid:


Boss: ‘What seems to be the problem, Mrs Sharma?’

Mum: ‘I was just wondering, if someone thinks they might be pregnant, whether they should walk into the X-ray machine?’

Boss: ‘Are you pregnant?’

Mum: ‘No. I’m not sure... Maybe.’


The boss’s face filled with rage as she accused Mum of lying for not disclosing the possibility of a pregnancy during her interview three weeks earlier. As the blood reached her hairline she couldn’t help but throw Mum a parting remark:

‘Bloody Indians!’

The comment pricked the ears of an entire workforce, a large proportion of which just happened to be from the Indian subcontinent.

The good news is that although Mum was pregnant, against the odds she was able to stay packing the aspirins into cardboard boxes for another seven months. There was no farewell party when she departed the Aspro building, however. As they slammed the gates shut behind her she vowed never to return to a factory floor again. To say she was missed would be an exaggeration, but the allies that Mum had made on the factory floor spoke of the other women who came after her who at least felt brave enough to divulge their happy news and sidestep the X-ray machine without fear of reprisal.


I think there must have been a supplementary form to the one Dad filled in back in 1964 that went amiss somewhere between the desks of the High Commission in Delhi and London’s immigration department. It states how successful applicants may potentially find themselves occupying tiny spaces on the corners of Britain’s streets, signing a contract that surrenders the good years of their adult lives to the role of serving others. This contract lasts for approximately twenty-five years and the authorities accept no liability for what might happen during that time.

Had Dad caught sight of the missing pages, he may well have thought twice about filling out the application. Being a corner shop owner was never in his thinking when he daydreamed about what life outside of Delhi might look like. Shopkeepers in India were not exactly thought of as having achieved very much and were seen as working class, often uneducated folk. As a graduate in English, Dad and his family would never have imagined that he’d make a career out of something that was seen as parochial.

The corner shops of Delhi were abundant, serving a community in much the same way as their British counterparts later would. Stocking food, soft drinks and household goods, they were the go-to place for essential items. However, the general store in Dad’s town was organised in a chaotic manner. It would take a while to find a product and it was not uncommon to have to lift one object from another to uncover what you were looking for. Inches of dust would gather on the shelves of the lesser-sold items, but the shopkeeper, Mundun, didn’t seem to care, preferring to indulge in daytime naps in the searing heat rather than minding shop.

Mundun, a stocky man in his twenties, was known around town not for selling the essential items of food but for selling paan – this was his shop’s unique selling point. Paan is a mixture of betel nut, herbs, spices and often tobacco wrapped in a betel leaf. Served folded into a triangle or rolled, it is spat out or swallowed after being chewed. Dating back to ancient times, paan originated in India before becoming popular throughout Asia. Often used as a palate cleanser, the tobacco variety acts as a caffeine-like stimulant and is highly addictive. Dad recalls that non-paan eaters would lament at how the ruby red saliva stains would tarnish the sidewalks – a sign of users spitting out the remnants of their habit. Nowadays the spitting of paan juice in public can draw fines as various governments try to tidy up their streets.

Mundun’s shop measured 5x3 metres, was made entirely from wood and stood on a narrow footpath, enabling him to serve customers from a front window while observing all the passers by. Mundun enjoyed his little spot of power, attracting young and old men from around the suburb of Dev Nagar eager to satisfy their demand for addictive paan.

In years to come, Dad would realise that having a unique selling point was essential to corner
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