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Run, Paki, run

1975: Rochdale

The rumour was that you could tell the kind of skinhead a person was by the colour of their laces. As young as five years old, I knew to check their Dr Martens. Then I would know if I had to run. We were told that black laces were safe. Red laces indicated that someone was a supporter of the National Front and was probably racist. Yellow laces were the worst. They meant that someone particularly hated Pakistanis.

My nine-year-old brother Tariq was theoretically in charge of the walk to school. But he and my second-oldest brother Khalid would often race ahead, leaving my cousin Rozina and me, both five at the time, to meander behind and make our way to school. It was just the two of us, creating games and ducking in and out of the path. We weren’t scared of ogres under bridges or stray dogs. We were only scared of the skinheads who gathered in the subway under the dual carriageway.

The tunnel was dimly lit and the often-blinking strip lighting added to the sense of menace. The walls were graffitied with various racial slurs and pledges of allegiance to the NF. Even without a loitering gang, it was an intimidating part of the journey. They weren’t often gathered early enough in the morning to cross paths with us on the way to school but it did happen from time to time. And on this day, we turned the corner into the walkway, to see them gathered. We were too far away to see the colour of their laces but we didn’t need help working out what kind of skinheads they were.

‘Oh, when the lights go flashing, we go Paki bashing . . . !’

The words reverberated down the underpass, enhanced by the echo. The members of the group would have been fifteen or sixteen years old. Children by many standards, but to me they were adults. We steadily approached, maintaining our pace, but keeping as far to the other side of the walkway as possible. I made sure Rozina was between me and the wall, acting as a small barrier between her and the gang. If she was hurt, I knew my dad would ask why I hadn’t kept my cousin safe.

We kept walking forward, eyes directed into the distance past them. Maybe that was the stubbornness or foolishness of youth. Maybe that was the strength of character and fearlessness that we would need in life as a part of a minority in an area that didn’t want us.

There was a crack on the floor, again with its partnering echo. I looked around to see that one of the teens had smacked a heavy stick on the ground. They had stones and rocks in their hands. As we got level with them, the stick-wielding skinhead crouched down to our eyeline and said, ‘Run, Paki, run.’

I put my hand on Rozina’s arm and pushed it forwards and shouted ‘Puj-yeh!’ (Punjabi for ‘Leg it!’), while breaking into a run myself. The rocks chased us down the passage, clattering as they ricocheted off the walls. None made contact. We got to the end, swung around the corner and kept running until we were on a busy street with other parents and children walking to school.

Over the years, I wondered if Tariq and Khalid had seen them. If they had been subjected to the same treatment. If they had considered hanging back to warn us. Or just saw it as a gauntlet we would all have to get used to.

We were scared but Rozina was defiant. Growing up with one brother and five male cousins just a few doors down meant she had been forced to play the boys’ games. She was feisty.

The next day, we took the same route. The alternative was crossing a busy motorway, and the skinheads were only sporadically waiting for us, so the underpass felt like the safer of the two options. As we rounded the corner, we saw that the tunnel was empty. I took a long, deep breath. I felt lighter. Rozina smiled and stopped. With a big grin she plunged her hand into her pocket.

‘Look what I brought,’ she said, pulling out a chunky stub of chalk that was usually in the wooden frame of her play chalkboard at home.

‘What are you going to do with that?’ I asked, keen to get through the tunnel and out the other side as quickly as possible.

‘We’re going to write. Look!’ She walked up to the wall where someone had written ‘NF’ in big letters using a similar chalk. She drew in shaky, child’s handwriting a big capital ‘A’ before it.

‘What’s that for?’ I asked, starting to worry that someone would come along and see us.

‘It’s an “A”, it stands for “Anti”. It means the “Anti-National Front”.’

‘What is Anti-National Front?’

‘I don’t know, but I’ve seen other people do it, and we will do it too. It means we’re against them and they will see that we don’t like them when they see the “A”. We won’t be scared of them any more.’

She walked down the passage, adding her big ‘A’ to any ‘NF’ graffiti she could reach.

We both started to carry chalk from that point and, if any new graffiti popped up, we made it our mission to adapt it. We could take action too. In time we started putting an ‘A’ before ‘NL’ signs as well, indicating our ‘anti’ position to the Nazi League.

Of course, we didn’t understand the manifestos of the National Front or the Nazi League. But we knew they were bad. We knew they hated us and our families. We knew that if you came across them, you ran.

Britain offered financial security to my parents when they moved over from Pakistan but, in those early years, that was the only type of security. The ‘othering’ of racial minorities was extreme. It’s worlds apart from the modern London in which I raised my children. For my parents to integrate, if that was even possible, would have been for them to accept prejudice and a ‘second-class citizen’ status in the social hierarchy. They were used to being called Pakis or people joking that they smelled like curry. My mum’s poor English meant that she was protected from some of the depths of the insults. But she got the gist. On the whole, my parents believed the more they mixed with white folk, the more they would be exposed to racism. And in seventies Britain, that proved to be correct more often than not.

Even as a boy I remember the rage and sense of injustice I felt when my brothers and I left for school only to see the windows of my dad’s ladies’ fashion shop smeared with the words ‘Paki go home’. The sense of dread as we played rock, paper, scissors to decide who would go back up to the flat to tell my parents this time. The pit-of-my-stomach feeling as I walked into the kitchen, and told Mum, ‘It’s happened again.’

She never swore. She didn’t even look angry. She just hung her head and closed her eyes for a moment before slowly moving away from the sink to get the bucket and sponge. I would help her carry the sloshing soapy water down the stairs and then leave for school as she knelt, trying to clear the graffiti away before the start of business. I felt hot with embarrassment but there was no one to take my anger out on. The drunken racists from the night before were long gone. Although, years later, my mum told me that sometimes a group of skinheads would make a point of walking by in the morning jeering at her as she scrubbed. She felt sure it was them. She was probably right.

It wasn’t just us. The same hateful artwork was found on other Pakistani-run businesses in the area. And the Sikhs who ran the corner shop by my mosque got similar treatment. At least we didn’t live in a high rise. Poor Mrs Ul-Haq had to run the gauntlet of terrifying German shepherd dogs that had been trained to snarl and bark at her as she got to her door. Even when she was inside, she often had to step over a puddle of urine; a little gift from any of the young male neighbours who had come home late from the pub the night before. Integration wasn’t welcomed by either side, for some because of hatred, but for all because of fear.

This perspective isn’t one many fellow Conservative MPs shared. I’m not the only Tory from a Pakistani background but, on the whole, my party is a homogenous collection of people from some of the finest educational institutions money can buy. Not me. My ending up as Chancellor of the Exchequer and Home Secretary, among other roles, was unlikely, to say the least. It hinged on the stranger who left a copy of an intriguing pink newspaper on the bus every day, the bike I finally persuaded my dad to buy me, the bank loan meeting I set up in my dad’s name, the tutor who carried on teaching me well after my money ran out and people like the college teacher who told me I had a gift. There were no easy wins for me. No inheritance or trust funds. Just days of attempting to dodge scammers, including those in our extended family, and stopping the bailiffs clearing out Dad’s shop.

In our family, my dad held the purse strings. His women’s fashion business started from a market stall, but over the years he built it up. At its height, he owned two shops and a warehouse in the roughest parts of Bristol. He sold a range of low-cost skirts, dresses and tops but takings were variable. Everything rested on ‘the total’ for the day, or ‘toe-taal’ as my dad pronounced it with his Punjabi accent. On a good Saturday, the shop till receipt would be long and would report more than £400 of sales. This would put him in an excellent mood. He would sit at the dinner table joking with Mum and asking each of his sons about their day. It was at these times that my mother would take the opportunity to ask him for money for new trainers for one of us, or replacement towels, or whatever else was on her long shopping list. On a bad day, when the sales were closer to £150, there were no jokes. Sometimes Mum would come upstairs early to warn us that ‘the total’ had been bad, so we needed to be on our best behaviour. He would sit at the table in silence and, on those days, his temper was short.

We didn’t get pocket money. So, if we wanted something, we had to persuade Mum it was necessary so she would add it to her list and try and get the cash from Dad. There were other occasional opportunities to get money. At Eid, a twice-annual Muslim celebration, our friends and family would give cash gifts to all the children. It would just be a couple of quid, or a fiver from the most generous, and our favourite, relatives. When she could, Mum would slip us some coins but, otherwise, we were on our own.

My life is so different now that I reflect on my childhood with a sense of nostalgia, but also disbelief. Speeches and articles have hinted at the trials I experienced in childhood, but I’ve never shared my story in its entirety. As I step away from politics, I want to share our story as a Pakistani immigrant family in seventies, eighties and nineties Britain.

I’m proud to have overcome the exclusion, racism and poverty that marked my formative years. To be surrounded by poverty and hatred is no life, but there is hope to be found in such hardship. I believe that difficulties didn’t preclude me from success and I believe that’s the same for everyone. That success may not look like mine; it may be success as a teacher, or working for the council, it may be dutifully raising your family or pounding the corridors of a high-flying firm in the City. It doesn’t matter what your race, religion, socio-economic background or political leaning, I wrote this book in the hope that it would inspire you.
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Partition

1947: India and Pakistan

When partition came, there was confusion about where the line fell. Everyone knew that Punjab had been split down the middle. Jalandhar stayed part of India and Lahore was in the new state of Pakistan. The stretch of seventy miles between them was anyone’s guess.

My mother’s family had always lived in the predominantly Muslim area that was now a part of Pakistan. My father’s was closer to Jalandhar, caught up in the turmoil. They weren’t wealthy compared to their British occupiers, but over hundreds of years, they had built up one of the biggest farms in their town. Aside from acreage, the affluence of a farm was measured by the number of wells housed on the land. Water was critical and easy access to it was a luxury. Their farm had eight. It was considered particularly large at the time. In the fertile lands of Punjab, known as ‘the breadbasket of India’, they successfully grew spinach, corn, sugar cane and cotton. My grandad was well respected in the neighbourhood as a landowner, and the family was well known. His father, my great-grandfather, had been affectionately called Baba Koolo, meaning ‘wise old man’.

The family owned a reasonably sized home, with a central courtyard for the goats and chickens to roam and where the women would cook outside on cauldrons suspended over a fire. The rooms were sparse, as most of the real living was done in the shade outside. Each bedroom had a manja, a simple wicker bed on four legs, and that was all. When it was too hot in the night they would pull their manja outside and sleep in the open air to benefit from the breeze. The women managed the home and the children would be running around the courtyard amusing themselves, or when they got older out playing cricket on the street. The men would all be working the farm during the day.

By the time my dad was born in British India in 1941, the country was in a time of change. The occupation was on the way out and people were starting to wonder what life would be like when the British left.

In previous years, Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus had largely lived alongside each other as neighbours. But as the political unease mounted and prominent politicians began to incite division, people began to experience a looming feeling that those who were different to them couldn’t be trusted. Gradually members of each religion closed ranks, relying only on those who shared their beliefs.

When partition was announced in 1947, as Muslims living in Punjab, my father’s family found themselves on the wrong side of a poorly defined line. Overnight they became refugees. They hadn’t moved, but their country had. The resulting migration was overwhelming. There was one train line connecting Amritsar, the nearest major city to Jalandhar, and Lahore. It was a lucky few who crammed themselves onto the train. Others had to walk for days on end in search of safety, carrying what was left of their lives on their backs. The caravan of hundreds of thousands of people was matched by another running parallel walking in the opposite direction: the hordes of Hindus and Sikhs who also found themselves on the wrong side of the line in Pakistan and faced similar persecution.

For a few months my dad’s family stayed where they were, confident that those they’d lived alongside for generations wouldn’t turn on them because of their religion. They had lived in peace and prosperity alongside their friends, neighbours and business associates for years, and they couldn’t see that changing. But their confidence waned with every day.

They weren’t welcome in the new India. The government never told Muslims they had to leave, but the rising tensions made it impossible for them to stay. So close to the divide, my father’s family were living in a pressure cooker. They started looking over their shoulders at people they’d known their whole lives wondering who would be the first to turn on them. Reports came through of Muslims having their homes torched in the night. Mobs started patrolling the country in search of clusters of Muslims. People were slaughtered in their thousands. As the violence escalated, my grandfather knew it was time to leave.

They made a plan to head to a small village called Lasuri, a hundred or so miles west of Lahore, where they already had family and were confident of a warm reception. But they needed to get there by dirt road and rail without being killed. My grandfather and grandmother had four children, and she was seven months’ pregnant with their fifth. My father, Abdul-Ghani, was five years old, his older brother Munir was eight, his only sister Salima was three and the youngster was Majeed, who was just a year and a half.

They knew the journey to get the entire family over the border and to the township would be treacherous. Travelling down dirt roads, in the blistering heat, only moving as fast as a heavily laden bull cart could take them would make them conspicuous and easy targets for rape, robbery or worse. My grandfather was a big, imposing man. He was tall and respected, but he knew he alone wouldn’t be able to protect them against any baying mobs.

He decided they would leave everything behind. All the possessions they loved and cherished. Packing would raise suspicion. He asked my grandmother to make up some food. She made dense balls of a Punjabi snack called panjiri from wheat flour, nuts, spices, ghee and lots of sugar. They were tasty, wouldn’t go off in the heat and were easy to hide in the bull cart, away from people driven crazy by the famine.

The supplies, children and women sat in the bull cart. My grandfather rode on his beloved horse Savan, named after the fifth month in the Punjabi lunar calendar, and packed only his prized sword strapped to his belt for the journey. The train station was fifty miles from their home and they only travelled at night, seeking shelter where possible in the daytime.

Days of uncomfortable, slow progress saw them finally reach the station. The scene was one of frantic chaos. Not only were there terrified throngs of Muslims, caught on the wrong side of the divide, trying to make their way to safety, but the incoming trains were releasing mobs of Hindu and Sikh refugees in a similar frenzy, desperate to reach India. It was a dangerous meeting point with tensions running high.

Trains were packed to the point of suffocation with people hanging out the windows, on the outsides and sitting on the roofs. People were jumping on the tracks in a bid to mount moving trains, some losing their lives in the process. The searing heat only amplified the distress. People were starving and terrified. And it showed.

My grandfather gathered his family, abandoned his bull and cart and tied his treasured horse up to a railing. It pained him to walk away, never knowing what would happen to her. By some miracle, he managed to get the whole family on to one of the packed trains. The carriages were arranged so that women and children sat on one side and men were crammed into the other. The family were divided but he stayed as close as he could in the same overflowing carriage.

Getting on the train wasn’t an automatic ticket to safety. It was commonplace for vigilantes and terrorists to put rocks on the tracks, causing a train to come to a stop. They would then board the train and walk through the carriages, forcing men at knifepoint to strip from the waist down to establish who was circumcised, and therefore Muslim, at best slicing off their penis, at worst slitting their throat.

The train moved slowly. Even if you did avoid a makeshift blockade, the atmosphere was toxic, with everyone stuffed together in the sweaty compartment, and many of the passengers vomiting where they stood. My five-year-old dad was also unwell on the journey. As a child he had contracted polio. It left him weak. Between the journey and the lack of good food and rest, he was very frail. His skin was grey, and he became increasingly unresponsive as the train lumbered on.

There was no space for any additional cargo, so there was a rule that passengers could not bring their dead with them. Bodies had to be left in Amritsar before boarding the train, no matter how painful it was to leave a loved one without a proper burial.

In order to ensure this was being adhered to, the guards that patrolled the carriages would look out for dead people. If they saw one, they threw the body out of the door of the moving train.

Towards the end of a horrific journey, just when there was a feeling of having made it, the patrolling guards locked eyes with my grandmother. She was heavily pregnant, cradling my dad, a small, barely conscious boy. They moved over to inspect him more closely. After poking him and satisfying themselves that he hadn’t reacted, one guard said: ‘He’s dead, he can’t stay on the train.’

She could feel the faint pulse in his neck and his shallow breaths, she knew he was alive. ‘He’s not dead,’ she pleaded. ‘Please, touch his pulse, you will feel it.’

They refused to indulge her. ‘No, this boy is dead. You have to throw him from the train. No dead bodies.’

She screamed as they tried to pull him from her arms, her muscles tensing with a strength that surprised even herself. As the scuffle continued, my grandad, having caught wind of the commotion, pushed his way down the carriage. He prised himself through the crowd to get to his wife and children. As he made it, he drew his sword. The guards and my grandmother stopped and stared at him.

‘Touch my child again, and I swear by Allah I will slice your heads off,’ he said, brandishing the impressive weaponry. His stature was imposing and he towered over the guards. They released their grip on my father and stepped back, hands raised in a sign of submission. As they left, my grandad installed himself in front of his family for the rest of the journey, refusing to leave the women and children’s area, standing guard over them. If he had not prevailed, you wouldn’t be reading this book.

The family made it to Lahore. They were the lucky ones. They knew where they were headed and who would be there to greet them. Hundreds of thousands of others got off the train in those months with no idea where to go, how to work or eat.

Their relatives in Lasuri had their own farm. It was smaller than the one that they had left behind in India, but it gave my grandad work and he started to build up his own farmland alongside theirs. My dad’s health slowly returned. The transition wasn’t easy, but they considered themselves some of the most fortunate, compared to the horror stories produced by the conflict on both sides.

Two months after they arrived in Pakistan, my grandmother went into labour and gave birth to another son, their fifth child. He was named Hamid. This would have been the source of great joy and celebration, had she not suffered complications in childbirth and died a few days later. My father’s lasting, faint memories of his mum were from that dreadful passage to safety and he had none of the everyday life they were robbed of afterwards.

Death in childbirth wasn’t uncommon. My grandfather was left with five children to raise and feed, while working on the farmland seven days a week. Without remarrying, he and his children would be in dire straits. He arranged a second marriage with the family of a young local woman and it was settled within months. He replaced a loving relationship with one that was transactional. My dad’s stepmother was a seventeen-year-old girl, informed of the match by her parents and handed a household and five unknown children to raise with virtually no money to do so.

Over the next seven years, my father’s stepmother had five daughters of her own, each given a name starting with the letter ‘N’. She was devoted to them, and as a mother of young children, much of her energy and affection centred on their needs. Adjusting to the role of stepmother to an existing brood was likely not easy. Over time, my father and his siblings sometimes felt as though they were in the background, asked to take on more and more household chores. The boys, especially, seemed to attract criticism, and discipline in the household could be stern – perhaps shaped as much by the era and its expectations as by personal temperament.

As the boys grew older, they were given more freedom to spend time outside the home, which offered them a degree of escape from the daily routines. For my father’s younger sister, Salima, life was more confined. As the only girl among the older siblings, she found herself shouldering much of the domestic workload. Household expectations often fell heavily on her, and she had little choice but to meet them. Life at home was strict, and discipline was not uncommon. I’ve often wondered if Phopo (Punjabi for auntie) Salima’s slight frame and quiet presence today hint at the difficult experiences she endured during those formative years.

However, while Phopo Salima endured a tough home life, she did enjoy some privileges. Her village was the only one for miles around to have a school for girls. It was basic when compared to the boys’ school but she was taught reading and writing at a time when most girls, my mother included, were not offered an education. When her brothers graduated from their own schooling, two of them became teachers. My dad taught English and their eldest brother Munir was a science teacher. He would take Salima into the lab so that she could look through the microscopes and see the test tubes and Bunsen burners. He also taught her English at home and when he was convinced that she was as good as any of the boys at the school, he booked her in to sit the high-school exam so she could get the formal qualification.

My father Abdul-Ghani resolved to get out of the house as soon as possible. By this time, he was nineteen years old. It was the early sixties, and Brits were constantly coming to Pakistan to recruit manual labourers. There were rumours of good jobs in mills, farms and factories in the UK. Some people even heard reports from those who were already over in England, claiming they were making good money. He decided he wanted to go.

My father’s English was known to be excellent. He’d been attentive in school and, knowing that he may want to move to the UK in the future, had paid particular attention to his language studies. If anyone needed to complete a form or write a letter in English, he was summoned to their village to assist. He was as prepared as he would ever be for England. The only problem was that he had no money for the journey. With very few options for raising the funds, Abdul-Ghani went to see his great-uncle, who lived in the same township. He persuaded him to mortgage the little farmland he had and lend him the money for the journey. He bought the cheapest ticket he could find, an Egyptair flight with a one-night stopover in Cairo. After buying the ticket, he had one British pound note left.

In the summer of 1961, his flight landed at Heathrow. To this day, this area of west London has a huge Indian and Pakistani population. Many people who flew over didn’t have the money to travel any further so just settled where they were, plus the airport provided plenty of jobs for baggage handlers and the like. But my father had a family friend who lived in Birmingham, so set his sights on the Midlands. He bought the cheapest possible overnight coach ticket and, the following day, was sitting on a tatty sofa in his friend’s flat in Rubery, near Birmingham, outlining his plans. Fifty years later, that flat would be in my parliamentary constituency.

After much discussion, his friend convinced my father to travel further north, where he assured him there were more jobs, especially in the cotton mills. He told him that he’d heard of a place where they were desperate for workers, and it was cheap to rent a room. A place called Rochdale.
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Hiya, Rochdale

1962: Pakistan to Rochdale

My mother Zubaida, or Beydi for short, was striking. The deep brown of her saucer-like eyes caught the attention of many admirers. I know because my dad was one of them. Distantly related, when they were young teenagers they found themselves at some of the same events. At the family wedding when they first met, she caught his attention immediately. He was passing by where she and her friends were standing and caught a whiff of her face cream. Mum kept a small tub of Oil of Ulay that, as it was expensive, she used only on special occasions. The rose perfume drew him in, or at least he pretended it did in order to have an excuse to interact with her.

He sent over one of his friends to tell the girls that he liked the way she smelled and to cheekily request that he could use some of the same cream. Coy, but amused by the request, she obliged and handed his friend the pot. Abdul-Ghani sparingly applied the cream as part of his flirtation and the two of them continued the party with an identical floral smell.

The culture dictated that girls didn’t have conversations with boys. When she was old enough, her dad would choose a man for her to marry. He would make all the arrangements with the groom’s family and she would be told when it was settled. That’s how it was for her and every woman she knew who had come before her. She had never grown up expecting anything different. There was no notion of falling in love. You met your husband and then worked to build love in your relationship.

Despite this, my mum had also spotted my dad. In his day, before the hair loss that, I’m sorry to say, is a feature of our family, he was what my aunties would describe as ‘dashing’. He was well presented and handsome. When she subtly asked around with her younger sister and friends, the women she spoke to said they had only heard good things of his character. While she wasn’t able to choose her husband, she did give hints to her sisters that she would be interested in this man Abdul-Ghani. And, if they followed the proper, unspoken procedure for such circumstances, they would have gently made sure their mum was aware of the attraction. As such, Zubaida held out hope that, when her father decided on her husband, it would be him.

My mother grew up in an affluent household. Again, not affluent like their British occupiers, but wealthy when compared to their neighbours. Her dad grew cotton and was the owner of the largest farm in the area. He was a village chief, a lambardar, a position he inherited from his own father. A wise man, he mediated disputes in the community. There was no mechanism of enforcement for the decisions he made other than the respect the locals had for him, and it was all he needed. He worked hard to support his family, gave money to charity and attended the local mosque.

As with most girls, my mum didn’t go to school and instead performed chores around the house. She spent most of her time making clothes; she could knit, crochet and sew like a professional, and was so fast that she could turn out a cardigan in a day. Her handiwork provided clothes for the whole household. As her family had help with the animals and the cleaning, her responsibilities were limited. With no obligation to stay out in the sun for hours on end, her skin was soft and her hands youthful.

Zubaida was the fourth child of six, with four brothers and one sister. In Pakistani culture, having a boy was worthy of great celebration. Families would hand out delicious sweets to their neighbours to celebrate the blessing, while no such treats were distributed for the birth of girls. With their dowries and inability to enter into gainful employment, girls were expensive. My grandfather did not buy into this tradition. He flung the sweets around with the same enthusiasm at the birth of his first daughter Zubaida, as with the three sons who came before her. To treasure a daughter was not as common as it should have been in forties Pakistan. This was an extraordinary gesture. He started as he meant to go on and delighted in his eldest daughter every day. My mother was adored by both of her parents. It’s that nurturing that I believe shines out of a person. She held her head high, took care of her appearance, her skin and her clothes. She was content and cared for.

My mother’s family didn’t experience the same traumatic forced relocation during partition. When the news hit, they found themselves on the ‘right side of the line’ already in Chichawatni, an area of Punjab assigned to the new state of Pakistan. The women and children were kept completely protected from news of the devastation that had hit the outside world. When asked of her memories of partition, my mum simply says that she has none. She was only a four-year-old girl and, even as she grew up, the men of the family never discussed the war with her.

Unbeknown to my mum, life in Pakistan was in turmoil. Any non-Muslim friends or neighbours they had previously spent time with had left, often in the dead of night, leaving lifeless, abandoned houses in their wake. They were quickly inhabited by some of the eight million displaced Muslims seeking safety from India. But these desolate homes weren’t enough to meet the housing demand and large buildings like colleges and offices were shut down and turned into refugee camps.

All of Pakistan was in crisis. Food was scarce and people were desperate. There were riots in all the major cities. Just as Muslims were being slain in India, mobs were marching around Pakistan in search of Hindus and Sikhs to do the same. The Indian government sent convoys of army trucks to evacuate the families that survived before the culling. No one knows how many people died in those years, but it’s estimated at around a million. There were no winners, just pain, destruction and death on both sides of the line.

Zubaida got to see Abdul-Ghani again when he graduated from high school. His English had become so good that he was a respected advisor in the local area. If someone needed a form filled out or a formal letter written in English, they solicited his help. That included her father. From time to time she would see Abdul-Ghani arrive at the house. Unable to have a conversation, they were confined to eye contact when she brought in the tea. As frustrating as this was, she had no other option. To approach him would have been shameful and meant that her father would never consider him as her match.

Nine days before Abdul-Ghani was due to fly to the UK, Zubaida’s father died. The whole village and many people beyond showed up to pay their respects to the man who had enjoyed such a high profile in the area. Abdul-Ghani was among the mourners. But once again they were in a situation where it would have been inappropriate for him and Zubaida to speak. Once again, they politely passed by each other.

When my dad arrived in Rochdale in Lancashire, he thought he would only be there temporarily. The whole UK adventure had been a short-term solution for him to get away from home, make some money and then return to Pakistan to start a business. He was proud of Pakistan. He’d lived through the growing pains of partition and war. He was patriotic.

He found himself a space in a boarding house with a group of other Pakistani men, each with their own, albeit similar, aspirations. The house was owned by one of the earliest immigrants from Pakistan to settle in Rochdale, Cha Cha (meaning uncle) Sardar. Among the eight men who slept in sleeping bags on the floor was Anwar, one of Zubaida’s older brothers. They cooked together on a burner stove, making curries and other dishes that reminded them of home. Abdul-Ghani never cooked in Pakistan, as that was considered women’s work. But he picked up the recipes the others had cobbled together and started to enjoy the days when it was his turn to be chef.

They were all looking for work and were in competition with each other for the few labourers’ jobs that were available each day. Full-time employment with a salary and benefits wasn’t available to the Pakistani immigrants – or any immigrants for that matter. They would stand outside the gates of a cotton mill first thing in the morning, hoping that the foreman would be short staffed that day. The foreman would stride out to the gate ten minutes or so after the regular, white workers had traipsed in and announce the number of people he needed. He would then point into the crowd to select his temporary staff from the hopefuls. Everyone else was sent home. Sometimes my dad would be picked, sometimes he wouldn’t. Just because he managed to get work on one day didn’t mean there would be a place for him the next.

My dad was competitive. He didn’t want to miss out on work. He didn’t want to stand around for two hours only to be sent home for the day. He wanted to make his money so he could move on and start his own business. He started turning up at the factory gates before sunlight. He was always first there, aiming to arrive an hour before even the foreman showed up. The foreman would have to walk past Abdul-Ghani every morning on his way into the factory. He would stand there on his own, at the crack of dawn, keen to work. As the foreman made his way in, my dad would politely greet him. ‘Good morning, Mr Foreman,’ he would say.

The enthusiasm paid off and he became the go-to temporary employee at the Courtaulds cotton mill. Slowly they increased the duration of his employment, initially offering a week here and there, then two and finally a six-month contract. His work was mundane and boring: he would clean, mount the cotton on wheels, pack boxes into lorries and any other jobs that were required.

Abdul-Ghani’s drive and ambitions didn’t end there. When he arrived in Rochdale there was no mosque in the area where he and his fellow Muslims could worship. People would just pray in their living rooms or, more likely given the demographic of young men away from home for the first time, allow their religious practices to lapse. Along with a group of other Pakistani men, they petitioned and fundraised to be able to rent a space to use as a mosque.

After a year working in the UK, my father’s savings grew. He kept only a fraction of them for himself. On arriving, his first objective was to send back enough money for his great-uncle to release the mortgage. It would have been financially crippling for his great-uncle to keep up the repayments on his own. Once he had done that, he wanted to contribute towards the cost of schooling for his younger brothers. Each week he joined the long queue of immigrants outside Western Union, all sending a proportion of their meagre earnings to their families back home.

Dad may have been struggling, but he knew it was nothing compared to the need that his family experienced in Pakistan. This is a familiar story for any immigrant family. These remittances play an important part in Pakistan’s economy. They put food on the table, provide healthcare for the unwell, fund schooling and secure houses. Being able to help elevate your family from the poverty you left them in is a motivator for so many who leave their home country, my dad included.

After paying off the debt to his great-uncle and putting aside a little extra money, Dad started to think about returning to Pakistan. But the few pieces of news he got from home painted a bleak picture. He heard from his family through airmail letters. They would take three or four weeks to arrive and were never long enough to satisfy his longing for home. The country had entered into its second war with India over the disputed state of Jammu and Kashmir, soon followed by civil war. There wasn’t conscription in Pakistan so he wouldn’t have been forced to fight, but the country was in a state of unrest and good jobs were few and far between.

Abdul-Ghani was, however, ready to marry and he wanted to marry Zubaida. With her father now dead, he asked Anwar for his sister’s hand in marriage. Together with her other two older brothers, Anwar had been tasked with finding matches for his sisters in his father’s absence. They discussed the potential match and agreed, by committee, that it should go ahead. Zubaida’s family were pleased with the engagement and were happy that Beydi would be going to experience new adventures in a wealthy country like the UK. Things were starting to come together.

Abdul-Ghani’s younger sister Salima was the person he was most worried about. Her letters didn’t mention the country’s troubles or the state of the village. Instead, they spoke of wanting to leave. Life at home seemed heavy for her. The expectations were constant, and she often felt alone. Abdul-Ghani found it hard to think of her still caught in that world. While he wasn’t living in luxury, Abdul-Ghani was safe, had work and friends, and was away from the neglect of their stepmother. Salima had none of those things. But there was comfort in knowing the situation would end.

Since birth, Salima had been intended for a second cousin, Mohammad Ali, known as Chaudary to all. Their parents planned the union and a marriage ceremony was performed to solidify the match when they were both children. As she got older, the time for her to leave home to move in with him and start their life together fast approached. Much like Abdul-Ghani, Chaudary had been attracted to the promises of more jobs and better pay in the UK. He too had moved to Rochdale, just a few months after Abdul-Ghani. He was tall and imposing, but with a gentleness that endeared him to everyone. Abdul-Ghani hadn’t known him well before he had arrived in Rochdale, but in this strange, lonely country they had formed a tight bond. Chaudary started coming with Abdul-Ghani to the cotton mill in the mornings and was slowly ingratiating himself with the foreman too. Soon, once they had gathered enough money, Salima would join them in the UK and it was that knowledge that kept my dad going.

I will take a pause here to acknowledge that to modern, Western ears, the notion of matching children and performing a ceremony when they are still young sounds utterly ridiculous. Marriage was a tool used to strengthen familial bonds and consolidate wealth. People outside of your own family couldn’t be trusted. You and your family had to work their fingers to the bone, day in and day out, in order to secure an income and build your standing in the community. To marry outside of your own family was to risk losing that income. It was to invite in an outsider. It was a risk too many had taken and too many had lived to regret. It doesn’t sound romantic but it was seen as a necessary mechanism for protecting the family for thousands of years. In the Pakistan of my parents’ and aunts and uncles’ day, you didn’t fall in love, you were obedient. They would accept the match, and out of duty and consistency, love would follow. That was how it worked. It was a custom my parents tried to carry forward with their own children in England many decades later.

It took my dad a few more months to save up the money for a flight back to Pakistan. Now twenty-two years old, he finally returned home. Zubaida’s family greeted him like a new son. They had a large ceremony that lasted for days in her home village. He flew back to the UK and awaited Zubaida, who flew out six months later after arranging her visa and passport.

The process of applying for a passport was relatively straightforward; the authorities didn’t demand much paperwork because very few citizens had any. If you ask any Pakistani person of my mum’s generation their birthday, most will only be able to give you a rough date, like summer of 1942. They didn’t register births like they do these days. Most mark their birthday on a nominal date around that time – my mother and father included.

Abdul-Ghani, Anwar and Chaudary bought a small house at 6 Freehold Street in Rochdale for £400 for themselves and their wives. Salima was happy in the UK, finally free from the torment she had endured in Pakistan. In contrast to Chaudary’s height, Salima was slight and unimposing. They visually appeared a mismatched pair, but the reality was very different. Chaudary continued in the cotton mill for the rest of his working life, accumulating promotions over the years until he was finally named foreman. He retired against his wishes, aged sixty-five. He was one of the last employees standing when the mill’s doors were finally closed for good in the 1990s.

When Salima first arrived, concerned about her low weight and ill health, Abdul-Ghani set about helping her build her strength. He took her to a local chemist where he proudly marched her over to a display of large bottles of Lucozade. In the sixties, the luminous drink was only stocked in pharmacies as it was considered to have medicinal qualities. He insisted she should drink it every day to help her build her strength. Salima has long come to the realisation that the energy drink won’t solve her ailments but, even so, she still stocks it in her fridge to this day, sneaking it out to her grandchildren as a treat.

Initially, there was nothing about the UK my mother liked. The unending shades of grey took their toll. Phopo Salima and my mum became best friends, they needed each other in order to keep going in the foreign country. My mum didn’t speak English, and when together they spoke in Punjabi. Phopo Salima continued learning English, teaching herself from books, but my mum never had enough time. Being unable to communicate was an isolating experience. Perhaps it was the difference in their education that meant they approached communication differently. Phopo Salima was shy and considered; she didn’t want to say something unless she could be sure she was saying it correctly, while Zubaida just threw herself in, doing whatever she could to be understood. In shops she would use hand gestures and pointing to try and get her wishes across. In the days when food and supplies were bought over the counter, rather than from a shelf, even the simplest transactions posed problems. If she needed sugar
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