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11
            Introduction

         

         Over a decade ago now, I was invited to be a panellist on BBC TV’s Question Time. Nick Griffin, then leader of the far-right British National Party, was also invited on as a guest. Then as now, the issue of immigration: good or bad, loomed large.

         The British National Party claimed to be the party for ‘indigenous Brits.’ ‘Indigenous’ meaning ‘native’ to Britain. But one of the great joys is that your new country, the one that you choose and that in time chooses you, is always unfolding. This unfolding never stops.

         This unfolding makes you eager to share with other citizens, pass on the gifts that you discover; those fascinating tidbits of history. And your own insight.

         At the time of this particular Question Time, I was a Trustee of the British Museum. So I went to the Prehistory Department to ask about ‘indigenous Brits.’ I was told, by experts, that permafrost covered most of the British Isles, and that Southern Britain was a polar desert. And that the only thing ‘indigenous’ to Britain is… oats.

         Therefore, everyone, every human being and animal, too, in the UK is descended from an immigrant. We are all incomers. Either yesterday. Or thousands of years ago.

         In short, the UK is a nation of immigrants. The great Anglo Saxons, who gave the nation the English language, were Germano-Dutch. The Normans were from France by way of Scandinavia.

         And so it goes on and on.

         The Royal Family are German in origin. They changed their name from Saxe-Coburg and Gotha to that of their principal and favourite residence ‘Windsor.’ Immigration is the British history.

         When I arrived in 1986, I found a nation steeped in a multicultural environment. No matter what other forces opposed to this reality wanted everyone to believe, this was a fact. 12

         That immigrants have made a contribution to this nation is an understatement.

         Immigrants are this nation.

         Immigrants like the Olympic athlete, disability rights campaigner and television presenter Ade Adepitan. Born in Lagos, Nigeria, he was fifteen months old when polio made him unable to walk. His family moved to the UK when he was three and settled in London where Ade began playing wheelchair basketball. He played for Great Britain in the Paralympics. He was a member of the team that won the nation bronze in the 2004 Summer Paralympics and gold at the 2005 Paralympic World Cup.

         Bushra Nasir was born in Pakistan and moved to England with her parents when she was eight years old. She had hoped to become a doctor and worked hard to earn herself a place. But her parents did not want her to leave London to study, so she took up biochemistry; then got a teaching degree; then took a teacher training course.

         She worked for 15 years as a teacher; took up a headteacher’s vacancy and became one of the first Muslim headteachers in the country. She raised her school’s ratings and got many of her students into Cambridge and Oxford. But above all, she helped her students challenge racial and gender stereotypes. She has made them better students. Better citizens. And better human beings.

         There are many, many stories of triumph like this in this book.

         These stories show us the truth of the human spirit and the range of human courage. Immigrants not only enrich us, they bring a kind of insight that enables us all to reach beyond ourselves. Be more than our selves.

         Our very humanity is always in potential, always, in a sense, just beyond our reach. It appears at its strongest in moments of helping others. And also in those moments when we encounter ‘the Other.’ He or she who is different from us.

         It is important for us here in Britain to know and understand this.

         To understand that the tapestry of the land, its fabric, was created by immigrants. And that we grow, and rise, and thrive because of this fact. 13From the Anglo Saxons who gave England its name; to the 17th century Huguenots who fled religious persecution in France and gave the English language the word ‘refugee’; to Alf Dubs, listed here in this book – we are immigrants. Lord Dubs is a champion of refugee children who arrive in Europe and in Britain without their parents. Just as he did from his native Czechoslovakia, an unaccompanied Jewish child, on what was called, in 1939, the Kindertransport.

         One of my real favourites listed here is John Edmonstone. Born into slavery in Guyana and named after his ‘owner,’ Edmonstone’s botany classes in Edinburgh in the 19th century were legendary. So legendary that the young Charles Darwin studied with him and was inspired to sail with The Beagle to South America. And into scientific and world history.

         We now know that people of African descent lived and thrived in Tudor England. Shakespeare’s immortal Dark Lady sonnets may have been inspired by one of these ‘Black Tudors.’

         The Bard writes in Dark Lady:

         
            
               The sea, all water, yet receives rain still,

               And in abundance addeth to his store;

            

         

         Just as immigration does.

         Because of it, we are made richer.

         More abundant.

         Flowing.

         Bonnie Greer

Playwright and Commentator

Born in Chicago, USA

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s Note

         

         Our intention with this book is not to tell the stories of the featured individuals on their behalf or to introduce opinion; as two non-immigrants we have no right to do so. Instead, we have given a brief introduction to a small number of individuals who we hope readers will continue to familiarise themselves with and research further.

         We started our research in the aftermath of the Brexit vote and the associated negative rhetoric about immigration. We felt ashamed that we were unaware of how many aspects of our modern British lives had been shaped – if not created – by immigrants, and how their experiences in life had moulded much of our everyday existence. To them, we are forever grateful.

         Deciding who to include in this book has been challenging, to say the least. Our collection of biographies depicts only a fraction of those who have made Britain their home; there are a multitude of accounts we have not been able to feature. We encourage you to do some exploring and to make some discoveries of your own. It is also vital to note that by no means are we suggesting that immigrants are only welcome when they bring skills and value to Britain. However, we had to start somewhere and we did so with individuals who had a remarkable life story – that was well documented enough for us to research. The other criteria was diversity: none of the individuals were born in Britain and they come from all over the world. They are from all walks of life, and have followed a wide range of careers. We hope we have helped to represent the melting pot that is modern Britain. You may notice that there are slightly more men featured in the book than women. This reflects the imbalances we came across while researching: probably as a result of the historical objection to women in the workplace as well as a lack of documentation of women’s pursuits.

         Not only are these individual’s journeys captivating, they are essential to understanding how contemporary Britain came to be. We hope that their stories will become known to all – tell everyone about them; from your kids to your grandparents! In doing so, we can ensure their incredible work is never drowned out by the ugly chorus in British public life which seeks to disparage and belittle immigrants.

         If this book helps to undo some of that unpleasantness, it will have done its job.

         We hope you find it as interesting to read as we did to research.

         Louis Stewart and Naomi Kenyon
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            Ade Adepitan

            Athlete and TV presenter

         

         Ade Adepitan was born in Lagos, Nigeria. At 15 months old, he contracted polio which left him unable to walk. Aged three, his family moved to Britain and settled in London. At school, Ade showed a keen interest in becoming a sportsman and took up wheelchair basketball. Before long he was playing professionally for Great Britain. He won bronze at the 2004 Summer Paralympics in Athens and gold at the 2005 Paralympic World Cup in Manchester.

         Ade’s professionalism and personality won him fans in the media, leading him to present television programmes about sport and entertainment. He fronted later coverage of the Paralympic Games. He has also branched out into other formats, trekking through forests, deserts and mountains in Nicaragua with a team of people with disabilities for a documentary, Beyond Boundaries. He presented the prime-time BBC TV series The Travel Show, New York: America's Busiest City, The World’s Busiest Cities, and Africa with Ade Adepitan.

         Throughout his career, Ade has shown what can be achieved to other people with disabilities and to the general public. In particular, he has inspired the young black disabled community, and received a Certificate of Excellence from the Champions Club UK. In 2005, he was made an MBE for services to sport. He is patron of Go Kids Go, a charity that aims to help young wheelchair users with their skills and confidence and an ambassador for Right to Play, an organisation which teaches educational games to children in need.

         
            Birthplace: Lagos, Nigeria

            Born: 1973

            Known For: Changing attitudes towards disabled people17
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            Alan Yau

            Restaurateur

         

         Alan Yau was born Yau Tak Wai in Hong Kong in 1962 and moved to join his family in Norfolk aged 12. He learnt how to run a food business while helping out his parents at their Chinese restaurant in Wisbech. He studied politics and philosophy at City of London Polytechnic and went into engineering and interior design. But food was in his blood and, in 1988, he started a takeaway business in Peterborough. Four years later he started the Wagamama restaurant chain, serving Japanese ramen on benches. The tangy flavours and canteen seating appealed and in 1997, he sold its 26 outlets for £60 million. So began a career which has changed Britain’s taste buds.

         In 1999, Alan started the Thai chain Busaba Eathai. In 2001, he founded the Hakkasan Chinese restaurant for high rollers in Mayfair, London, which won a Michelin star two years later. In 2004, he launched a contemporary dim sum tea house, Yauatcha. In 2008, he sold both Hakkasan and Yauatcha, and began an Italian bakery Princi UK, Babji, and the comfort food outlet Duck & Rice. Around this time, he was diagnosed with Bell’s palsy, and left the UK for Thailand, where he trained to be a monk.

         On returning to London, he launched Park Chinois, a palatial Chinese restaurant with a ‘1920s dance hall’ vibe in a lavish rococo style with red velvet walls and golden candelabras. His latest venture is Softchow, a community-driven food discovery platform. He doesn’t cook professionally, but devises concepts and dishes. He says that by the age of 70 (he is 57 at the time of writing), he would like to end his career in restaurants and begin spiritual and healing work.

         
            Birthplace: Hong Kong

            Born: 1962

            Known For: Founding Wagamama restaurant chain 19
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            Alec Issigonis

            Car designer

         

         In 1922 the Greco-Turkish War was ended by a catastrophic fire that engulfed the Greek city of Smyrna (today Izmir, Turkey). The Turkish forces regained control of the city and in the ensuing chaos of fire and persecution, tens of thousands of refugees fled the city in search of a new life. Among them was a young man, Alec Issigonis, and his two parents.
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