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            Foreword

            Professor Charlotte Williams

         

         Migrations in and out of Wales have been a constant feature of this country’s history; some are voluntary and some forced. People move to study, for love, for work and other considered choices. But many find themselves in circumstances that compel them to flee their countries of origin and seek refuge. Some experience a mix of the two, choosing to move only to find themselves in unanticipated and exploitative circumstances. Our population is subject to constant flux and change as people arrive and people leave, producing moments of cultural encounter and exchange and prompting transformations in society as a whole. But is this too easy and too romanticised a view of the process? How well do we understand what these movements and displacements entail, how they are lived and experienced, how they are navigated and what they imply, in particular, for women and girls?

         The personal stories recounted in this text speak poignantly to the gendered dimensions of such displacement. When people are subject to movement they experience significant losses, perhaps a home, social networks, a role, a career, identities, dreams and prospects, and face significant challenges in new and often strange contexts. You become, says one of the contributors, ‘a government entity’ subject to being moved on and moved on … with no say in what happens to you. There are, however, specific consequences of such disruption for women and girls. Women often bear the additional responsibilities of caring and providing for family members, looking after the mental wellbeing of family members, 2and may be subject to additional risks of being sexually exploited or subject to violence and abuse. Several of these stories are infused with such distressing details, ‘no one should ever underestimate the incredible blessing of being safe and feeling safe’ another contributor tells us.

         This cohort of voices, who freely and bravely offer their accounts ended up here in Wales, by design or circumstance. The detail of these stories tell of entering into new social relationships and working through the demands of change and transition in order to reorient their lives and regain agency and control of their circumstances. They take us through the processes of adaptation, all the while with the memory of elsewhere places, times, experiences, the echo of another place providing moments of contrast and comparison with their new homeland. They are simultaneously offering a syncretic experience of here and there, home and away.

         And thus we see a picture of Wales as refracted through their lens: the solace and sanctuary of parks, neighbourhoods and landscapes, the Welsh language, a love of ‘places that think in more than the eyes of one language’, new friendships, opportunities taken to share food and stories, feelings of safety returned and skills contributed in ‘a two way process’ of exchange and integration. What we glean is a diversity of experiences, where ethnicities that emanate from countries across the world form intersections with disability, religious belief, gay sexuality, age and length of residence and of course with Wales itself. These are bold accounts that speak to the unequivocal fact that migrants bring skills, innovations, new perspectives and experiences to Wales, that they are adaptable, courageous and resilient and that Wales has, does, and will benefit from this diversity.

         
             

         

         Professor Charlotte Williams

         Emeritus Professor Bangor University  

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Introduction

            Faaeza Jasdanwalla-Williams

         

         Suddenly all went black. One minute, I was a regular eleven-year-old girl walking back home from school with my classmate, and the next minute, I was on the ground, numb with pain and unable to see anything around me. Apparently, a milk lorry driven by a learner driver had illegally entered our narrow school lane and reversed straight into me. I vaguely recall voices which seemed like they were somewhere in the distance and being rushed to hospital. Whatever the particulars, unbeknownst to me at that specific point in time, my life had altered dramatically in a flash.

         I was born and raised in Mumbai (then Bombay), India along with my older brother, by parents who placed the greatest emphasis on educating their two children. However, as a result of my accident, I suffered a brain haemorrhage and lost much of my vision. Now I had to learn to navigate life as a visually impaired child, and my parents had to figure out the best way to ensure that my education would not suffer, even if it meant them having to help me read, write and tackle all my classwork and textbooks throughout school. In fact, my close circle of friends, both on the home front and in school, as well as my teachers, did everything they could to accommodate my needs at a time when there was no access to any visual aids. It was only due to the tremendous determination of my parents and especially my mother, that I not only sailed through school with good grades, but also university with a History degree. My brother too had been my pillar of support, researching all the new advances in technology which would alleviate some of the 4obstacles I faced on account of my poor vision. The support I received went beyond my immediate family and some of my extended family members became invaluable mentors.

         I had undoubtedly imbibed my mother’s determination by then and decided to continue my studies in the UK, without my mother’s assistance this time, but with the invaluable assistance of my first portable visual aid – a reading machine. The rest, as they say, is literally history, for I studied for a Master’s degree in British Medieval History and in due course, a PhD in Early Modern Ottoman History at Aberystwyth University.

         I came to Aberystwyth for the first time in 1993 to visit my brother who had been studying there and instantly fell in love with the town. More than the beauty that had enamoured me, it was the idea that this was a town where I could possibly live an independent life without having to rely on others for assistance. In Mumbai, I could not even walk on the pavements due to their unevenness or cross the road on my own, whereas I saw that navigating my way around a small, structured town would be transformative for me.

         As it turned out, I also ended up teaching in the Department of History and Welsh History at Aberystwyth University for ten years after completing my PhD and properly began my life here as a full-fledged immigrant, working and supporting myself, contributing like most others, to the system and leading an independent life. However, never for a minute do I forget that if it were not for my parents, I would not even have been able to get through school, leave alone achieve the highest academic qualifications. In fact, my friends and family in Mumbai (not only my brother and sister-in-law, but also my two nieces), and in Wales, have been supporting me and standing by me all along.

         Aberystwyth is truly my home now. I met and married the love of my life and have forged a life here, which includes not only friends among the academic fraternity, but also many local, native Welsh people, who welcomed me from the start. Since I harbour a keen interest in learning languages, I made it a point to learn Welsh 5to a relatively high level and am able to communicate in Welsh to an adequate degree of proficiency. This of course, has further helped me to integrate with the native Welsh-speaking population of Aberystwyth and also provided me with a deeper appreciation of Welsh culture.

         Although I have now resigned from my teaching position, as it turned out, just before the world changed on account of the pandemic, I am closely involved with facilitating groups and activities as a volunteer with The Royal National Institute of Blind People as well as with Gwasg Honno.

         I am also research active and my secondary academic research revolves around the African Diaspora in India on account of my mother’s ancestors arriving in India from the region around what was then Abyssinia, around the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Consequently, I have participated closely with events that celebrate the African diaspora globally, especially those in connection with the UN’s International Decade for People of African Descent (2015–2024). I had already been extremely disturbed by the general attitude and rhetoric in the UK towards refugees and immigrants in general since the influx of refugees on account of the war in Syria. In 2016, that rhetoric took on a darker tone and it almost became acceptable for people to air their discriminatory views in public. All of this, together with the fact that I was eager to contribute more tangibly to mark the International Decade for People of African Descent, spurred me on towards putting forward a proposal to Gwasg Honno to bring the marginalised voices of immigrant, migrant and refugee women from the periphery to the centre. The absolute need to represent as broad a spectrum of immigrant, migrant and refugee women as possible meant that we, at Honno, decided to not only invite contributions from immigrant, migrant and refugee women from Africa, but also those from Asia, who have now found a home in Wales.

         While there has been an increasing interest in reading about and listening to the stories of immigrants, the books that have been 6published so far largely include people who are already in some way in the public eye, be it TV personalities, sportspersons or writers. In 2019, Malala Yousafzai’s book, We Are Displaced, comes the closest to what we are hoping to achieve with this book. She related the stories of refugee girls from Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Myanmar and Colombia amongst others, who had fled their own countries on account of political unrest and war, and found themselves displaced in other countries. Her collection highlights the resilience, strength and courage of these girls, as well as the longing they harbour for their homelands at times.

         In the UK, books such as The Good Immigrant, edited by Nikesh Shukla, published in 2017, discusses race and racism in the UK, bringing into the frame the impact that Brexit has had on the perception of immigrants, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees with the backdrop of a misguided nostalgia for the British Empire, whitewashing all the negative, damaging and disastrous aspects of colonialism. It includes the opinions and experiences of prominent immigrants, first and second generation, of having to navigate life in the UK with the barrier of race before them, rather than being acknowledged and appreciated purely for their achievements and success, irrespective of the colour of their skin.

         In 2021, Seventy Years of Struggle and Achievement edited by Meena Upadhyaya, Kirsten Lavine and Chris Weedon, brought us the stories of the forty finalists shortlisted for the Ethnic Minority Welsh Women Achievement Awards. This volume emphasises the inspiring stories of women who have shone in their respective fields of achievement, despite the struggles they had to undergo while negotiating a whole new life in Wales. Additionally, 2024 also saw the publication of a collection of stories by immigrant women titled Gathering, edited by Durre Shahwar and Nasia Sarwar-Skuse. This collection includes prominent and successful immigrant women in Wales in different walks of life, such as authors, musicians, founders of organisations, etc.

         Our diaspora anthology therefore, is not going to be the first 7book to bring to the fore the stories of immigrant women. But where it differs greatly is the fact that there are hardly any well-known names in the list of female contributors beyond their immediate local communities. Despite this, these women’s achievements and lives are equally important and therefore, worth highlighting. I, along with my co-compilers, Chinyere Chukwudi-Okeh and Mohini Gupta, have reached out to women who have hitherto been invisible in the public eye. The main aim of this book has been to highlight marginalised voices as well as voices of immigrant women who have simply been going about their daily lives in a new country, trying to fit in, sometimes struggling with the language of their new home, grappling with a completely different set of cultural norms, traditions and rules. In terms of highlighting marginalised voices, we encountered a number of women who had to flee from their respective countries for various reasons and who have finally managed to find, or are in the process of finding refuge in Wales via the route of seeking asylum. Thereafter, they have been resettled in different parts of Wales through government and local authority schemes and welcomed by local residents, who have raised funds to aid in their resettlement in local communities. This is not a book of women in the limelight, but rather those who are successfully navigating the complexities and nuances of daily life in an alien environment. These are women who are attempting to put the past behind them, despite longing for their homelands and families that they had to leave behind, getting to grips with their new present, and persevering to forge a brighter future for themselves.

         The path to forging direct links with immigrant communities throughout Wales has not always been smooth-sailing. While we did receive a few submissions via our website when the call for submissions had gone out, they were nowhere near enough or entirely the sort of contributions we had been hoping for. Furthermore, some immigrant women we did have direct links with, struggled with English and while I speak a range of languages, I was 8not fluent enough in Arabic or Farsi for instance to be able to conduct interviews in those languages. In fact, in one instance, we did have to engage the services of an interpreter in order to conduct the interview but engaging the services of interpreters for interviews in several languages proved to be impractical and costly. Therefore, recruiting two co-compilers, Chinyere Chukwudi-Okeh and Mohini Gupta (both of whom have also contributed their stories to this anthology), to assist me with contacting individual immigrant women and immigrant communities and setting up interviews for instance, was the turning point for this volume. Each of us contacted women originally from different parts of Asia and Africa that we had links with, and either asked them to write their own story, or set up interviews over the phone or in person with them. In the case of interviews, each of us have written the stories of the women based on their interviews and we have tried to stay true to the tone, manner of expression and sentiment of each individual interview. Even in the editing process, I, as the overall editor of this volume, have been careful not to over-edit each story, precisely to maintain the individuality and distinctness of each experience.

         While of course, not every country in Asia and Africa is included in this anthology – indeed, that would have been beyond the scope of a one-volume anthology – we are confident that the anthology is adequately representative of the two continents. From Asia, we have contributions from women from Iraq, Syria, another Middle Eastern country that the contributor has concealed the name of, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Japan and China (second generation). From the African continent, we have stories from Algeria, Uganda, Kenya, Namibia, Sudan, Zimbabwe, Zambia, South Africa and Nigeria. Additionally, this anthology also importantly spans the spectrum of experiences, from women who have come into Wales as refugees and who sought asylum, to those who came to Wales as students or accompanied their spouses and then proceeded to acquire qualifications and jobs as well, to those who chose Wales in order to live a healthier, holistic 9and in general, better life. The full range of contributions further emphasises not only the various countries and cultures that Wales now encompasses, but also the manner in which these new cultures are influencing Welsh society in general, and the local communities in which they live, in particular. Indeed, it is a two-way process. All of these women are at some stage of ‘integrating’ into their new environments, be it learning new languages, acclimatising to completely different temperatures and weather or then understanding and respecting Welsh cultural norms and customs. In return, they are imparting some of what is the essence of their culture, language, festivals and food, and as a result, they are beginning to feel increasingly welcomed and accepted as the understanding between the cultures grows.

         One aspect that has struck me instantly, is that most of these women are contributing to, and participating in not only their local communities, but also the workforce of Wales, either as social workers, carers, university lecturers or chefs. In particular, almost all the refugee women that have contributed their stories, have talked about the deep anxiety and worry they felt after they sought asylum here, in relation to the need to find a job and earn a living for themselves and their families. The incessant rhetoric that is fed to us about refugees not contributing to the system, seems to be entirely misguided, when considering the set of stories from refugee women in this anthology.

         It is also important to emphasise that certain opinions expressed by some of the contributors may be rather forthright and therefore, may not always be in keeping with all sensitivities. However, it should also be stressed that these are the views of the contributors based on their personal experiences and are not necessarily a reflection of the experiences of the entire ethnic group, race or country that they belong to or from which they originate. These potentially sensitive experiences need to be considered in context and have been included as our contributors feel strongly that these views be aired.

         10This anthology then, is simply a vehicle to bring the stories of these strong, courageous, inspiring and enterprising women into the public eye so that they can shine. We need to acknowledge and realise just how Welsh society and culture is being influenced, is transforming and being enriched by these new interactions with the wider world. We should not be looking at a Wales consisting of the native Welsh people on the one hand, and a group of ‘other’ races and ethnicities on the other, but rather a new, diverse Wales, which is ‘integrating’ into a more globally sensitive and inclusive society.

         Finally, I would like to thank all the women who contributed – those whose stories are included in this anthology as well as those whose contributions we have, unfortunately, been unable to include in this particular volume. We had a limit on the number of stories that we could include in this volume, and we have tried to give voice to those who have never had their experiences published before this. Additionally, in an attempt to be as representative as possible, we have tried to include contributions from as wide a range of countries as possible. I cannot conclude this introduction without expressing my gratitude to BCW for their funding and support, as well as to Chinyere Chukwudi-Okeh and Mohini Gupta for all their assistance and hard work in making this volume a reality.
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            Fear and Courage: Two Sides of the Same Coin

            Parma

         

         We left our home in Iraq because our lives were threatened. Prior to our departure, my husband held a prominent position within the ruling party of our country. We had a comfortable life, and I was a happy and fulfilled teacher, nurturing the minds of our nation’s children. Our own future revolved around our three young children, aged three, two, and one.

         One fateful day, an argument within the ruling party escalated into an irreparable divide, leading to a full-blown war. The stronger faction began to persecute and threaten the weaker side, forcing individuals to choose sides. My husband was among those targeted and pressured to align with a particular group.

         Initially, we dismissed the threats, hoping they would subside over time. However, the situation escalated into a destructive force that we could no longer ignore. One night, we received a chilling message stating that our children would be taken away if we did not join their party. As devoted parents, we could not allow our children’s future to be jeopardised by current circumstances. Unfortunately, not everyone shared the same priorities, and there were those who pursued their ambitions at any cost, even if it meant shedding innocent blood. With such people in power, no corner of our country was safe, especially for a family with three young children.

         Faced with no other choice, we made the difficult decision to leave. My husband abandoned his city, his job, and the comfortable life he had built for us. I also left my teaching career and the students 12I cherished. We had to leave if we wanted to survive. Through friends, my husband reached out to certain connections, and eventually, an agent was found to help us leave the country. We first arrived in Abu Dhabi and spent a few days there. From there, the agent arranged a temporary visa for us in Belarus, with the intention of eventually reaching Europe.

         In Belarus, we lived in hiding, as we did not possess a residence permit. Life was incredibly difficult, lacking even the most basic necessities. Yet, the fear of being caught and sent back home prevented us from seeking help. We decided to venture into the forest, attempting to cross into Poland, despite the harsh winter conditions.

         At that time, Poland and Belarus were engaged in a conflict, rejecting people from each other’s borders. Regardless of our desperate situation, the political animosity left us stranded. We were trapped, unable to proceed into Poland or return to Belarus. We were stuck, abandoned in a sort of No Man’s Land, left to endure the ruthless winter, with no home to return to, no future to look forward to, and no past to turn back to.

         Amongst our travelling party of approximately 2,000 people, were those fleeing from war, starvation, persecution, and disease. Many were young individuals travelling alone, and their journey was incredibly arduous. However, for families like ours, with infants and young children, the challenges were even more daunting. We not only had to ensure our own survival but also care for our vulnerable little ones.

         The agent had assured us that we would reach Europe within seven days, but as a cautious woman, I had prepared for ten days. We packed necessary supplies such as medication, food, toiletries, and clothes. Unfortunately, after ten days, our provisions were depleted, leaving us at the mercy of strangers who owed us nothing. Perhaps it was the lack of compassion that prevented them from offering assistance.

         I saw things in that forest that will forever be etched in my 13memory. I saw people die because of the cold. I saw children expire because their bodies had become dehydrated, and their kidneys stopped functioning. I saw a pregnant woman pass away from exhaustion and disease. I saw the Belarusian police beat the younger ones among us, asking them to get off their land and go to Poland. I saw despair, pain, and hopelessness.

         The Belarusians sent helicopters to fly above us and corral us like cattle. They shouted a message for us saying that we could not return to Belarus and that we had to leave their land. They relayed this message in English and Arabic, indicating that they knew we were people who had come from somewhere from the Middle East, but they could not be bothered beyond simply translating their ultimatum. As the helicopters whirred above us, it felt as though the blades would chop off our heads. The Polish officials also shouted at us through their speakers: ‘Do not come near. You must go back. Do not attempt to cross the border.’

         Because it was winter, we could not chop wood to make a fire. We had no showers, no extra clothes, and no medicines. My children fell ill, and I was terrified of losing them. My youngest baby cried for milk for two days. I begged everyone, including the Polish guards and the Belarusians for milk. I even offered them $100 for some milk or water for my baby, but they did not oblige.

         When we could no longer bear it, we turned to the Belarusians and begged them to let us return. Surprisingly, they allowed us to stay in an alcohol store. The place was a single long hall filled with alcohol, and with no facilities. They simply moved the alcohol to one side while we stayed on the other side. All we had was shelter and a fence around the building. There were no showers, toilets, food, or any other amenities. This was the state of things for four months.

         As we emerged from the forest, our troubles began to manifest. While we were in the forest, the authorities sprayed something on us—a reddish powder intended to scare us. I do not know what it was, but I started suffering from blurry vision after they began 14spraying that substance on us. For my children, the powder caused breathing problems. Everyone in the forest was affected. Although things have improved now since we arrived in Cardiff, my little one still reacts to the cold. She coughs a lot and experiences shortness of breath. Unfortunately, none of the medicines have worked so far.

         After four months in that camp on the edge of Belarus, the Belarusian authorities informed us that we had two choices. We could go forward illegally into Poland and then into Germany, where some survived but some did not. The other option was to work with the International Organization for Migration (IOM). They would be coming to speak with us in a few days.

         The IOM representatives arrived to discuss our journey and offer us passage back to our home countries. I remember one IOM staff member who could speak Arabic and she said to me, ‘You have three young children. Please go back home, go back because of your three children.’ But we could not. We had just received a message from Kurdistan saying they knew we would come back, and they would be waiting for us at the airport. The Belarusian authorities said we had to make a decision. So, we agreed with IOM to go to Minsk and then return home. IOM provided us with £5,000 because we were a whole family that had lost everything. However, we did not plan to go back. Our intention was to flee again when we arrived in Minsk.

         Upon reaching Minsk, someone from the IOM listened to our story and told us they understood our plight. They asked us not to return to Iraq, as they had heard stories of people who fled, returned and then came back to try to enter Europe through another border. The IOM assisted us by providing a place to rest and recover. After we had recovered, it was time to move again.

         Some families chose to return to their home country. One of the families that made this decision did so because the mother in the group had cancer, and her family feared that she would die. They preferred to return home so that their mother could spend her remaining days in a familiar place and receive a proper burial.

         15After we had rested once again, we contacted our agent. Despite having deceived us before, our desperation to reach Europe led us to engage him once more. He claimed to know a better route to Europe if we could provide him with additional funds. We reluctantly agreed.

         The agent arranged for someone to assist us, promising us that this person knew a way to cross the border into Poland. Under the cover of darkness one night, I secured my youngest baby to my chest, and we began our journey. The new route was less heavily patrolled, but it presented significant dangers. It led us through a treacherous swamp where we witnessed people succumbing to its perils, while we clung to hope for our own survival. On several occasions, I narrowly escaped falling to my death, but thanks to my husband and two other men, I was pulled to safety. The same fate befell my husband. Whenever we failed to cross successfully, we returned to wait for another nightfall and attempt the journey again.

         After ten attempts, I pleaded with my husband to consider going back. Our lives were not secure here, just as they were not safe back home. However, the situation was worse here due to the lack of identity. If we were to die here, we could be buried in the swamp or in some shallow grave like common criminals. Returning home, would at least ensure a burial in our own land with some dignity if we were killed.

         That night, the agent begged us to try once more. It was during the eleventh attempt that we finally set foot on Polish soil. However, our moment of relief was short-lived, as we were immediately arrested by the Polish authorities for crossing the border illegally. We faced a trial conducted in an online court, and my entire family was sentenced to six months in prison. When I raised the issue of sending a one-year-old child to prison, I was met with the response that the law was the law.

         The prison authorities confined us to a small, amenity-free room. There were no toilets or running water, leaving us unable to shower or access necessary medications. Our meals consisted of one piece 16of stale bread per day, and at times, they offered us pork. As Muslims, we abstain from consuming pork due to religious reasons, but our hunger, malnutrition, and exhaustion left us with no choice but to eat it.

         We were allowed only twenty minutes of communication with our families in a twenty-four-hour period. Our families had been traumatised by not knowing what had happened to us, so they were relieved to hear from us. However, the presence of Polish guards nearby during our phone calls restricted us from speaking freely. We were warned that they were listening, and any negative remarks about the situation or about them would result in us being barred from leaving forever.

         One day, a charity visited the prison to provide assistance. They brought food, toiletries, clothes, soap, and comfort. When they asked me what I needed, I simply said, ‘I just want milk for my children.’ The charity then provided milk for my babies and some food for us. My children had cried for milk for days and my heart had broken with each cry they uttered and each tear they shed. I had looked at myself and my husband. We had a life in Iraq. I had a job. My husband had a political career. And suddenly, we were out here in a strange land, in prison, begging for food and milk and being served stale bread and pork.

         One day, the police came to us and told us we could leave in two days. In two days, they returned our mobile phones and all our personal effects which they had confiscated. They showed us an open camp and told us we could stay there for six months, move to another country if we wanted or be screened for asylum. We did not screen for asylum. We did not want to stay in that country. We had suffered enough. So, with our remaining money, we found another agent – a Turkish man who had a taxi. He drove us from Poland to Dunkirk in France. We stayed in France for five days. Then, we took a small boat across the water into the UK. Our journey lasted about four hours. But it was not without its hiccups. Our small boat ran out of petrol in the middle of the sea. I sat with my children, 17wondering if we had survived a desert, a forest, a swamp, imprisonment, forbidden food and an uncertain drive only to come and perish in the sea so close to freedom. How could life be like this? I was thinking these thoughts when a big boat belonging to the UK authorities came to rescue us. The officials on the big boat were kind. They gave us food, water, blankets, milk and played with the children. I saw my children smile for the first time in a long time, so I smiled too. After that, they took us to Croydon, where they fingerprinted us. After the fingerprints, they put us in a hotel in London for a month. After that, they sent us to Cardiff, where we stayed in a hostel for six months. Then they sent us to Swansea.

         We are safe now. There are no more forests, swamps, camps, prisons, or death. But we remember it all. My children remember everything. Every time we go sightseeing in Swansea, my children cry at the rustling of a leaf. I see fear come into their eyes when they see someone they have not seen before. They still cough uncontrollably when they take a cold bath, and the younger ones cry when their older sibling goes to school. My body remembers too. My vision is still blurry from the powder that was sprayed in the forest between Poland and Belarus. I still shiver when I remember what we went through to get here. I remember how my children learnt to talk in prison. I remember that I was forced to eat pork in Poland against my will.

         We are safe now; the UK government sends us some money every week. We are receiving counselling and I am attending English classes to gain knowledge of the language.

         We are safe now; we are settling in slowly but steadily. One of my children attends school, and the others will soon follow.

         We are safe now, and I am dreaming of giving something back to this country that has accepted us with open arms.

         We are safe now.

         *Our special thanks go to Shahsavar Rahmani for assisting in translating Parma’s story during our interview with her.18
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            Hiraeth, Queeraeth

            Devika Karnad

         

         Mae hiraeth arna i am Bombay. Not a longing for the city of Mumbai that exists today on the Western Ghats (mountain range) of India, but the one I left behind six years ago when I got on a plane for Cardiff to begin my PhD. The one that held my Ammama (grandmother) in it, the one that had not been ravaged by COVID-19, the one in which I was deeply attached to my family because they were the centre of my life, and the one in which I spoke four languages on a daily basis.

         That swift movement between Hindi and Konkani, Marathi and English, in my conversations at home was the reason I chose Cardiff as my new home in the UK – because I only know how to exist in places that think in more than one language. A signboard that is written only in English seems empty to me, haunted by its missing companion, uncomfortable in the inability to cross-check the information in a different script. In my first term at Cardiff University, I decided to learn Welsh so that the pleasure of existing around the language of my new home could grow into familiarity. I learnt to say that I like coffee, and that I study literature, and that the hiraeth (longing) is upon me for a true sense of home.

         I did not need to learn Welsh fluently to start to feel at home in Wales – that sense of contentment was found by spending time in nature. My oasis lay in the centre of Cardiff city, in Bute Park, where I spent entire mornings strolling through its most wooded, secluded bits, or sitting on a fallen log before a softly tinkling stream to contemplate the twists and turns of my life so far, or cosying into a 20patch of grass on a sunny day with a favourite book (usually my unedited collection of Jane Austen’s letters) and watching the dogs and children gleefully pursue their colourful balls. When I sat in a bus or train and watched the green undulating Welsh hills fly past, I felt a tug upon my heart that pulled me closer to falling in love with the country. I began to associate the open-skied beauty of the Welsh countryside with the vistas of freedom that faced me now, as I found the space to expand into my own self.

         Back in Bombay, there was no space to find the contours of my identity while cradled within my close-knit nuclear family life. In that loving home, my individual choices and desires were tolerated, but they could not supersede the choices and desires of the family, or the community. We ate together at certain times of the day, we dressed respectfully, we kept our political opinions to ourselves, we did not lose ourselves in reading a book when a family member wanted to converse with us, we went to all the family events irrespective of whether we knew anyone there, and smiled respectfully when far-off relatives asked intrusive questions about our personal lives, and we did not question decisions made on our behalf. Now, in my terribly small room in Wales’s oldest women’s hall of residence, Aberdare Hall, I began to learn who I was. I learnt that I like batch-cooking and Welsh cakes, and could happily eat mushrooms for every meal of the week; that I like a leisurely shower of an evening after the day’s work is done, rather than conforming to the routine of the household in Bombay, which forced me to bathe at a specific time each day. I discovered that I am not a night owl and I only stayed awake all night in Bombay because it was the only time I could find solitude in a bustling house. And I learnt that I identify as queer.

         Cardiff became the home to my newly discovered queerness because this identity could not exist in Bombay. Its presence in that family home had the potential to destroy relationships; it would supersede the traditional route to happiness that my parents envisioned for me in which I settled with a young man of their choice 21from the community. Acknowledging my queerness would mean choosing the hardest path – one that was lonely because I knew almost no queer people in India and had no access to a community, at least not one that would not be strewn with the disappointed hopes and dreams of parents, and the thorns of the disdaining gossip of far-off relatives. How would I face these hurdles? How could I throw away the stable foundation of my life and walk away for the sake of a new identity I did not yet know much about?

         And so, when I first had an inkling of my being queer, when I could not even face it myself, I hid it away in the corners of my room in Cardiff, stashed into the pride flag hanging above my desk until I was ready to come out to myself, and to my family. Years of hemming and hawing passed, punctuated by my emotional but firm refusals of my parents’ offer to begin looking for an arranged match for me. They could not understand why this conversation made me weep, and I could not tell them why, because I did not even fully accept it myself. But the bud of self-discovery that was sown early in my new Welsh life did finally blossom when I identified to myself as lesbian in the early hours of a morning in 2021. While the country was weaving in and out of lockdowns, I burst into the open with my queer joy at last.

         And I found that this queer joy was welcomed in Cardiff. I was led by the hand by one of my very best friends into the arms of an accepting, loving, celebratory queer community at the heart of Cardiff. On my first day of being out as lesbian to myself and a close group of friends, I made my first visit to the Queer Emporium – a wonderful community space that sells books, gender-affirming clothing and pride clothing, pride flags and badges, and the most colourful, camp drinks and food. I bought a book by the Welsh novelist Sarah Waters whose stories, set in the Victorian period, feature lesbian protagonists. Here, I could display my identity safely, sitting on the bench outside the Queer Emporium with my unicorn cupcake and bisexuali-tea, discussing queer theory with my best friend.
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