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			All the people like us are We,

			And every one else is They.

			And They live over the sea,

			While We live over the way,

			But – would you believe it? – They look upon We

			As only a sort of They!

			 

			‘We and They’, Rudyard Kipling
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			Praise for THEY:

			 

			‘A deeply personal and wonderful journey around identity, on who we are and wish to be: evocative, timely, powerful, superb’ 

			Philippe Sands 

			 

			‘A must-read for anyone who wants to know why multiculturalism appears to have failed so many Muslims’

			George Alagiah

			 

			‘Sarfraz Manzoor made me laugh, cry and broke my heart a little as he took me on an eye opening journey through a world I’d only ever glanced at as an outsider’

			Shappi Khorsandi

			 

			‘Authentic, brave and powerful storytelling’

			Sayeeda Warsi

			 

			‘Compelling, optimistic and intensely personal. Hope is ever present in what is simply a must-read’

			Sajid Javid 

			 

			‘This is not another book about the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims. It is THE book’

			Matthew d’Ancona

			 

			‘An absolutely essential and inspiring read. This excellent book is filled with stories of hope and optimism we rarely hear but which need to be told’

			Nazir Afzal

			 

			‘I’ve never read a non-fiction book so addictive and so absolutely riveting. They has all the excitement, pace and colour of a novel. Sarfraz Manzoor is a one man Good Friday Agreement, finding unity where others find division’

			Matt Forde

			 

			‘Deeply personal and resolutely unflinching . . . I finished They with more knowledge than I started, more understanding and, crucially, more hope’

			James O’Brien

			 

			‘Humane, heartbreaking and hopeful’

			Kirsty Wark 

			 

			‘This book is enlightening, analytical and even inspiring but, above all, it’s a thoroughly entertaining read’

			Alan Johnson

			 

			‘This beautifully written, deeply compassionate and ultimately hopeful book gently demolishes many of the toxic myths about British Islam without exempting them from criticism. It deserves a very wide readership and will do much good’

			Peter Oborne

			 

			‘Richly freighted with history, autobiography and moving testimony, They illuminates the realities of our segregated present and points the way ahead to a more hopeful future’

			David Kynaston

			 

			‘Extraordinarily researched and courageously confronting, Sarfraz Manzoor writes with a rare blend of historical depth and personal authenticity’

			David Lammy

			 

			‘Touching, humane, hopeful. The treasure in the ruins we all need right now’

			Jemima Goldsmith

			 

			‘Moving, hopeful, full of wisdom and heart’

			Elif Shafak

			 

			‘A vital book for our times – whether Muslim or non-Muslim – we all need to read it’

			Jon Snow

		

	
		
			 

			About the Book
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			Sarfraz Manzoor grew up in a working-class Pakistani Muslim family in Luton – where he was raised to believe that they were different, they had an alien culture and they would never accept him. They were white people.

			In today‘s deeply divided Britain we are often told they are different, they have a different culture and values and they will never accept this country. This time they are Muslims.

			Weaving together history, reportage and memoir, Sarfraz Manzoor journeys around Britain in search of the roots of this division – from the fear that Islam promotes violence, to the suspicion that Muslims wish to live segregated lives, to the belief that Islam is fundamentally misogynistic.

			THEY is also Manzoor‘s search for a more positive future. We hear stories from Islamic history of a faith more tolerant and progressive than commonly assumed, and stories of hope from across the country which show how we might bridge the chasm of mutual mistrust.

			THEY is at once fiercely urgent, resolutely hopeful and profoundly personal. It is the story of modern, Muslim Britain as it has never been told.

		

	
		
			

			For Bridget, Laila and Ezra: may they always know 

			how much they are loved.
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			Where there is ruin, there is hope for a treasure.

			Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī, Persian poet, 30 September 1207 – 17 December 1273 

			When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, ‘Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.’

			Fred Rogers, US children’s television presenter, 20 March 1928 – 27 February 2003

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			FATHER, PART ONE

			 

			I am searching for my father. It is a cold, late January morning, and I am wrapped in a long black coat on a train that I boarded at London’s St Pancras heading to Luton. My memories begin in this town. I was born in Pakistan but arrived in Britain in May 1974, one month shy of my third birthday. My father, Mohammed Manzoor, left Pakistan in January 1963, leaving behind his wife and two children – my older sister was one and my older brother had been born the previous month. My father promised my mother, Rasool Bibi Manzoor, that he was only going to be away for five years; he was going to work and save money and he would then return home. He did return, but only for visits; in the eleven years my parents were apart my father visited Pakistan three times – most significantly for me in 1970, when I was conceived. It was never a permanent return. Britain was becoming his home and, in the spring of 1974, it became mine. My younger sister was born the following year. We lived in Luton where my father worked on the production line of the Vauxhall car factory and my mother as a seamstress at home. I went to school and college in Luton but left first to study in Manchester and later to live and work in London. I left Luton at the age of eighteen, it is my past. But the past is never over – it is not even past.

			I get off the train and hail a taxi. The Muslim taxi driver asks me where I’m from. I tell him Luton. ‘Yes, but where are you really from?’ he asks. I stare out of the window in anticipation and guilt. I do not visit my father often enough. The taxi reaches its destination and I take a deep breath and step out. A light rain is falling and my footsteps are heavy as I walk towards him. I stop in front of him and say: ‘As-salāmu ʿalaykum Abu-ji’. Hello, Dad. The marble tombstone in front of me reads: ‘Mohammed Manzoor 1933–1995’.

			My father died from a sudden and unexpected heart attack in June 1995, three days before I turned twenty-four. He lies buried in the Vale Cemetery and Crematorium in a section reserved for the Muslim dead. Mohammed Manzoor is buried as he lived – among his own. My family’s origins are in the villages of rural northern Pakistan. There is no record of where or when my grandparents were born and no documents that detail their lives. There are no certificates that record their births and no memorials that reveal where they are buried. The lives of my grandparents are a mystery but the early life of my parents is scarcely more distinct. My parents married around 1960 – there are no photographs of the wedding and my mother cannot recall the precise date. I remember as a teenager being filled with an aching envy at seeing my White friends’ family albums: photographs of grandparents’ weddings, grandfathers in military uniforms, and scenes of parents as small children. My friends took these things for granted but I was acutely aware of the impact of not having such images. The years my mother spent in Pakistan without my father went undocumented. There are no letters and no photographs. There are photographs, though, of my father’s time in Britain during the sixties and early seventies, living in a succession of houses he shared with fellow Pakistani men. They offer tantalising glimpses of him, not as a father but as a man. I can see him standing by a cooker stirring a pot. He is wearing an apron over his shirt and tie, while another man, more casually dressed, looks on. I can see him seated at a table, again in a tie, preparing to eat with three other men. I see him gazing at the camera in sunglasses, his hands casually slipped into the pockets of a cream suit. He doesn’t look like a newly arrived immigrant working in a poorly paid manual job: he has an unruffled dignity that transcends his humble surroundings. In these photographs my father seems a sociable fellow. He is usually in the company of other men but never any women. These were my father’s friends but I have no idea who they are, or what happened to them.*

			Why do the faces in the photographs from my father’s early life in Britain haunt me? In part, it is because photo­graphs can help flesh out and provide colour and detail to our understanding of the past. Relatives who are long dead, or whom we view only through a rigid parental prism, or through the fog of distant memory, are revealed as fully-fleshed, vital human beings. It is not easy to feel rooted when one is drowning in a sea of unknowns. I stare hard at the grass under which his coffin is buried, and I swear the ground seems to move gently up and down as if the dead are still breathing. There is a space set aside next to my father’s grave for my mother. I should come to see him more often.

			I leave my father and order another taxi to take me into town. The driver is Muslim. ‘The difference between what they are like and what we are like,’ he says, ‘is that they cry about their parents when they’re dead, but they treat them like crap when they’re alive.’ I say nothing and look busy on my phone until the taxi arrives in Bury Park. It does not look special – just another two-bedroom terraced house on a narrow street in the heart of the Asian part of town. But this was my first family home and where I spent my first five years in Britain. It was from this house that my father would leave for work. My mother would pack his lunch – chapattis, lentil curry – in a blue tiffin box. She would then take us to school before taking her place behind a black, iron Singer sewing machine. I weigh up knocking on the door but decide against it. What would I say? ‘I used to live here forty years ago – would you mind if I took a look around?’

			When my father arrived in Britain in 1963, I imagine he came filled with hopes and fears. He would not have left Pakistan unless he believed in Britain, believed that it was a land of promise. In the years since he died there have been many times that I have wondered how he would feel about that promise – was it delivered, or has it been betrayed?

			My father died in 1995. I got married in 2010, my daughter was born in 2011 and my son joined us in 2016. This same period has also seen the rise of Islamist and far-right extremism. There have many occasions when I have felt despondent about the times we are living in and what might be coming next. My father never lived to see me build a career; he never had the chance to meet my wife or his grandchildren. He also never lived to see a British-Pakistani mayor of London, a British-Pakistani Chancellor of the Exchequer, a British-Pakistani presenter of the Today programme or a British feature film about a Pakistani teenager growing up in eighties Luton. He didn’t witness the terror attacks in the United States on 9/11, the terror attacks in London on 7/7, the Manchester Arena bombing, the London Bridge stabbings, the rise of Islamic State or the reports of Pakistani grooming gangs. He never lived to see fascists back on the streets of Luton.

			Luton is my hometown but for many Bury Park and Luton have long been shorthand for many of the ills associated with Muslims and multiculturalism: extremism, segregation and a sense that such Muslim-dominated neighbourhoods resemble a foreign land more than England. When I was growing up in Luton, I was raised by my parents to believe that they were different to us. They had different values, they had a different culture, they were a threat to our way of life, and they would never accept us. They were White people. In recent years I have heard the same accusations repeated: they are different, they have a different culture, they are a threat to our way of life, and they will never accept us, but now it is far-right groups such as the English Defence League (EDL) – founded in Luton – and Britain First, as well as hate preachers in the national press and on social media, making the accusation, and now they are Muslims.

			My ambition with this book is to honestly confront the fears some people have about Muslims. Why do they live in segregated communities? Why do they not treat women the same as men? Why do they wear the niqab? How much should they be held responsible for Islamist extremism? Why are they so over-represented in child sex street gangs? Why don’t they show more loyalty to this country? I want a book that is clear-eyed not rose-tinted. Whatever your preconceptions and prejudices, I hope there are moments when they are challenged, and you occasionally feel uncomfortable when forced to confront what you thought you believed. This book is for anyone who is interested in knowing why we became so divided, and how we might yet become more united.

			The Muslim population in Britain is estimated to be around 2.71 million. Muslims in this country have arrived from Kosovo and Kenya, Somalia and Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Nigeria, Iran and Iraq, but the focus of this book is the 60 per cent of British Muslims whose origins lie, like my own, in the Indian subcontinent. ‘You are not a drop in the ocean,’ wrote Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī, ‘you are the entire ocean, in a drop’. It is impossible for any individual’s story to represent the entirety of the British Muslim experience, but I believe that human tales of hope and love, rage and loss can reveal a greater story. ‘The fight against dehumanisation,’ suggests Turkish writer Elif Shafak, ‘needs to start with words. Stories. It is easier to make sweeping generalisations about others if we know close to nothing about them; if they remain an abstraction. To move forward, we need to reverse the process: start by rehumanising those who have been dehumanised. And for that we need the art of storytelling.’1

			This is a story in which my father, my family and I are all characters. It is my contribution to that effort of rehumanising, of trying to build a bridge of empathy and understanding. When Muslims and non-Muslims see the other as ‘they’, the danger is that they stop seeing each other as individuals, with each side dehumanising the other. At times it has been tempting to succumb to hopelessness, to accept that the divisions are too wide to bridge. But I cannot yield to despair – as the father of two young children, I have to believe that a better future is reachable, to believe Britain can still be a promised land.

			My ambition for this book is that it reveals a story that is ultimately inspiring, optimistic and hopeful as it illuminates a path that helps lead from they to us.

			

			
				

					* I always hoped that writing about my father in the newspapers and making Blinded by the Light, a film about my relationship with him, would prompt some of his old friends or their children to get in touch. Sadly no one has ever contacted me.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			 

			Some names have been changed to allow those interviewees who were nervous about their identities being made public to be able to speak honestly and share their stories.

		

	
		
			ONE

			THEY . . . DON’T WANT TO LIVE AMONG US

			 

			‘You should all just leave, leave the country, I don’t want you here, in the room or in my country. Listen to me, man, I think we should vote for Enoch Powell. Enoch’s our man. We should send them all back.’

			Eric Clapton, rock star, drunk and on stage in Birmingham, 1976

			 

			‘You ain’t English. No, you ain’t English either. You ain’t English. None of you’s fucking English. It’s nothing now. Britain is nothing now. My Britain is fuck all now.’

			Emma West, dental nurse, drunk and on crowded tram in Croydon, 2011

			 

			 

			This is Britain, but it could almost be Pakistan. I am walking along a street lined with halal restaurants, Islamic book stores and jewellery shops, and travel companies offering Hajj pilgrimage tours. I can see the moss-green dome of a mosque in the distance as a woman in a niqab hurries past me. This is Whalley Range in Blackburn and I have come here because it is arguably the most Pakistani place in Britain – only 7.8 per cent of the population is White British in what is one of the most segregated towns in the country. This is Blackburn but I could be in Manningham in Bradford or Small Heath in Birmingham or Glodwick in Oldham. I could be in Bury Park in Luton. White Britons are a minority in Leicester, Slough and Birmingham, and Luton will follow suit by the end of this decade. Britain is becoming more divided and more segregated.

			I grew up in a segregated community and I know the impact it had on my own life. I want to know how and why so many Muslims came to live in segregated communities. Is it through choice or is it the consequence of circumstances outside their control? I also want to know what can be done to encourage such communities to integrate and ask whether that is a reasonable aspiration. In trying to investigate these questions I will chart the stories of a group of men who landed in this country predominantly in the 1960s, and follow the journeys of these men, their wives, children and grandchildren over successive chapters. It is a story that begins in the early sixties on the streets that I am standing on.

			1962. It was the year of The Beatles and it was the year of the Stones. The Rolling Stones played their first ever gig on 12 July at the Marquee Jazz Club in London and three months later, on 5 October, The Beatles released their first single, ‘Love Me Do’. It was the year of JFK and the Cuban Missile Crisis and Harold Macmillan and the Night of the Long Knives. It was the year Dr. No, the first James Bond film, was released and the year the first episode of the BBC sitcom Steptoe and Son was broadcast. England was in the grip of the Big Freeze, one of the coldest winters on record, with London shrouded in fog when Abbas Hakim arrived in Britain. He was the son of a blacksmith who left India in the early 1920s for Zanzibar. Abbas landed in London but travelled to Blackburn, where his younger brother had settled two years earlier. He rented a house and started working in the cotton mills, where fellow workers nicknamed him Smiley because of his sunny personality. When he wasn’t working, Smiley would dress in sharp suits and winklepicker shoes and buy rock-and-roll records. His neighbours grew accustomed to hearing Elvis Presley blasting from his home.

			Abdul Ghani arrived in Britain the previous year, landing at Heathrow with a £1 note in his pocket. His friends told him to spend one night in London and then travel north – the further north you go, they told him, the more likely you are to find work. He got to Birmingham and stayed a few nights with a friend who told him he should travel even further north until he reached towns with mills. Abdul ended up in Rochdale, where he worked at the mills before getting a job on the buses. He worked as a driver and conductor doing day and night shifts. The other bus drivers called him Mr Night and Day.

			Mohammed Karmani arrived the same year but settled in Bradford. He too started working in the mills. The mills operated twenty-four hours a day and Karmani lived in a shared house with other Pakistani men – some would sleep during the day while others worked and later those men would sleep while the night workers began their shifts. Karmani left the mills and, like Abdul, became a bus driver.

			Mohammed Afzal also arrived in Britain in 1961. He had worked as a caterer for the British Army during the Second World War and served in Burma and Cyprus. The only other Pakistani he knew was in Birmingham, so Afzal travelled to Birmingham and worked in a factory that made construction vehicles.

			These men joined those who had already arrived in the country – men like Habib Ullah, who had left East Pakistan in 1956 and moved to Manchester. He found work in factories before running a restaurant – the Selina Indian Restaurant – named after his daughter.

			In The Infidel Within, his meticulously researched history of Muslims in Britain, Humayun Ansari writes that ‘Muslim workers . . . arrived in response to the rising demand for cheap labour . . . In the 1950s and 1960s they formed part of the broader migration from the former colonies to satisfy the need for replacement labour, both in growth industries, where a labour shortage had developed, and in declining ones which were in the process of being deserted by indigenous workers because of low pay and poor conditions, and which therefore came to rely on immigrant labour. Migrants moved in order to work and indeed their movement itself showed where the demand for their labour was strongest.’1

			My father was among those who chose to leave the Indian subcontinent in the early 1960s. He was an economic migrant – he made the decision to come to Britain in search of a better life for his family. My father worked in a factory during my childhood, but at weekends, and later when he was unemployed after being made redundant, he would dress as if he was a Conservative politician. He would wake up and put on a dark blue woollen pin-striped suit invariably over a pale blue shirt with a white collar. He dressed as if he was heading to Parliament when in fact he was going to the newsagents, or the job centre. He was not alone: across Britain working-class Pakistani men in low-skilled manual jobs were dressing in sharp suits. In the photographs of my father from the sixties he is always impeccably dressed. In the photographs of the men from that same time, they too are invariably dressed in sober suits and ties. I had assumed my father’s pathological fanaticism for dressing smartly was a charming character quirk, but I now suspect his choice of clothing was freighted with greater significance. His suit was a response to his class and circumstances, it was a plea for respect, and it signalled that he believed he was worth more than his factory job implied.

			It was not only the demand for cheap labour that drew migrants from the subcontinent towards Britain. When Pakistan gained independence from India in 1947, the settle­ment left Pakistan without adequate access to water. It was this that prompted the construction of the Mangla Dam in the Mirpur district of Kashmir in northern Pakistan. The dam was constructed in the mid-1960s and led to the flooding of Mirpur and surrounding villages. The dam dislocated 485 villages and over 100,000 people were left homeless. Some of those displaced were offered financial compensation as well as passports, which before then had been difficult for rural people to obtain. Many men used the compensation and the offered passport to seek a new life in Britain – more than half the population of some villages moved to settle in British industrial towns.

			In 1948 the non-White population of Britain was estimated to be 30,000, but thanks to the 1948 Nationality Act, which granted colonial and ex-colonial subjects in India and Pakistan the same national status as native Britons, by 1962 the figure – including migrants from the subcontinent and Caribbean – had risen to 500,000.2 The men who came from the subcontinent at this time had certain things in common. They were ambitious – usually economic migrants or students coming to Britain in search of a better life through work or education. They tended to be young, in their twenties or early thirties, and unmarried. Those who were married – like my father – left their wives back home.

			Abbas had been in Blackburn five years when he received a phone call from his father telling him that he was sending a photograph in the mail – it was of a woman he was expected to marry. She flew in to Heathrow and Abbas arrived at the airport holding the photograph and trying to recognise her among the passengers. He met her, they were married the next day, and they went on to have seven children. This was a story repeated across the country during the late sixties and early seventies as existing wives and potential wives (and children) came to join their husbands and fathers. Between 1955 and 1968, net immigration increased by 345,000, and by the late sixties areas like Whalley Range, Small Heath, Manningham and Bury Park looked very different than they had at the start of the decade.

			The native White population did not always welcome this change. 1967 – the year Abbas got married – saw the birth of the National Front, the far-right political party whose initial policy platform advocated the repatriation of all settled non-White immigrants to their ancestral nations. In April 1968, Conservative politician Enoch Powell delivered a speech to a Conservative Association in Birmingham in which he quoted what ‘a middle-aged, quite ordinary working man’ had told him. ‘In this country in fifteen or twenty years’ time,’ the man apparently told Powell, ‘the Black man will have the whip hand over the White man.’ Powell went on to predict that by the year 2000 ‘whole areas, towns and parts of towns across England will be occupied by sections of the immigrant and immigrant-descended population . . . those whom the gods wish to destroy, they first make mad. We must be mad, literally mad, as a nation to be permitting the annual inflow of some 50,000 dependents . . . it is like watching a nation busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre . . . as I look ahead, I am filled with foreboding; like the Roman, I seem to see “the River Tiber foaming with much blood.”’3 Surveys suggested that 74 per cent of the British population agreed with Powell, and in London dockers carrying placards that read ‘We Back Enoch’ marched in support.4

			In the summer of 1969, one year after Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, journalist Jeremy Seabrook travelled to Blackburn and spent two months talking to residents. He spoke to a Mrs Frost who lived on Altom Street in Whalley Range – making her a close neighbour of Abbas. ‘I’m living slap bang among all these Pakistanis,’ she complained. ‘Most of us are getting very alarmed at the amount of numbers [sic] that are being allowed to congregate. In the street that I live there’s forty-two houses of which only seventeen are occupied by White people – the rest have been driven out. We shall be swamped, there’s no doubt about it. In a few years the way they’re breeding they’ll take over.’5

			One can quibble with Mrs Frost’s tone but not the accuracy of her prediction. In 1961 the families on Altom Street had names such as Heaton, Murray and King. By 1971 they were joined by the Kiwalas and Patels and in 1981 the street was overwhelmingly populated by families with surnames such as Desai, Munshi and Ahmed. The Heatons and the Kings had moved on. In 1961 there were 116 names listed on the electoral roll for Inkerman Street – where the Hakim family would later move – and every one was English. By 2019 there were 175 names and not a single one was English. ‘It was really quick,’ recalls Abbas’ son Aziz, ‘when we moved to Whalley Range, there were White people and then there weren’t. It was like a switch had been flicked.’

			Blackburn was not the only place where the switch was flicked. In Birmingham, Mohammed Afzal was one of the first south Asian immigrants in 1961 but, his son Nazir recalls, ‘during the next few years others started coming from the subcontinent and, seeking some safety in numbers, they also chose Small Heath. Suddenly you had ten houses occupied by people from the same village in Pakistan.’

			The arrival of Muslim immigrants led to pubs converting to halal cafes, local theatres becoming mosques and entire ecosystems developing that catered for Muslims. ‘These communities came together and started looking at their concerns and their needs,’ says Humayun Ansari, ‘cultural, social and economic, and then they began to develop those institutions such as halal butchers that would satisfy those needs.’ In Rochdale, where Abdul Ghani owned a corner store, by the early 1970s there were already twenty Pakistani-owned grocery, butcher and drapery stores, three Pakistani banks and seven Pakistani cafes. Motoring schools, launderettes, radio and television shops and cinemas were also owned by Pakistanis to provide services to their community. There were also six Pakistani GPs, two mosques and four centres for children to learn Urdu and receive religious instruction after school. ‘Participation in ethnic activities and utilisation of exclusive institutions increases the Pakistani’s identification with their religion, traditional culture, language and national origin,’ observes the academic Mohammed Anwar, ‘and is an expression of their ethnicity in this country. Consequently, this increases Pakistani “encapsulation” and reduces the chances of interpersonal relations across ethnic boundaries.’6

			This ‘encapsulation’ revolved around an awareness that their religion and culture made Pakistani children different. There were similar scenes across the country. In Birmingham, Nazir Afzal was attending mosque after school. ‘It taught me discipline,’ he recalls, ‘but it didn’t actually teach me anything about my faith.’ In Rochdale, Abdul Ghani’s son Sajid attended mosque every day, including Saturdays. ‘The imam had a long bamboo stick,’ he recalls. ‘I’d mainly get whacked if I was mispronouncing a word from the Qur’an or chatting to my brother or friends. It was mostly whacks on the hands.’ In Blackburn, Aziz visited the mosque on Altom Street – the same street that Mrs Frost lived on – for two hours of Qur’an study after school each evening.

			One day in 1975, Aziz was playing on the street with his friends when they were approached by a teenage White boy with a camera. Roger Bracewell was on the streets of Whalley Range taking photographs for a school competition. He noticed Aziz and his brother playing and asked if he could take a photograph. The black-and-white photographs he took that day, which remained lost in his files for more than four decades, are mesmerising.7 Aziz leans in the right of the frame in a buttoned-up jacket and flared trousers that hover above his ankles. There are no parents in any images, just a bunch of young children playing unsupervised. ‘We were just street urchins,’ Aziz says. ‘We would spend hours playing.’ Whalley Range was, recalls one long-time resident, ‘a mix of all cultures – you had the Hindu community, the African Hindus and the Indian Hindus, the African Pakistanis, the Pakistani Pakistanis (recent arrivals who had been born in Pakistan), the Muslim Indians, the Sikh Indians: it was the United Nations of Asians.’ Were there any White people in this United Nations, I asked. ‘Very, very few,’ he says.*

			Even as the United Nations of Asians was out on the streets of Whalley Range, elsewhere in Blackburn – and across the country – there was growing antipathy towards the increasingly visible and vocal immigrant community. Blackburn was becoming a stronghold of the National Front and, later, its spin-off National Party. Two hundred people attended a far-right meeting in Blackburn in 1976 to hear the NF’s Martin Webster tell them that ‘the decision before you in the next decade or so is do you want the British race to survive, or do you want this country to become occupied by a load of khaki-coloured multiracial bastards?’ The National Party leader John Kingsley Read declared that ‘we do not want to mix with blacks, we do not want to marry blacks, we do not want miscegenation and we damn well are not going to have a multiracial society . . . we will have our country back.’8 In the 1973 local elections, the party gained 23 per cent and 16.8 per cent of the vote in two Blackburn wards. The number of people voting for racist parties trebled in three years and, in 1976, Blackburn elected two councillors for the National Party. In Rochdale, the National Front candidates and their supporters intimidated and harassed Pakistani voters. ‘Their agents challenged almost every Pakistani voter in the afternoon. It was observed that this created panic, and the result was that a number of Pakistani voters, particularly women, did not come to vote at all after hearing about the NF’s bullying tactics.’9

			Racism was a daily reality for many young Asian children during the seventies and eighties. It is striking how many recall running from racists when they were children. This was a time of macro, not microaggressions. Everyone was running. In Birmingham, a young Nazir was running from skinheads. ‘It was horrific,’ he remembers. ‘If you weren’t sworn at, you were spat at, if you weren’t spat at, you were treated with disdain. I lived within sight of the Birmingham City football ground, so you never went out on the weekend because fans would be going in and out and they’d shout and scream in your face.’ In Rochdale, Sajid was running to avoid skinheads shouting ‘Paki bastard’ at him on his way to school. His parents owned a store that was regularly sprayed with racist graffiti. ‘My dad would spend hours trying to take it off with a sponge,’ he recalls. ‘I would sit there, ten, eleven years old, and I would be thinking, “Why would someone do this? This is our business. We’re trying to earn a living. Why would people be so cruel to each other?”’ In Blackburn, a pregnant young woman called Zubaida Patel answered the front door one evening and was confronted by a White man who punched her in the face before running into the night. I saw the young Zubaida recount the incident in a 1976 World in Action documentary on the rise of the far right in Blackburn, which I watched during the course of research for this book.10

			The racist backlash to growing numbers of Asian immigrants continued during the seventies and into the eighties. In 1985, the travel writer Dervla Murphy visited Bradford. She met a man at a bus stop who ‘swung his arms around in a gesture encompassing all of Manningham and said, quite quietly, “I’d shoot them all, men, women and children. Here they’re all around us, every street like a sewer full of rats. [Enoch] Powell was right. He said the people of England would not endure it. And he understood why we shouldn’t endure it, why we should take England back for the English . . . if you gave me an armoured car and some ammo I’d clean this place up overnight. And if I don’t, my sons and grandsons will.”’ 11

			Mohammed Karmani moved from Bradford to south London in the eighties and his son Alyas started school in Tooting. ‘My only experience of growing up that I really remember was racism,’ Alyas tells me. ‘“Paki this, Paki that.” It would happen every day from kids in school, teachers and people in public. I was always made to feel like the outsider, like I was not part of the mainstream.’ He tells me a story about the time when, at the height of the Falklands War, he started singing ‘Don’t Cry for Me Argentina’ in the classroom. ‘Every single one of the White boys jumped me and laid into me,’ he says. ‘These kids would come into our school with copies of Bulldog. This was a National Front cartoon magazine for kids. It had comic strip caricatures of Black people and Asian people. You can imagine the stereotypes and overt racist language – and these are the kids in my class.’

			I was luckier than some in that I never suffered violence at the hands of racists. I do remember frequently running home from school. I would see a skinhead and, rather than risk confrontation, I would break into a sprint. However, my childhood was still often overshadowed by fear of what might happen should I find myself cornered and outnumbered. I often dreamt that I was walking through an underpass and a gang of skinheads blocked my path. I remember being around six or seven, walking along a street in Bury Park and having an older boy – possibly a teenager, I can still see his long sandy hair – turn towards me and spit in my face. I remember sitting at a table in the school library and a White boy walking up behind me, wrapping his arm around my neck and starting to strangle me. I must have wriggled and wrestled, and he eventually released me and walked away. I remember the boy at our school who routinely spat in the face of the Asian boys – he made an exception for me because we shared a few friends. Young White boys urinated through the letterbox of my Sikh friend’s home.

			In Manchester, Habib Ullah’s son Ahmed was a pupil at Burnage High School in the south of the city. It was autumn 1986 and Ahmed was an outgoing popular boy who was rarely harassed but often stood up for others. ‘His natural instinct was to step in and defend,’ recalls his sister Selina, ‘that’s just what he did.’ On Wednesday, 17 September, Ahmed headed to school as usual. It was around 9 a.m. when the phone rang. There had been an incident and the school wanted his family to go to the hospital. ‘We didn’t think it was serious,’ Selina says, ‘but maybe he needed blood and that was why there was such a sense of urgency.’ When they arrived, the family were taken to a side room. An Asian boy was being attacked in the school playground and Ahmed had stepped into defend him. Ahmed had been stabbed in the stomach with a kitchen knife by one of the gang. An ambulance arrived forty-five minutes after the incident, but Ahmed was dead on arrival at the hospital. ‘It was hard to comprehend,’ says Selina. ‘I just remember kicking the bin. My parents started crying, they were completely broken and saying, “He’s gone, he’s gone.”’ Even thirty-four years after her brother was murdered, Selina says: ‘There is always that sense of loss. We will never know what impact he would have made if he had lived.’ Darren Coulburn was convicted of murder and sentenced to be detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure. A report of a committee of enquiry found that the murder would not have happened if Ahmed had been White or of some other ethnic origin. It concluded: ‘racism was one of the vital ingredients that brought the two boys together.’12

			I was fifteen when Ahmed was murdered, and I remember his killing vividly. I must have read about it in the newspaper – the murder made national news – and I remember an overpowering sensation of powerlessness. It was a draining awareness that the colour of my skin would determine my future more than how hard I studied or worked. These were not fears I could share with my parents or my friends, so I poured my anxieties into poetry that I kept hidden. I kept these teenage poems, and while I make no claims as to their literary merit, reading them is a reminder of how it felt to be a Pakistani teenager in the eighties.

			 

			What’s The Value Of Education?

			What’s the value of education

			with all this racial discrimination

			Is there any point in ambition

			if you happen to be an Asian

			 

			What’s the value of education

			if you are treated as an inferior relation

			What point is there in qualifications

			when you will not get the desired occupation

			 

			What’s the value of education

			when you don’t belong to any nation

			Long ago we left our country behind

			respect and acceptance we have yet to find

			 

			What’s the value of education

			Do we not regret our creation

			for the dream we have searched for

			will not be realised til after my cremation.†

			The children who endured racism and the threat of violence rarely revealed their fears to their parents. That was the other shared experience among my generation: our relationship with our fathers. These were men who had typically left the subcontinent in their twenties, returned to get married or – as in my father’s case – spent a decade on their own, before bringing their wives and children to Britain. They were not fathers who read stories at bedtime or knew how to play with or even talk to their children. They were rarely physically demonstrative. These were men who believed their role was to work and to earn money. ‘Dad went out to work,’ says Zulfi Karim, who was a young boy in Bradford during the seventies, ‘there was no connectivity whatsoever – it was stiff upper lip. It was almost a Victorian style of parenting: he went to work, came home, went to work and came home.’ ‘He was always working,’ says Sajid about his father, Abdul Ghani. ‘That’s something I’ll always remember. You’ve got to work. You’ve got to work. If you don’t work, you don’t get anywhere in life.’ Abdul was bald but would wear a wig he attached to his head with double-sided sticky tape. ‘Growing up as kids, if someone wanted Sellotape and you couldn’t find it in the house, you’d think there is always Dad’s tape in the bathroom,’ he recalls. ‘We would get it and forget to put it back. I remember some mornings where he’d say, “Where’s my Sellotape? Who’s got my Sellotape? I can’t put my hair on! I’ve got to get to work!”’

			There were occasional moments of lightness with my father during my childhood, but my overriding memory is of frustration – his and mine. My father, like so many of the men who migrated from the subcontinent, was a frustrated man. He believed, rightly, that he was capable of more than working on a factory production line. Parenthood did not come naturally to him. He was married to a woman from whom he had spent more than a decade apart. These were not the ideal conditions for a loving family, and it explains why he so often seemed angry at the world.

			Their wives and children might have borne the brunt of these men’s anger and frustration, but the true target was White people. It was White people that our parents feared and sometimes despised. When the academic Mohammad Anwar talked to Pakistanis in Rochdale in the early seventies, scepticism and fear of White culture was already palpable. ‘I would like to see the children getting education,’ one man tells Anwar, ‘but having no social mixing with British people at an individual level.’13 This sounds exactly like my father, who was also wildly ambivalent about Britain – admiring the education and opportunities but wary of how its culture might infect his children. ‘I regret bringing my children to this country,’ a man complains to Anwar, ‘it is very difficult to keep control. I make sure that my children go straight to school and return straight home from school. They also go for religious instruction. But how could we stop what they learn and see? I brought them here so that they could get a good education, but schools do not have any control. I have a feeling that they would be spoiled irrespective of our precautionary measures, as some situations are out of our control; that is why I am seriously thinking of taking them back to Pakistan before they are too old.’ One respondent told Anwar that ‘the only way to keep ourselves Muslims and Pakistanis is to avoid contact with English people and stick to our religion and our own people – this is needed to protect our values and culture in this progressive society.’ This desire to protect Pakistani culture recorded forty years ago, and the sense of viewing White people as they, have not disappeared, and remain potent reasons why some Muslims choose to segregate themselves.

			I can see why the first immigrant generation wanted to live amidst their community – when you are far from home it is entirely understandable you might wish to live among your own. I am not at all convinced that this argument can be sustained sixty years on. Dilwar Hussain is the founding chair of a charity called New Horizons in British Islam, which works on Muslim identity, integration and reform. He told me of an imam he knew who lived in a northern town. ‘He was very proudly talking about how he never had to meet anybody who’s not Muslim in the course of his daily life,’ he says. ‘He had bought the house next door to the mosque and he works as the imam, so he doesn’t have to go very far. His children go to a Muslim school and his wife does all the shopping! And he’s very proud of this.’

			This lack of integration does not strike me as anything of which to feel proud. My view is that segregation is a Bad Thing and my life has been immeasurably enriched by leaving segregated Luton for integrated London. As someone who appears, by all outward appearances, to be a poster boy for integration – or a grim reminder of the consequences of assimilation, opinion is divided on the matter – it is unsurprising that I would advocate for greater integration and mingling of communities. However, one of my intentions in writing this book is to ask hard questions about my own prejudices and preconceptions. So, is it really true that I no longer live in a segregated community? I live in north London and the vast majority of my friends – if not all of them – share the same broadly liberal worldview: they read the Guardian,‡ they listen to BBC 6 Music and Radio 4, they own the same cookbooks by Yotam Ottolenghi and Anna Jones and discuss the same Netflix shows. I don’t recall an instance when I have had friends over for dinner and someone has complained that it might be nice to have a true-blue Tory, or someone who is still working class, around the table for the sake of diversity. In my present world they could refer to anyone who takes their children to eat at McDonald’s. If segregation refers to living in a self-reinforcing bubble, then maybe I do live in a segregated community – one that is, on the whole, White, well-educated and well-to-do.

			Until recently I lived close to Stamford Hill in Hackney, home to the ultra-orthodox Jewish Haredi community. They too live segregated lives; I would see Haredi men in their long black coats and black hats with wives in monochromatic clothes ferrying small armies of children, but in the seven years that we lived there I did not have a single conversation with any of them. The criticisms levelled at Muslim communities about outdated attitudes and a failure to integrate could equally be aimed at the Haredi, but few bother to aim. During the coronavirus pandemic, British Muslims were criticised for flouting lockdown rules and blamed for spikes in infections. They ‘are just not taking the pandemic seriously enough’, the Conservative MP Craig Whittaker told a radio station in August 2020 and, when asked if he was talking about the Muslim population, Whittaker replied: ‘Of course.’14 Needless to say Whittaker was wrong. ‘When we look at the local authorities with a significant spike in cases and the ones without,’ noted Stephen Bush in the New Statesman, ‘the presence or absence of a large ethnic minority community, or of a specifically Muslim one, has no bearing on the coronavirus picture.’15 These inconvenient facts did little to prevent the narrative spreading that it was British Muslims’ irresponsibility that was driving up infections. The revelation, in February 2021, that the infection rate in Stamford Hill was nine times higher than the UK average and among the highest reported anywhere in the world failed to attract the same level of interest and attention.16

			The complaint I sometimes heard from Muslims in Blackburn was that they were not harming anyone else, so what business was it of outsiders how they lived or whether they integrated or not – the implication was that Muslims are judged by a higher standard than other communities. I have some sympathy for this argument – there is certainly less clamour for ultra-orthodox Jews or middle-class White liberals to integrate more. It is also possible to believe that segregation is harmful while not placing the blame entirely on the segregated communities. ‘Many people were confused and adrift in the back streets of Britain,’ writes David Goodhart in The British Dream about immigrants who arrived in the fifties and sixties. ‘The authorities did little to help them . . . Britain should have at least provided them with language lessons and some idea of the country that they were to make their home. The failure to do this drove people deeper into their protective family and clan networks and has contributed to the segregated communities.’

			This effect of this failure of the state was reinforced by White flight. ‘There are parts of Blackburn where you used to only have White people living,’ says one local Pakistani man, ‘but since the Asians started moving in it’s become a predominantly Asian area.’ The reason this happened, he suggests, was that White people who contemplated staying worried ‘We might be able to take them, but my friends aren’t going to come and see me, my sons and daughters aren’t going to see me – we don’t know what these people are like.’ In Manchester, Selina Ullah witnessed the same phenomenon. ‘An Asian family moves into a nice area and the neighbours immediately start selling their homes,’ she says, ‘and it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy and eventually the whole area becomes brown.’

			I can see why it might feel unfair to single out Muslims in places like Whalley Range and Bury Park or to suggest that they all intentionally ended up living in segregated communities. I am not, however, ultimately persuaded by the claim that there is no difference between living in the sort of community in north London where I live now and the community in Bury Park where I was raised. I think back to my childhood in Luton, and particularly the early days in Bury Park, and wonder how different my life might have been had my ­parents remained there rather than moving to a Whiter part of town. It is impossible to say for sure, but in this hypothetical scenario I would have remained at a school that was almost entirely Muslim rather attending one that was almost entirely White. In this alternate universe there is much less chance I would have been exposed to the Western music, television and films that my White friends introduced me to. We would have lived closer to the mosque, so rather than my mother teaching me Arabic, I would probably have attended mosque after school and cultural expectations and pressures would have pressed harder on my family and me as a result of living in the heart of the community. Those pressures might have led me to remain in Luton rather than travelling hundreds of miles to study in Manchester. I would have missed out on the freedoms and pleasures of living away from home: I would not have gone to so many concerts, I would not have had the courage to get dreadlocks, I would not have had so many memorable nights dancing in nightclubs and I would not have had the chance to have relationships so easily.

			It was by leaving that I found myself. In my experience, segregation can suffocate the potential for individual growth, it can stifle the opportunity to dream differently, and it can allow stereotypes about what they are like to thrive. I was fed my share of stereotypes about White people: that they treat dogs better than their children, that they have dubious standards of hygiene and they don’t give a damn about their parents. These stereotypes persist and are amplified by mutual ignorance, and that ignorance can have negative consequences for social cohesion. Ignorance descends into distrust and distrust morphs into hostility.

			In the summer of 2001, rioting raged through towns near Blackburn, including Burnley, Oldham and Bradford. A government-ordered report by Ted Cantle, chairman of the Community Cohesion Review Team, said most of the White communities were living parallel, quite separate, lives from minority Asian and Black groups. Cantle wrote that segregation manifested in separate schools, communal and voluntary organisations, employment, places of worship and cultural activities. He concluded a lack of contact between races ‘fuels fear and suspicion that is easily exploited by extremists . . . the team was particularly struck by the depth of polarisation in our towns and cities. The extent to which this physical division was compounded by so many other aspects of our daily lives was very evident. This means that many communities operate on the basis of a series of parallel lives.’17

			In 2016, a study of community cohesion commissioned by the government and led by Louise Casey warned that segregation and social exclusion were at ‘worrying levels’ and were fuelling inequality in some areas of Britain. The Casey Review said there was a sense that people from different backgrounds got on well together at a general level, but community cohesion ‘did not feel universally strong across the country’. Casey found ‘high levels of social and economic isolation in some places, and cultural and religious practices in communities that are not only holding some of our citizens back, but run contrary to British values and sometimes our laws’.18 Two years later five councils – Bradford, Blackburn, Peterborough, Walsall and Waltham Forest in London – were selected for special funding to tackle segregation. The government’s Integrated Communities Strategy would see £50 million invested in schemes to improve community relations over the next two years. The proposals included extra support for English language classes, help to improve economic opportunities – particularly for women – in segregated communities, schemes to encourage school pupils to form lasting relationships with those from different backgrounds and an increased take up of the National Citizen Service – a project launched by David Cameron that saw groups of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds carry out community projects. I have seen in my own family the importance of lasting school friendships between those of different backgrounds. I have also seen the impact not being able to speak English has had on my mother.

			Rasool Bibi Manzoor arrived in Britain in the early seventies and spent the next three decades at home raising four children. My father dealt with everything that necessitated speaking English; while he was having meetings with bank managers and estate agents, my mother remained mostly at home. When she did venture out it was to Bury Park, where fellow Pakistanis who spoke her language owned the grocers, butchers and fabric shops she patronised. She never learnt English and was never encouraged to by the state or my father. So, following his sudden death in 1995, my mother became completely dependent on her children. She needs us to manage running her home and to translate when any doctor cannot speak Urdu. It means my mother has not read a single I word I have written. She cannot understand any of the television programmes, films and songs that have influenced and shaped my life and her inability to understand them means she has never had the opportunity to fully understand me. Since my father’s death, my mother’s world has shrunk, and it is tragic to witness. I wonder how different her life might be now had things been different back then. If my father had encouraged her to learn English or if the state had demanded that she do so. What new worlds might she have explored, what new friends might she have made if she had the means to communicate? It breaks my heart to know that the trajectory of my life has been one where I have had the opportunity to be creatively curious but the person whose hard work enabled my good fortune was effectively prevented from fulfilling or even discovering her potential. The fact that we were working class is significant in explaining this, but it is also the fact that my mother lived a segregated life where she did not need to learn English to survive – and because she did not have to, she never did.

			I am wary of segregation because I see what it did to my mother. It isn’t only about learning English; it is also about having someone to speak English with in everyday life. When I talked to Ted Cantle, he suggested that rather than learning English in a class with other non-native speakers, each person should be buddied up with a native White British speaker with whom they could meet for a cup of tea once a week. That meeting would be both an English lesson but also a chance to interact with someone from a different community. It would be a way of building friendships and breaking down walls.

			Those walls start in childhood and, when parents are fearful of the consequences of integration, those fears shape how they raise their children. In Oldham I attended a women-only English class, and I asked the women whether their children had any White friends. ‘I tell my children make friends but make sure they are Asian friends and not White ones,’ one woman told me. ‘Why? Because they have a different culture – the open one – they go out at night on their own, their girls get boyfriends, we don’t want them to forget their roots because if the children forget their roots they will be neither British nor Pakistani.’ This was all told to me in Urdu.

			Oldham, like Blackburn, has some of the most segregated schools in Britain. When school catchment areas are geographically determined, schools can become segregated simply because the communities pupils are drawn from are segregated. This was recognised as far back as the seventies when eleven local authorities installed a policy of bussing, where Black and Brown children were bussed out of their local areas to attend majority White schools in the hope that it would help them integrate. Blackburn was one of the councils that adopted the policy, as were Luton and Bradford.

			Zulfi Karim was living in the Manningham district of Bradford and one of the children who was bussed. ‘I just remember a long bus journey to a White school on a council estate,’ he says, ‘and then we were put into different year groups – two or three would go into each classroom.’ The White children bullied Zulfi. ‘Nobody would play with me,’ he recalls. ‘It would just be me and my two Pakistani friends in the school yard and we would be scared shitless that someone was going to come over and hassle us.’ He remembers eating alone at lunchtime as some White children threw pieces of bacon and ham at him. The bussing scheme was well intentioned, but for Zulfi it was a failure and an unhappy time in his childhood. Bradford became the last place in Britain to phase out bussing in 1980. It was the last serious attempt to enforce an integrated intake in schools in multi-ethnic areas for more than three decades.

			The Schools Linking Programme was established in Blackburn in 2017 but has been running in Luton since 2009. I attended an event in Luton in 2011. Pupils from two schools – one White majority and the other Muslim majority – were meeting for the first time. We were in a brightly lit hall of the Carnival Arts Centre and there were thirty pupils – all year five pupils at William Austin junior school – sat in neat rows. Apart from one boy, who was Black, they were all Asian. In an adjoining room there were thirty pupils from St Joseph’s, a Catholic junior school located close to William Austin, where the vast majority of the pupils were White. The children had been building up to this moment since the previous September, sending letters and photographs to one another about themselves. As their teachers looked on, students from St Joseph’s filed into the main hall and took their seats. The woman leading the linking project asked the children to put their hands up if they had pizza for dinner and to join the others who had had the same meal. There were other questions – who liked football? Who was nervous about coming this morning? And with each question the group was reordered. Hassan from William Austin told me he was a bit nervous at the start of the day because he had ‘never really met any Christians’. He was surprised to learn the children from St Joseph’s were more similar to him than he had imagined. ‘I thought they’d be totally different – like a different kind of person,’ he says, ‘but actually they like the same football teams and the same food.’ Jenna, who attended St Joseph’s, said she enjoyed having the opportunity to ask questions about other religions: ‘I’ve always wanted to ask a Muslim how often they go to mosque because I know I go to church every Sunday,’ she says. ‘I’ve looked in books, but I never get the right answer, but today I could ask someone who was Muslim.’ There were some Muslims living near her home, she says, ‘but they are not very sociable.’ I remember feeling sad and shocked that children who were so geographically close could feel so distant from each other. But that isn’t my most vivid memory of my day. I remember talking to two children and asking them to offer examples of what was different about the other person. It was a long time ago, but I seem to remember that one suggested they were wearing different makes of trainers and the other that they supported different football teams. Instead of thinking these were perfectly valid responses, I pushed them to think of other differences. They mentioned how they had different coloured hair. I ended up becoming frustrated and said something along the lines of ‘and what about the fact one of you has white skin and the other has brown skin?’ They looked at me as if they genuinely hadn’t noticed this. At the time I felt as if this suggested the children were a little dim or had worryingly low powers of observation. This was before I had children of my own.

			I am now a father and look back at the way I pressed those children with guilt. I think those children really did not see skin colour, or if they did they assigned it less significance than football-team allegiance and trainer brands. That is actually rather hopeful and beautiful, but I could not see it then – a reminder that sometimes children are wiser than the supposed adults. Linking schools projects can play a part in encouraging integration but there is a danger that the entire exercise is a little anthropological. The way to more meaningful integration is by having a mixed school population, but how do you achieve that without bussing?

			In 2015 a new school opened in Birmingham on part of the University of Birmingham’s estate in Selly Oak. If the intake was drawn from the local catchment area, the school’s pupils would have been 100 per cent White, but Professor James Arthur from the university’s school of education, and the founder of the school, had a different vision. The Casey Review listed Birmingham as one of the top ten areas for segregated schools in the country. In Selly Oak, where the school is based, 71.8 per cent of the population is White, 11 per cent is Asian and 5.8 per cent is Black. ‘We wanted a school that reflected the city,’ Professor Arthur tells me, ‘so we had to think how we would get children from across the city to come to the school.’ The solution he came up with was simple but revolutionary: rather than having one catchment area, the school would have four from different parts of Birmingham. Admission would be determined by how close families lived to four ‘nodes’: Selly Oak, Small Heath, Hall Green and the Jewellery Quarter. White students make up 42 per cent of the school’s population, Asian students 26 per cent and Black students 16 per cent. ‘We deliberately did that to attract pupils that reflected the city as a whole,’ Professor Arthur told me, ‘it was to bring a diversity of students into the school.’ The nodes are all train stations connected to Birmingham New Street so that pupils can travel to the school, and a fund was set up to pay the fares of children who could not otherwise afford the cost. I asked Professor Arthur what he thought the practical benefits of having a genuinely diverse school population were for the children. ‘It opens their horizons,’ he tells me. ‘One of the things we discovered was that children from a Pakistani Muslim origin in Small Heath hardly ever went into the city. They knew their local area, but they never ventured very far. I think that’s a disadvantage because that closes their horizons to the world – to not meet anybody else forces them into a bubble, and that’s not good for their growth. At this school they experience other people who are different to them, they make friends with children that they would never ever have met, and that also goes for the White kids. That wouldn’t have happened if this school didn’t exist.’

			The University of Birmingham School is, Professor Arthur believes, the only school of its kind in the country. I found this surprising given that it is the most oversubscribed school in Birmingham. As segregation in education is an issue for many towns and cities, why aren’t more schools considering a nodal approach to admission? ‘Because that would be incredibly brave,’ says Rebecca Tigue, headteacher of the school. ‘It is beautiful and utopian and, of course, it’s what should happen, but you’d have to change everything. You’d take away that consumerist choice of where to send your child and have to convince every parent of the benefits.’ Despite these apparent challenges, Professor Arthur tells me that he has been talking to education advisers in Downing Street about the possibility of introducing a nodal admission approach for schools in other towns and cities with large Muslim populations. ‘The trouble is some people say it’s a bit like bussing kids in,’ he admits, ‘and there is an element of truth in that.’

			 

			I believe in the power of the individual to embody hope and encourage change, which is why I want to highlight two people who both live in Blackburn and give me reasons to feel hopeful in very different ways. Laura Butterworth is the deputy head of a large primary school in the centre of Blackburn. She is in her early thirties and one of those people with a ready smile and an irresistible enthusiasm for their work. When she is not helping run the school, Laura has a passion: she loves clog dancing. ‘I have been clog dancing for four and half years,’ she told me when I visited the school. ‘Clog dancing has a really important place in Blackburn’s history and it’s a dying art form. I am not young, I’m thirty-two, but I am the youngest performing dancer in our group in the north-west . . . so, if we don’t promote areas of our own culture and heritage, if things aren’t passed on to the next generation, they will disappear.’ This desire to keep clog dancing alive inspired Laura to start teaching it to her pupils. ‘The children love it,’ she tells me. ‘We teach it as part of our PE curriculum, and we send letters to all parents at the beginning of term explaining what the children will be doing, and each child will receive a set of clogs in their size. We’ve had no complaints at all from parents. They’ve been really supportive. We’ve had one or two girls – the boys have thrown themselves into it – who are nervous about the dancing because dancing is not promoted in their homes.’

			In anticipation of my visit, Laura arranged for the children to demonstrate their clog dancing. The class lined up in rows and as the music started they began dancing, the percussive sound of the clogs echoing around the hall. The children were White and Brown, but they all wore the same costumes and were all dancing in time, mostly. ‘We do a big event with other schools at King George’s Hall,’ Laura tells me, ‘and the last time we went we were the only school who did clog dancing. We did it to live music and the hall just went silent because nobody had seen anything like it before.’ I found Laura’s clog-dancing passion inspiring – there are now ten schools in Blackburn learning Lancashire clog dancing – and it shows how one person can make a difference. ‘When the children perform they all have something in common,’ she says. ‘They’ve all learned the same routine. They’re all as good as each other. They all do it to the same music. It’s a really good way of just bringing everyone together where there isn’t any kind of difference between the children.’ The fact that it’s clog dancing – rather than, say, Bollywood dancing – is also significant for Laura because it is an acknowledgement of the children’s shared Blackburn present, even if their families’ origins might lie elsewhere. ‘I do think that it’s really good for a sense of identity for the children,’ Laura says. ‘We do a lot of celebrating their own cultures . . . but we actually don’t teach them much about where they currently live and as great as it is to appreciate the children’s heritage, I think it’s also really good for them to appreciate the heritage of the place where they live now, because they are citizens of Blackburn.’

			Faz Patel’s grandfather, Musa Khan, was one of the generation of immigrants who arrived from the subcontinent in the early sixties, and his family settled in the Shear Brow area of Blackburn. ‘It was a very dense Muslim Asian community,’ Faz recalls. ‘I had no English friends when I was growing up.’ One day, around twenty years ago, Musa called him. The clocks were going back that weekend and Musa was nervous. He had a clock on the wall and was worried about falling from the stepladder while trying to change it. Faz told him not to worry – he would come and change the clock. Afterwards, Musa told him that many of his friends had the same worries. ‘There were no smart technology clocks, there were no gadgets or digital clocks,’ Faz recalls, ‘and so I changed one, and then the next time I changed a handful, and the following year I changed ten, twenty. Now I do about sixty houses. They now call me the Clock Man.’ It began with Musa’s fellow Muslims but Faz decided he also wanted to help the local elderly White community. ‘People now actually contact me,’ he says, ‘and last year I went to a lady’s house in a predominantly White area. And she was a lovely White lady in her seventies. I went to change her clocks, and she was lovely, chatting to me. So now she’s my good friend.’ This elderly White woman would not ordinarily have become friends with a Pakistani man in his forties and vice versa, but the changing of the clocks enabled interaction and friendship.

			Faz has been involved in community cohesion work for the past twenty-five years. It is clearly a passion for him, and he told me that he was inspired to work in community cohesion because of something his mother experienced in 1976, while she was pregnant with him. There was a knock on the door one night and his mother answered and was confronted by a White man who punched her in the face before running into the night. ‘Hang on,’ I say, ‘is your mother Zubaida – the woman in that World in Action documentary?’ Faz nodded. He told me that knowing what had happened to his mother had influenced him when he was deciding what to do with his life. It was a barely believable coincidence – I watched the documentary during the course of researching this book but never suspected the young woman standing on the doorstep was Faz’s mother. It is a hopeful coda to a rather grim story – light emerging from the darkness, a reminder that progress is possible, and that one person can make a difference.

			 

			In my life, the person who made the difference, who changed the course of my life, was my father. It was his decision to come to Britain in the early sixties that opened the doors of possibility for my siblings and me. My father, like so many of the men who arrived from the subcontinent at the same time, chose to live among people he considered his own. The reasons, as we have seen, were understandable and justifiable at the time. Over the following decades a combination of factors, including the failure of successive governments to adequately support these communities, the phenomenon of White flight and a nervousness among some in the Muslim community about the consequences of greater integration, has led to a worrying level of segregation. While I do not believe that British Muslims are wholly responsible for the emergence of these segregated communities, I am also convinced that living in Britain but trying to replicate Pakistan is neither healthy nor desirable. When Muslims and non-Muslims live separately and apart from each other there is a greater danger each will view the other as they. Segregation can breed greater fear and anxiety, which can be exploited by those with extremist religious or political agendas. I have outlined some examples of how to tackle segregation – intervening in how schools choose pupils, using English language lessons as a way of bringing communities together – but I strongly believe that promoting integration is also in the power and responsibility of people alongside politicians and policy makers. My father’s choice to come to Britain opened a door of opportunity for his family but it also opened a door to conflict and confusion, as I struggled to reconcile the expectations of my parents with the reality of my own dreams of freedom, and love.

			

			
				

					* In 2012, Jacqueline Woodhouse, a forty-two-year-old former secretary, was jailed after being filmed launching a drunken racist outburst on her fellow passengers on the London Underground. Woodhouse turned to her passengers and began to ask: ‘Where do you come from? Where do you come from? Where do you come from? All over the world, fucking jokers. Fucking country’s a fucking joke. Fucking jokers taking the fucking piss. I used to live in England and now I live in the United Nations.’

				

				

				

					†  Muslims are not actually cremated, but the sixteen-year-old me did not know this, which for the purposes of the poem is just as well. 

				

				

				

					‡  I was on contract with the Guardian until 2013 and then went freelance. It was striking how many of my more casual acquaintances, who only read the Guardian, assumed I had left journalism. Some Guardian readers may have presumed I had died.
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