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For all those activists who have fought, and continue to fight, for home


And for my mum, who has always made home for me










INTRODUCTION



The desire for home is innate in all of us. For me, home is something that I’ve learned to make, lose and love thanks to years of moving. By the time I was twenty-five I had lived in more than twenty different houses, and they have taught me everything I know about community, interior design and a failing state.


Each chapter in this book starts with a different house I’ve lived in. It isn’t every single house I’ve lived in – there are more – but I’ve chosen these because each one reveals something about the housing crisis, its politics and history, and how we live now. They are not even all houses, technically, but the language of home and house feels interchangeable to me. When I lived on an estate, I learned about negligence first hand. When I lived in a car showroom, I learned about what happens when people are housed in places not designed to be lived in. When I went to housemate auditions I learned about optimising yourself online, and when I saw the clinical aesthetics of gentrification close up, I realised just how much taste is weaponised. Researching and reporting for this book has taken me from retracing Asian youth movements in 1970s Britain to sourcing millennial Monstera deliciosa plant obsessions and how sounds travelling through a wall impact our ears.


How we manage precarity together is the real focus of this book rather than the architecture of the different houses, though there is some cultural history of interiors, too. If the exteriors of houses tell a story about our history, from the scars of the Blitz on Victorian townhouses to brutalist estates, interiors can reveal our present. We have a history of peering inside people’s homes, at the details of a living room, guessing at a house’s period and market value, from the first Ideal Home Exhibition in 1908 to Kim Kardashian’s Vogue videos. In a decade of chaos and political, social and economic instability, many of our homes have adopted a frictionless grey. During the pandemic, people painted arches on walls while they were trapped inside, creating an illusion of escape. When the mainstream adopted a commodified feminism, millennial pink made its way onto our walls. The details that make up our home and interior lives are a treasure trove of housing stories – of large windows, foamy imitation flock wallpaper, buttery magnolia paint, and jewel-tone blue velvet sofas. I have loved all of them.


I wanted to write this book on the meaning and making of home not only because a lot of books about home focus on white working-class experiences of council housing, or overwhelmingly feature middle-class lives. It’s also because there aren’t enough honest conversations about how it really feels to move around this country, and the precariousness of not having a ‘home’ that you can always go back to. Moving takes many forms. The movement of the GRT (Gypsy, Roma, Traveller) community with nomadic roots clearly has a different cultural context to moving because of rent or landlord changes. But this is a book that explores how it feels to move and some of the reasons we feel a sense of nostalgia about our old homes. We inhabit the spaces we are in. They give something to us and we give something to them, too.


This book is for anyone who has ever lived in a house and wondered about how long they could stay, who has lusted for Stuff – for pastel-coloured body-positive candles, IKEA lampshades or chintz wallpaper – and felt guilty about it, for anyone who has been refused permission to paint a wall, undergone a housemate audition or simply struggled to pay rent. It is for anyone who has bought a house and has complicated feelings about it. It is both for people who have experienced housing stress – an increasing proportion of the population – and for those who are housing secure. It is for anyone who has ever longed for, lived in, built or loved a home.


This book is also a call to action – to resistance and activism through attending community meetings, emailing MPs, setting up Facebook groups and zines – empowering anyone who has ever felt too small to push back. It is up to all of us to advocate for those at the sharp edge of the housing crisis – trans people who are forced into dangerous housing, Black communities who are targeted en masse by racist landlords, immigrant communities with no option but to disperse. Fair access to housing benefits everyone. It is good for society. It is good for you, it is good for me, because housing is a justice issue.





I may have moved more than most people, but my experience is not unique. We all want to find home, and so many of our lives and our housing experiences have been profoundly shaped by the 2008 financial crisis, a decade of Tory rule, and now, a climate crisis and global pandemic. There is no justification for the housing crisis, which is a direct result of the profit motive of capitalism being allowed to run rampant. It hinges on the myth that only certain people can be secure, and that only certain people should have access to housing in a country of finite space and resources. Who is left behind reveals the racism, classism, transphobia and ableism braided into the housing system. These are uncomfortable but necessary truths to reckon with before we can really begin to understand how they impact every element of our lives, including the housing landscape.


In 1919, the introduction of the Addison Act ensured a fair right of abode to some of the most vulnerable residents of this country. I would benefit from Addison’s dream, living in a block side by side with others on a council estate in west London. But 100 years later, we are still falling desperately short of equality. According to the National Housing Federation, an estimated 8.4 million people in England are living in unaffordable, insecure or unsuitable homes. We are in a crisis of poor-quality housing, rogue landlords and rampant gentrification.


Years of reporting as a journalist have taken me inside the homes of people across the country, who have shared their stories and their precious tchotchkes with me. People who have taught me the value of a doily, of a curtain, or of a Louis Vuitton decal on a window. I briefly worked for the housing charity Shelter’s magazine Here, where I first saw the conflicting motivations of people who want to see housing as a human right, and a government who makes this almost impossible for many of our most vulnerable tenants. Housing law is a notoriously complicated part of the legal system – it is not set up to be easily understood, even while it affects every single person in this country.


Home has never felt more precious – and more insecure. Home for everyone – but especially for working-class people of colour – is a political issue. Communities who might never before have believed they had a stake in society are learning how to create space for themselves in a country that doesn’t make space for them: learning how to make a place feel like a home. In a housing crisis that continues to chew us up and spit us out, moving is a bigger part of our lives than it has ever been. As the demographic of the UK changes, people are making their home here from disparate global communities, while house prices are simultaneously making long-term stability unmanageable for a generation and, tragically, the safety net of social housing is being slowly frayed to nothing.





While I will be using my work as a journalist to report on stories across the UK, I am myself in some ways a case study, never fully removed from the stories I write about. Many of my experiences with housing have been comically bad (in hindsight), but stopped short of being completely bleak thanks to other joys. This book sees homemaking and the pursuit of love as essential, and employs the notion of self-care, where ‘self-care’ means finding and locating home in any form, as a means of resistance. As we navigate a housing crisis that affects us in increasingly severe and unique ways, finding the joy in home and pushing back together feels like a balm.


Thousands of words have been – and will continue to be – written about home. It is what we search for. Being a child of immigrants renders you nomadic by nature, and so does class disparity, negligence from the state and a fluctuating market. This is a story about what happens when you are faced with all of those things first hand. It is an account of heartbreak and a love story all at once. Moving can be the site of chronic stress but it is also an opportunity to reset. It has taught me, most of all, about finding the beauty in every corner of home – the delicate, fragile curls of chipped paint and the sonic reverbs of thin walls on an estate. We all move from place to place and find stories that make us who we are. Here are some of mine.
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Beresford Road – How a history of activism got us here


I come from a line of dreamers. My nanaji, in the tiny rural village of Bahowal (population: 1,298) in the Hoshiarpur district of Punjab, spent most of his time daydreaming, envisioning what could be. His favourite sound was the primal, full-bodied thud of the dhol, a double-ended barrel drum made from wood, brass, and leather that hangs around your neck like a child. The sound it makes is bassy enough to wake and shake the ancestors from their slumber. Once, he told me why he liked it: ‘It sounds like it’s building to something,’ he smiled.


The house my nanaji grew up in as a skinny, optimistic boy was built from clay bricks dense with the scent of sun-dried earth, mixed with mulchy straw and timber, reaching up and across like a one-room bungalow, around 7 feet high, a sturdy feat of engineering. His father dreamed of building the house up, literally, skyward. He worked in the field and raised eleven children, hoping to see their dreams take them out of the hard labour of the village. His hope was realised when my nanaji, at twenty-two years old, left because he too was building to something.


My nanaji arrived in ‘Yookaay’ in the early 1960s. He landed in Southall in west London, bang in the middle of a British winter, bones seizing with the cold and motivated to buy a home. This well-worn ambition has many names: ‘staking a claim’, ‘digging in your heels’, acquiring a ‘better life’ for your children, and has its roots in a historical, hopeful – and often unrecognised – pursuit of equality. Though south Asians have been living in Britain for over 400 years, Southall specifically became a place of high-density migration from the 1950s (so much so that it would become locally known as ‘Chota Punjab’, Little Punjab, and at one time was the largest Punjabi community outside India). This was thanks to its proximity to Heathrow airport and nearby opportunities for work like the R. Woolf rubber factory, where, as the story goes, the general manager had served with Sikh soldiers in the British Indian army and so was happy to recruit them.


My nanaji worked as a baggage handler at Heathrow. He shared a room with a friend in a house on Southall’s Lady Margaret Road, the name a reminder of the sovereign exceptionalism built into the ground of the country he’d arrived in. Though Southall attracted peopleI through its proximity to the airport and being the best place to get lassi in the city (allegedly), the largest contributing factor was affordable housing stock. My nanaji benefited from this, and from an existing model for success that had been tried and tested before him: arriving in London with the help of a cousin, finding work, renting a room, sending his wife – my naniji – over, having five children amid the squash, and saving until they could finally buy a house. They did do this, in the late 1960s, helped in part by supplemental income from my naniji’s unofficial haberdashery side business where she made and sold intricate sari blouses, and it was there, in 1968, that my mum was born. Home over here made way for more home over there, and any excess money was sent back to Bahowal. Over thirty or so years, my nanaji’s family home gained reinforced concrete walls, metal gates with intricate rose-shaped ironwork, and three small bedrooms.


This is how Beresford Road became bigger than a house in my family’s imagination. A by-word for magic and marvel, it was a glittering fantasy made real against the grey backdrop of 1970s London. In reality, the house itself was innocuous – just another uniform terraced house with protruding windows and net curtains. If it feels like these houses are everywhere, it’s because they are, recognisable by their triangular gables and curved living-room windows that face the street – it was one of the thousands built in Britain in the 1930s after the recession, where new ways of building relatively cheaply, together with mortgages and low deposits, led to a boom in house building which peaked at around 350,000 a year in the mid-1930s (around double the current annual number, for context).II


Two of the few white households in the road just happened to be either side of us. On the left of us was Ethel, an elderly lady who lived alone and often asked for help retrieving her cat from various trees on the road. On the other side was a friendly family who eyed us with fascination. The patriarch, Mr Johnson, a carpenter full of warmth and jolly enthusiasm, took it upon himself to rename half the family for ease, which is how my uncle Mukhbir mysteriously came to be known as ‘Fred’.


The first room you’d encounter on stepping into the house was the guest-only ‘front room’, featuring a mahogany Grundig radiogram that played records of Punjabi songs and broadcast the news on Sunrise Radio, with its lilting, elongated theme that reverberated off the walls. Further down the hall was the well-used dining room complete with a black faux leather sofa, glass coffee table and French doors that opened to the garden. To make way for the twin-tub washing machine in the kitchen, a large chest freezer was placed on the landing at the top of the stairs, full of diced onions and garlic pastes. If you made your way upstairs, you’d see the bathroom and breathe in the medicinal scent of Vosene shampoo and Imperial Leather soap. Walk past the master bedroom and you’d come to a box room for my uncle and one bedroom for four girls (Sukhbinder, Jasbinder, Dabinder and Balbinder, a family tongue twister). My mum, Bally for short, all skinny wrists and willowy limbs, shared a double bed in this room with my aunty Jas, while the other two had a bunk bed and all shared a small record player that played the Jackson Five, Blondie, Bananarama, and, from what I can ascertain, shitloads of ABBA. Many years later, this would be the house I took my first steps in.


Under the stairs, my nanaji had constructed a kind of small work studio for my naniji, where she would sit with her Singer and sew, moulding her body to the small angular space guided by the tiny light above her head. If she wasn’t under the stairs, my early memories find her in the caramel-tiled kitchen with clumps of pale yellow dough between her fingers, manoeuvring her body around hot oil and pillowy hills of gram flour in a small space that just about allowed her to stretch out her arms and I spent hours watching that choreography. My favourite room in the whole house was the pristine and rarely used front room, because as a very small child I was fascinated with an object given pride of place on the coffee table: a tissue box of gold plastic and black faux velvet, which my nanaji had brought with him from Bahowal.


LIVING MY LIFE LIKE IT’S GOLDEN



There are specific objects in every home that transport us. In mine, it’s a copy of my nanaji’s tissue box, a memento of historical decadence. These days, the tissue boxes you see in most south Asian houses are cheaper mass-manufactured plastic copies of the original versions that were made of precious metal. These boxes are adorned with fake velour, usually in black, red or navy, and covered in embossed yellow-orange plastic, to mimic Indian 22-carat gold, fashioned into patterns of intricate vines or leaves or flowers and shipped across oceans so that we might all experience some luxe in our lives.


As a child I would eye my nanaji’s tissue box with intrigue and awe, this lump of real gold excavated and carved especially for us from God knows where. Once, I acquired a gold pen and got to work seeing what else I could gild, applying a DIY Midas touch to various unassuming objects to make them special: screws, chairs, door frames. For all their ability to fool a child, the sound of these boxes gives them away – if you tap one with an acrylic nail, like I often do now, there is no resonant ‘ting’ but a hollow, clattering sound. Our soundscapes are formed early and are uniquely attached to our interior environment, and my young eye was tricked so for a while I thought all gold sounded like that.


The story of how these tissue boxes journeyed to Britain is hard to pin down. Their ownership is contested across the global south, but it seems most likely that they are a remnant of the Mughal dynasty, which ruled India from 1526 to 1857. Mughal emperors often embellished metal boxes originally used for holding perfumes, or betel boxes used for storing tobacco leaves, with rich textiles and gem-set jewellery, transforming courts into luxury residences. Some researchers in the quest to find the year zero for these boxes have suggested that they were probably passed down through the opulent courts of maharajas who used them to store cloths for hand cleaning in the beginning of the eighteenth century. As industrialisation ramped up in the nineteenth century, these became replicated en masse as people got a taste for this remnant of ultra-wealth. Other historians suggest that British viceroys found and stole these boxes from Indian residences to adorn their London homes and impress guests, before they fell out of fashion. The details may vary, but what is undeniable is that there are at least 500 years of history being reproduced for a fiver in most high street markets in most cities in the world, cradling cheap tissues. Objects like these tell us something about who we are and where our stories begin. To misquote my favourite sociologist, Ambalavaner Sivanandan, gold tissue boxes are here because we were there.III


In ancient Egyptian funeral traditions gold was associated with the gods, serving as a conduit between heaven and earth. The Indian relationship is particular, not least because it houses large quantities of the natural resource – recent data suggests that India still has around half a billion tonnes of gold ore reserves. Colloquially known as the land of gold, the element has been a source of significant historical violence in India, namely after the British mined palaces and religious sites, leaving behind the scars of gouged-out chunks, many of which have been preserved today. During India’s partition in 1947, when Punjab was split into the arbitrary border lines of India and Pakistan, gold jewellery was buried deep into the ground under homes and surrounding areas by women who planned to return after the conflict but never did. Years later, much of this has never been unearthed – the ground of Punjab is literally filled with gold. The holy Sikh site of Amritsar’s golden temple, covered in gold leaf, exists in picture frames in various Punjabi living rooms, almost always shot at the same angle, and looks as it has every time I’ve seen it in real life – like a figment of the imagination.


One of the ways that many Punjabi houses across the UK – including my first home – built their aesthetic was through migrant sharing networks that helped people get on their feet. Aside from gold plastic, rugs and tablecloths were passed around the community to help new arrivals build a home. When I was younger, I would double-take when I saw the same tablecloth over and over again in different homes before I realised it was a kind of uniform – and armour. (Of course, it would be ridiculous to assume that white Britons’ homes are completely alien to immigrant ones. After all, my mum’s house, on a council estate just outside Birmingham, is filled with the same throws as her white neighbours’ homes because they have taken advantage of the same B&M sale; gold carriage clocks passed down from elder members of families who received free gifts from life insurance claims appear to transcend any cultural matrices, and I have visited more than a few aspirational migrants’ homes with Middle England’s rallying call to ‘live, laugh, love’ adorning the wall.)


Objects like these are interesting because the process of migration can skew the class politics of taste, where working-class interiors and objects get jumbled and co-opted with middle-class homes in transit, until they create an aesthetic that can feel uniform. A lot of communities tie interior markers with a sense of national identity. In Britain, a pink and blue floral Cath Kidston tea towel says something about a person which often signifies a certain kind of British (read: white) middle-class taste, and these items can bring people closer to the margins of acceptability by providing a uniform language. For marginalised communities, there is a different motivation. When the world rarely reflects yourself back at you, it makes sense to use your home to do it instead.


Some of the more functional elements of this south Asian aesthetic, designed to preserve and protect the home, have endured over time. These take the form of lotas in the bathroom (vessels used to wash rather than wipe, dating back to 2300 BCE), thin, intricately patterned plastic tablecloths,IV bobbled plastic matting on hallway carpets (for grip), plastic coverings on remote controls and sofas (with their distinctive squeak and crack), plastic multicoloured strip doorway curtains in bright blues, yellows and reds (mosquito repellents in Indian climates) and suitcases on top of wardrobes and under beds (ready to leave in a moment).


Psychologists put nostalgic objects in our homes into two categories: ‘personal’ objects and ‘linking’ objects. ‘Personal’ objects refer to sentimental items that take us back to an individual time and place – a mug from a honeymoon, or a keyring from a childhood trip to Alton Towers, say. When you think of the keyring, you think of the day that you bought it. This is distinguished from ‘linking’ objects, which tap into a cultural or ancestral memory and take us elsewhere. Think of it like this: a doily, a piece of lace used to protect furniture or humanise technology (and allegedly named after a seventeenth-century London draper and cloth merchant), is widely used across Jamaican homes and can be bought from Brixton market for £3.50 for a pack of five. When the doily is placed on a coffee table it doesn’t recall the innocuous rainy day in the market where it was bought but the wider connection to a time and place. Maybe it takes you to a childhood memory of a hot afternoon watching TVJ in Kingston. These ‘linking’ objects are tangible ways to make our abstract memories real, to write the poetry of imaginary homelands into our living rooms.


Easily replaced and replicated, ‘linking’ objects are both precious and plentiful, a secure way of ensuring we can never lose the place they take us back to. This becomes particularly significant to people for whom home is adrift – conflict refugees who left versions of their cities that do not exist anymore, migrants who are scared to visit their home in case they are not allowed back, orphans who have lost their connection to their parents’ countries.


My friend Hani has a small white clay (or kaolin) pot called a dabqaad which is used to burn uunsi (frankincense), and which she insists is found in ‘basically every Somali household’ across the UK and the globe. Traditionally decorated with ornate pattern work and spade-shaped cut-outs, hot coal is applied under the arch with the uunsi on top. As it burns, it fills the air with perfume, as a way of recalling home in a full sensory experience. These too, tell a story about the place of their origin. Somaliland is one of the main global exporters of frankincense. The sap is sold to make perfumes and incense, and dabqaads make their way into western markets, trading via the Horn of Africa (the East African peninsula so named because it is shaped like a rhinoceros horn). Then they travel the way many of these sacred objects do – via packed suitcases ignoring weight limits and gifts sent via FedEx, Mailpac or DHL. The uunsi is burned in homes across the world, with its oud-like, smoke amber notes creeping under the noses of passers-by on British residential streets in Glasgow, Luton, Bedford and beyond. There is something so satisfyingly audacious about sending scent into streets where immigrants are often demonised for taking up space. My friend Hani points out that living in a community of Somalis means that her parents’ neighbours seldom complain when the smoke alarms go off.


Another friend, Mahta, once let me photograph their Iranian living room while giving me a running commentary about the importance of having mini pull-out side tables ‘to cater for unannounced guests coming to share gossip’ and showed me the framed wall rugs and stacks of Persian literature: Hafez poetry books and the gilded, leather-bound Shahnameh (Book of Kings). A fellow writer, Vera Chok, told me how her mounted black and silver cow bells from Malaysia took her on a sonic journey back to ‘what home sounds like’, being woken up by their nearby hollow clanging. One colleague introduced me to candy-apple-coloured ceremonial wedding dolls and scrolls with calligraphic messages of prosperity in his grandparents’ house, which take him back to the southern Guangdong province of China, while my Ghanaian friends in our group chat lovingly revere the lace headrests (one of many Venn diagram diaspora crossovers) in their family homes, delighting in plastic garden chairs that feature the omnipresent Akan symbol Gye Nyame, meaning ‘only God’.


My reporting on this subject has shown me many more. In 2017, it took me to Seaford in Sussex to speak to Ali Hayder, who showed me his small wooden models of traditional Bangladeshi boats called noka. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine the waves of the seaside town were from Bangladesh, longing for home and fresh fish. In Wembley, Edna Brown told me about the significance of the tropical plants that recalled the breadfruit and mangoes of her home in Sturge Town, one of the first free villages in Jamaica.


Sometimes the object is a memento of something turned to dust. In 2018, I travelled to Handsworth in Birmingham to interview Noor Al Bari, two years after she had fled from Syria as a conflict refugee. She told me about her glassware back home that shook and cracked during bomb activity. That day, she took me on a tour in her living room to the glassware-filled wooden cabinet donated by a local charity, looked into my eyes, and then gestured back at it. ‘Look,’ she beamed at me. ‘It stays still.’


DON’T YOU THINK IT’S TACKY?



In April 2021, I speak to Sumit Khanna, who is dressed in a black T-shirt, styled grey hair, with AirPods in his ears – every inch the modern CEO. Khanna is the CEO of Beeta Tissues, a large facial tissue manufacturer based in New Delhi. He started the company in 1992, and in an effort to modernise, has targeted the brand at ‘trendy millennials’. It is now a staple in many homes, and the boxes don’t require any kind of plastic cover. ‘It’s a royal thing, so it’s subconscious to want gold,’ he tells me. ‘But India is moving past that now.’ He goes on to describe their new Beeta box designs for a cool, changing and design-led market. His team have worked around the obvious challenge of plastic exteriors covering your brand, while also acknowledging the market for decoration. ‘We have a box designed with a peacock, which is a traditional Indian look, and we call it the Mirasa line, which is the Sanskrit word for “heritage”,’ he explains.


If there was ever a good reminder of how earnest lore can cloud our ability to see clearly, it is the observations made by Khanna after I describe my personal affection for the gold versions. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘But they’re quite old-fashioned, aren’t they?’


The next day, I join an online event with Bangalore-based artist and curator Chinar Shah, whose work includes long-term research on homes across India.1 The day I hear her, she is speaking about historical uses of gold and its relation to wealth. At the end, I ask her a question about tissue boxes and gilded interior design and she takes a careful pause. ‘Gold continues to be a sign of wealth, even though for a new urban generation, it’s known as… tacky,’ she smiles.


It is a good thing that Indian interiors are not static, and this small sample makes a point about the way a diaspora can imitate culture ‘back home’, reducing it to redundant mythologies. Owning an item like a gilded tissue box can be a way of trying to grab onto a version of India, the equivalent of flying an Indian flag on Southall High Street, when what you’re really doing is shouting out the diaspora – and the diaspora likes to dip in and out of homespun aesthetics. I enjoy fake gold for being so audaciously tacky, an ironic look at real opulence that often turns me off. My desire is about something else: a link to my family, who found something precious in what many might see as breakable, mass-produced crap that will likely end up in landfill, not a museum. For me, it’s a little dollop of ancestral memory every time a greasy hand reaches over to grab a tissue from a hunk of plastic that I can’t bear to throw away.


Mostly, these objects tell us something about the version of ‘home’ that our parents and grandparents may be longing for, how they have created items of lustre to distract from the negativity outdoors. The India my nanaji left behind in the 1960s, which exists in a time vacuum at a happy standstill, is only one version, when Bollywood stars were modest, when he could navigate the land as a local, and (some) people had gold tissue boxes on their tables.


COMBAT ZONES IN THE FIGHT FOR HOME



Beresford Road is the last residential road before you get to the Hambrough Tavern pub. If you turn right outside number 27, walk the 50 or so metres to the end of the road, turn left and make the one-minute walk to the bridge, you’ll see it, an unassuming locus of resistance still standing to tell the tale.


Throughout the 1970s, far-right white fascists like the National Front regularly drew blood to a soundtrack of a coarse and thrashing subgenre of punk rock called Oi! On Friday 3 July 1981, one of the genre’s skinhead bands called the 4-Skins,V with a sizeable neo-Nazi following, were booked to perform at an Oi! gig at the Hambrough Tavern. South Asian locals, worried about being targets of racist violence, implored the pub owners: might they, please, not invite droves of people to kick their heads in? At the risk of speeding through history, their request was denied. What followed was an almighty fire at the pub which took place about 200 metres from the house that my mum grew up in and ignited some of the most violent race protests in this country’s history, known as the Southall riots.


My mum’s recollection of these events is hazy but she remembers her dad, my nanaji, carefully arranging a row of glass milk bottles on the wall outside the house ‘just in case’ trouble came to their door. Whether he really thought that milk bottles launched by my twelve-year-old mum and her young siblings would do the job of protecting a family from a gaggle of skinheads is unclear, but these rows of terraced houses, like bodies standing side by side, were a defence network of community safety. A New York Times article from the next day reported on busloads of skinheads arriving in Southall to fight, describing the aftermath of the streets that included Beresford Road as a ‘combat zone’, and reporting on ‘attacks with petroleum bombs, streets littered with bricks and glass’, shattered shopfronts and burnt-out cars.


These events were not unconnected to the soundtrack which was gaining volume thanks to the legacy of MP and one-time Tory minister of health Enoch Powell. His alarmist panic expressed in the now-infamous speech known as the ‘Rivers of Blood’ was touted as a prediction of what might befall citizens of different ethnic groups forced to live together. Powell made that speech in 1968, the year my mum was born, and just over a decade later, the legacy of it would see her cowering in her home. On the actual weekend of fighting, she stayed in and was tasked with organising the freezer, full of Tupperware at the top of the stairs. While her community elders were out fighting, my mum was stacking frozen onions for future meals – we all have our place in revolutionary struggle.


According to Powell, migrants like my grandparents, who had already settled, posed a danger until they were sent back. The seismic divides between ‘us’ and ‘them’ articulated in his speech placed a national debate about immigration, integration and race relations on the frontline, viewing immigrants as unwelcome aliens and creating a language of fascism that braided itself into the fabric of British life.VI It is a speech which has become a warning signal of a certain kind of fascism, and while Powell may be discussed as being ‘safely in the past’, Powellism still informs much of government policy today, from the Home Office and its relentless attack on migrants, to the mistreatment of the Windrush generation, the political legacy of Islamophobia, and referendum campaigns fought on the lines of immigrants taking your jobs, space and resources. All this was explained to me in subsequent years using two characteristically concise words from my nanaji: ‘Bad Man’.


None of this made the reality of finding housing easy, even if there were pockets of affordability. The racist approach to renting was seen in landladies’ neatly handwritten cards in windows that enforced ‘colour bars’ or declared that ‘no coloureds’ were allowed to rent. Homes occupied by immigrants were neglected, and banks refused to lend to many Black and Asian borrowers. Landlords collected money for repairs that never came, and took advantage of tenants who struggled with the English language. This, for many immigrants, was their introduction to housing in Britain.


When Black and south Asian communities were housed, either through private rent or, more often, multi-occupancy social housing provided by housing associations, many were victims of violent racism in majority white estates. In 1976, 34 per cent of West Indian and 41 per cent of Asian households were allocated housing which was ‘overcrowded’ compared to only 11 per cent of the white population.2 This gave rise to the myths of overpopulated immigrants spilling out, ready to take over the white heartland of Britain, overbred, fertile and ready to attack.


Communities fought back. One of the reasons that many families across the UK were able to acquire housing was thanks to the work done by grassroots activist organisations like the Asian Youth Movements (AYM) and Black Power campaigns that took place nationwide, across London, Manchester, Sheffield, Burnley, Leicester and beyond. They fought for housing legislation and demanded anti-racist policies that thousands of immigrants benefit from today. (In Southall, teenage members of various AYM organisations would walk schoolchildren to the school gates to protect them from racist attacks.)


Inspired by Black Power thinkers and intellectuals from the US and beyond, activists took it upon themselves to build coalitions across communities and faith groups, many of whom had brought over organising tactics from their own locales, to amplify concerns across employment, education and immigration injustices, and they led to the formation of countless diverse groups: the Pakistani Progressive Group worked alongside the Indian Workers Association, the Bengali Housing Action Group, Manchester’s Arawak Housing Association, the Organisation for Women of African and Asian Descent, and the Bahay Kubo Housing Association Ltd, created to aid renters and still the only Filipino housing association of its kind in Europe.VII


One tactic that activists used to fight back was by providing mortgage committees. They helped tenants who were excluded from mainstream banking by enabling them to put down deposits. Activists would pay into a pot (anything from, say, a pound a week) for the primary purpose of raising a mortgage down payment, but the money also funded financial literacy and administrative aid and translation services. A version of this took place in some Jamaican communities in the 1950s and 1960s; they relied on interest-free saving systems like the ‘paadna’ (a similar system called ‘susu’ existed in many West African communities),VIII allowing poorer members to draw ready cash in emergencies, or when their credit status made them ineligible for loans from high street banks. A group of ‘partners’ agreed to pay a regular sum (or ‘hand’) to a trusted person (or ‘banker’, usually an older, respected member of the community) on a weekly basis to be shared and allocated to housing costs, building security on money raised by the community for the community.


THE ROAR OF BHAG


One of the most extraordinary – and locally celebrated – grassroots organisations was the east London-based Bengali Housing Action Group (BHAG). The group was formed in 1975 by Mala Sen and Farrukh Dhondy, alongside tenants, squatters,IX unions and the radical campaigning collective Race Today, after demands for decent housing for Bengali workers in the East End were ignored. BHAG put pressure on the state by demanding changes to racist policy that kept many south Asians off council housing lists, and which exposed them to violent neighbours and rogue landlords. Helal Abbas is an activist who was part of BHAG, joining as a teenager in the role of secretary in 1977, and is part of a generation of local activists at the frontline of DIY housing actions back when, he laughs, his knees were strong. Abbas arrived in the UK in the 1970s from Sylhet, a city in north-eastern Bangladesh. He speaks to me from Tower Hamlets where he still lives, after early years squatting on ‘Nelson Street, E1’.


‘A lot of the people involved have now sadly passed,’ he tells me over the phone. ‘We used to get cardboard food box pallets from Spitalfields market and use the wood for pickets. We would paint them colours, and make signs out of them.


‘Living in poor housing with my parents and my brother sharpened my feelings of injustice,’ he recalls. ‘The Bengali community were forced to live in unfit housing which were in poor states of repair, plus were full of overcrowding, and we received a lot of racism from the local council,’ he says in a friendly but exasperated tone that I’ve come to recognise in long-term activists. ‘The work was voluntary and took place in the evenings or the weekends after work because many people were working long anti-social hours. But you were walking around areas known for racist attacks on the Bengali community so you were at risk.’ On his way home one evening, Abbas was attacked by a gang of racists who left him needing five stitches in his skull. ‘It was widespread,’ he sighs, but it didn’t slow him down. Perhaps fittingly, the acronym BHAG in Bengali means ‘tiger’.


BHAG continued its work years after Abbas quit his job as secretary there to work on other campaigns in other groups. One significant action took place in 1976.3 After having sixteen letters demanding better housing conditions ignored by Tower Hamlets Borough Council, BHAG organised a demonstration which saw 300 men and women, who led the charge, bringing children to march to the town hall on 30 June. Once outside they found a spot and sat in the street on the blisteringly hot day until a council rep agreed to speak with them. After twenty minutes, the council agreed to discuss the protestors’ demands, which included, among other things, changes to housing policy which made 53 per cent of the Asians applying for council housing ineligible. After they were done, activists drove everyone home.


Abbas tells me that during his time, ‘I would organise transport where it was possible so people wouldn’t get attacked by racists. Not everyone had cars and public transport wasn’t as accessible as it is now because the cost was a barrier to their participation and lobbying.’ One universal truth emerges after trawling through the archives: throughout our history of activism, someone with a car is always useful.


STARTING FROM THE BEGINNING



I think of the actions of 1976 as yesterday, today and tomorrow. This is not history that has been buried, only useful for writers to unearth it. Many contemporary activist groups are still resisting racist landlords and drawing largely on this work, evidence that it is alive.


The history of the struggle is one of the reasons why the beautiful interiors of many immigrant homes continue to be a retreat from a hostile and grey world outside. It is joyful to think about the power in seemingly tacky bits of plastic that adorn our mum’s house, that we dismiss when we live there and miss when we leave. Objects like my nanaji’s tissue box bring with them a quiet sense of grounding. After all, their existence in our homes reminds us how we got here in the first place. These things can’t be shrugged off as fake versions of the real thing, because there’s no getting away from the fact that these copies bring something new and real, that they are historically significant, and that they remind us that we are, too.


My mum had an arranged marriage at seventeen and moved into a nearby house in Southall with my dad a year before I was born. An Elvis fan born and raised in the city of Jalandhar in Punjab, he had flown from India a few days prior to the wedding, where he met my mum and acquired a visa and a wife in short succession. It was not a happy marriage, and she spent so much time in my grandparents’ house that I have no memory of the one that she shared with my dad. I only remember the Beresford house, dressing as a toddler in home-made foil-shiny dresses in blue and gold with billowing sleeves (a carousel of fashion looks emerging from under the stairs), sidestepping around sharp corners, sitting on the plastic-covered sofa and stroking the embossed ridges of the tissue box. While I was pulling tissues out of gilded boxes, my mum was struggling with the cultural penalty of trying to leave her union. When she finally – and bravely – filed for divorce, she was, at the age of nineteen, with a small child, swiftly disowned. Though I was happily able to continue to visit my maternal grandparents and family throughout my life, she was not and so was quickly left out of any ideas of piggy-backing onto the housing ladder.


Disownment in economic terms is a big deal: in its most acute form, it’s not a punishment you bounce back from. It means no generational wealth, no financial support, no offers of a place to stay when you need it. This was the beginning of a housing precarity that would become the constant of our lives, but we both entered it with the knowledge that you can make a home anywhere, with small objects that connect you to a community, time or place.


The house my mum grew up in, where I took my first steps, was a lesson in building comfort and familiarity. It taught me that home is something to fight for. And sometimes, it really does feel like a fight. My mum took me out of this house, imbued with Southall’s history, objects of reverence and my grandfather’s dreams, into a new one – to build a home for us that did not exist yet. And so, for the first time, we moved.




	
I. It has remained predominantly south Asian: the 2011 census revealed that in Southall, 76.1 per cent were Asian, 9.6 per cent Black and 7.5 per cent white. Southall Broadway ward had the lowest proportion of white British residents of anywhere in the UK – 93.7 per cent of its population were Black, Asian and minority ethnic.


	
II. Many, like the ones on Beresford Road, have been altered from the original design by incorporating white uPVC windows, covering archways or smothering external brickwork in beige plaster, trying but not always succeeding to conceal the holes made by fairy lights put up for weddings and Diwali.


	
III. The aphorism ‘We are here because you were there’ is attributed to Sivanandan, one of Britain’s foremost and most influential Marxist thinkers on race.


	
IV. Michelle Obama mentioned ‘those relatives who have plastic on their furniture’ in a 2008 speech at a predominantly Black South Carolina church as part of Barack Obama’s presidential campaign; many commentators claimed that the speech gained favour in sceptical Black communities.


	
V. The music was even worse than the name.


	
VI. This all had an impact on the ground, where racist attacks were happening nationwide, targeted at a community viewed as weak, docile and unlikely to fight back. In Southall, men were routinely getting their turbans pulled off, and my nanaji once nonchalantly told my mum that he heard the word ‘Paki’ at work so often he thought it was the name of a colleague.


	
VII. With special mention to the United Coloured People’s Association, the Jamaican Labour Party, the Black Parents Movement, West Indian Independence Party, and the Antigua, Barbados and St Kitts & Nevis labour movements.


	
VIII. Sam King, an early Windrush pioneer, was one of many West Indians who used paadnas. Interviewed as part of the Windrush Legacy exhibition (produced by Black Cultural Archives and Lambeth Archives) what he is recorded as sharing is truly extraordinary: ‘We were the second Black family to buy a house in Camberwell, this was 1950. Over the next twelve years my family played a part in buying about half of all the property owned by Blacks in Camberwell. Because we couldn’t get mortgages we pooled all our money together to help others. We called it a “partner”, which is the same in Jamaica, and it worked very well.’


	
IX. Squatting has historically been a revolutionary tool and act of resistance, occupying houses that were empty, inviting others to share and negotiate a way of life when there were few alternatives. The famous community activist Olive Morris is featured on the cover of the 1979 edition of the Squatters’ Handbook, scaling the roof of 121 Railton Road in Brixton. The picture was taken during one of the attempted evictions of the squat. In an interview about it at the time, she said, ‘The prices for flats and bedsits are too high for me.’ I have a picture of this cover on my wall, forty years later, as prices continue to be too damn high for all of us.
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Green Man Lane Estate – How we live with social housing negligence


In 1993, after years of short stays with various friends and on the couches of distant family members, my mum and I finally settled into a third-floor flat on the Green Man Lane Estate in West Ealing. The walls of the estate were coated in grey concrete and scratchy pebbledash, with large windows acting as eyes that overlooked the courtyard where I played. If you looked down from the courtyard (and I couldn’t, with my short seven-year-old frame), you could see the darkly lit car park below, which looked like a square of the playground had been hollowed out to reveal an underworld populated by grubby vans and rust-covered cars. On rainy days, the smell of soaked concrete sailed into my bedroom and on hot ones, the sun would create blurry heat lines rising from the ground, making the whole estate look like a mirage.


My earliest memories of Green Man involve being mesmerised by the small, jagged shards of the pebbledash glistening in the sun like amethyst and obsidian. I would see magic eye patterns in the flecks and imagine the building as a pulsing vessel for spiritual energy. In reality, pebbledash is just a composite of limestone, sometimes mixed with sand and gravel, that is literally ‘dashed’ onto external walls.I It has been used on Britain’s walls since the 1890s as an insulation cladding but mostly, it is used to hide shoddy brickwork, and it has subsequently become an aesthetic tied to council housing. It’s now so unfashionable it can reduce the value of a property by up to 5 per cent (and it’s also almost impossible to remove). While I was searching for meaning in gravel and limestone, desperate to excavate diamonds from the walls, I was unaware of the fact that pebbledash conceals negligence.


The walls in our flat were, of course, painted magnolia – a buttery, yellow-based white which is the institutional aesthetic of millions of council properties in the UK.II (With proper immigrant-mum-cum-Hyacinth-Bucket energy, my mum called the colour ‘vanilla’.) At night, I would stare up at the ceiling, a pattern of tessellated plaster strokes, and imagine a sky of clustered Japanese paper fans.


From our window, you could see the paint-worn yellow and red metal climbing frames in the courtyard that I would play on under the watchful eye of the neighbours. In the summer, the light shone through the big windows in my bedroom, where I slept beside my neatly arranged rows of ‘special stones’, which I’d collected from the wall. Above me was a picture of Janet Jackson taken from a Janet album CD inlay, unfolded into a long strip and Blu-Tacked on the wall. It would be a few years – and two house moves – before we could afford beds (and many years before I saw the alternative topless Janet cover), so I slept on a mattress on the floor. I loved that. I thought it was the height of ‘cool mum’ fun – I could bounce on my mattress and brag about it to my jealous friends.


Our flat had two bedrooms: one for me, and one for my mum and my two-year-old brother. A brief relationship my mum had after her divorce produced this beautiful and boisterous boy who I adored from the minute I saw his small, jaundiced face in the hospital, and have not stopped. Opposite us were ‘Trigger’ and Jason, two Jamaican guys in their twenties, who would come over to check in on us if they heard a loud noise, and once after a nameless intruder had kicked our front door in. They played Shabba Ranks and bashment from their windows and told me that if you drank ten cans of Nurishment you would get a six-pack. I don’t know where urban myths are born but in estates, like school, they catch on like wildfire, and the Green Man walkways often had the mouth-watering strawberry milkshake scent of Nurishment emanating from cans strewn on the floor and almost zero evidence of the alleged six-packs.


These myths shape our worldview. After the divorce, my dad, learning English and working at Poundstretcher in Southall High Street, moved to the notorious Golf Links estate in south Greenford. It was an infamous place – stories and crime tales from that estate bubbled over into ours and my mum was terrified to send me there. The irony was, of course, that he was equally tentative about approaching Green Man Lane and a few months later, after he had decided to disappear from my life, I learned that they were hearing the same stories about us. (The two things weren’t related.)


Around the corner from us was Carisse, a sex worker from St Lucia with cropped, icy blonde hair who had a daughter my age who I played with. I would go to her grandma’s house to gorge on ginger cake and learn the dance routine to ‘One Cent, Five Cent, Ten Cent, Dollar!’, thrusting my bony hips forward with a huge, innocent grin. I later performed this to my mum, who received it with a fair amount of horror. On the bottom floor of our block lived Mark, a white artist with a beard and a single long plait with a coloured bead at the end which changed week to week. He was obsessed with Batman, and had hand-painted murals of Gotham City in his house and a couch fashioned in the shape of a Batmobile.


My favourite neighbour, around the corner two doors down to our left, was Mavis, my Jamaican ‘aunty’ and Pentecostal Christian. She had seen Jesus and his angels. Whenever I went over she would make me milk and a spiced bun smothered with butter and then describe this divine vision and how it changed her life, and she would explain how if I read every word of the Bible they would come to me, too. (She bought me a children’s illustrated version and I now have a forensic knowledge of most stories in the Old Testament, which would serve me well when I would later have an obsession with the music of the GOD channel and Kirk Franklin in my teens.) Mavis’s flat, which also had magnolia walls, was adorned with kitschy religious trinkets: a faux-gold Jesus on a cross, printed posters of the rivers of Ocho Rios, delicate porcelain figurines of doctor birds and rules on how to behave cross-stitched in red onto a blue and white tapestry.


I read about Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego surviving a furnace with the help of angels, and between pauses for hot milk Mavis would tell me about the ones who had visited her. I would beg her for more details, wide-eyed and in awe, and then retell these tales to my mum, who would nod and change the subject. I often dreamed of Mavis and those angels, their gold wings made of light, and thought about how transcendental moments could be happening a few doors down from me. There was otherworldly magic coming from the squashed kitchen and chipped sideboards of Aunty Mavis’s house. She taught me early that only an idiot might look at a place like Green Man and think that’s all there was to it, that it didn’t contain miracles. If I could go back now, I would ask her more about her life and investigate further. A lack of answers means that I’m left with one simple truth: on this estate, angels visited.


I would visit Mavis by walking along narrow concrete walk-throughs, passing green fire doors, used condoms in stairwells or sometimes, thrillingly, a dead pigeon kicked into a corner. The walkways overlooked the school I attended, St John’s Primary, where most of the kids on the estate went. Sometimes we’d all rally together for a mass walk-down with various mums who took turns swooping up and collecting children from front doors like a revolving cast of west London von Trapps. It was also slightly sinister – you could terrorise yourself into thinking your mum was always watching you as the balcony walkway outside our front door saw straight into the school playground. The real pleasure of these raised walkways was not only that they were easy to manoeuvre for a kid visiting the neighbours, but that the perspective granted a huge horizon that overlooked the city. I remember standing on tiptoes to hesitantly peer over the edge, fingers curling around the concrete, heaving myself up. On one side, the grey car park stretched out below, and on the other, a sprawling skyline of glittering lights and other blocks like mine, a world for the taking.


If you turned right outside our front door, then right again at the red rubbish chute on the corner, your heart would stop because that was where the heart-throbbiest of heart-throbs I have ever seen lived: Ashvin. He is still unfathomably beautiful in my head because he has the rare luxury of being untouched by the ravages of social media and is instead perfectly preserved in my memories. He was Punjabi too, with floppy jet-black hair like the Aladdin doll my brother had, and a leather jacket. He was about five years older than me and his skin smelled like Lynx Africa and something else… fresh laundry mixed faintly with second-hand cigarette smoke. In the narrow corridors of the walkways, the smell of a person often came before they did, and my pupils dilated when I caught his scent in the wind.
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