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Against the Grain is a collection of 
writings – essays, memoir and fiction - 
that celebrate the heritage, ruminations 
and creativity of women from the South 
Asian Diaspora. The work formed part 
of the Mummyji Project, run by the 
South Asian Diaspora Literature and 
Arts Archive (SALIDAA) in 2013. 

As Chair of SALIDAA – now renamed SADAA, 
the South Asian Diaspora Arts Archive – it has 
been a delight to shape and oversee the 
Mummyji Project and to edit Against the Grain. 
It is one of our all time high points.

The idea for the project, which launched in 
Berkshire at the end of 2012, came out of a  
wish to celebrate our physical archive, which  
is held at Brunel University. A favourite  
collection is that of the Asian Women Writers 
Collective (AWWC), a group of extraordinary 
women who, in the 1980s, created a space 
where those outside mainstream society could 
test their work on, and be supported by,  
others with similar cultural backgrounds. Two  
of their number went on to have direct links  
to SALIDAA, and our founder, Lakshmi 

Holmstrom, recounts that story in these pages.

The writing that emerged from the AWWC has 
set milestones and markers for those who 
follow in their footsteps, and its three leading 
lights are now established in the literary world.  
We used the Collective’s papers and publications 
as the starting point for community heritage 
projects and artistic interactions – both physical 
and on the page – with young and old, male 
and female, black and white and purple.

Our celebrations and commemorations also 
included the wider public. Reading, Slough and 
Battle Libraries, and The Guildhall in Windsor, 
kindly hosted our public conversations with four 
well known writers of South Asian heritage: 
Bidisha, Shrabani Basu, Debjani Chatterjee and 
Meera Syal.  

This anthology was launched in July 2013, at a 
half-day event at The West Wing, a lovely venue 
generously provided by Slough Borough 
Council. Across an afternoon during which we 
stopped to share finger food and soft drinks, 
participants heard from the founders of the 
AWWC. Later, the founders were joined by their 
daughters, who explained why they too went 
Against the Grain to become writers. There are 

Foreward
Shyama Perera
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potted biographies of both mothers and 
daughters in this publication.

The day was topped by the celebrated poet 
Maya Chowdhry, whose notebooks are held in 
our archive, and often exhibited. She talked 
about her work and read from her latest works.  

We were also privileged to meet and hear from 
the community groups that produced heritage 
work for Mummyji, and to enjoy the work of Year 
10 pupils from Highdown School, Reading, who 
showcased art and drama pieces built around 
maternal and female memory. This anthology 
includes photographs and information of all 
those components.

The bulk of the content, however, comes from a 
series of workshops kindly hosted and run by 
the Arts Department at Brunel, at which a group 
of tutors and new writers of South Asian origin, 
or with an interest in South Asian culture, 
emulated the share-and-support ethic of the 
AWWC to explore their own literary ideas.  

We have been delighted by the work that 
emerged and hope you will be too.

Finally, huge thanks are owed to the energy  
and brilliance of Neena Sohal who ran the 
project to time and budget, and with aplomb; to 
Narinder Bains who provided solid admin 
support; to the trustees of SALIDAA whose 
diligence held the vision firm. Thanks are  
due too, to Dr Claire Lynch at Brunel for her 
continuing enthusiasm for the archive, and to 
Katie Flanagan and her team who so willingly 
opened the Special Collections room to 
participants. Most of all, our thanks to the 
generous vision of the Heritage Lottery Fund, 
whose commissioners recognised the 

Foreward 
Shyama Perera  continued

Shyama Perera is a writer and broadcaster, 
best remembered for Eastern Eye and  
The Six O’Clock Show in the 1980s. Since 
then she has written three published novels 
and a history of contraception. Her first  
play, Shit Happens, was performed at The 
Lion, Stoke Newington in 2012. She works  
as a consultant, and runs the Monkey 
Matters Theatre Reviews website. Shyama 
has been Chair of SALIDAA since 2009. 

importance of this project and funded and 
supported us throughout. 
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Ali had three loves in his life. His 
daughters, cricket, and his rented 
rickshaw. The evening he lost the 
third, he also lost his ability to support 
the first and, with that, his passion 
for the second. 

On that fateful evening, clouds of grey smoke 
rose into the night sky. Orange and yellow 
flames danced over Ali’s only material pride 
and joy, his rickshaw. His feet froze as he 
watched the hand-painted peacock on its 
green plastic cover bubble before shrinking  
into ash as the flames ate it away. All but one of 
his neighbours desperately threw buckets of 
dirty water over the metal skeleton but Ali 
leaned against the nearest wall and as the  
last flames flickered and died, he pressed his 
wrinkled fingers into his eyelids to stop the tears 
flowing in public. 

Moments earlier as Ali had taken his first 
mouthful of rice, his eldest daughter, Sara, had 
burst into the room that served as their home, 
bumping into her mother and gasping as  
she relayed the news of the fire. The hand that 
he had been using to scoop the rice flattened  
as he slapped her. His unconscious reflex left  

a red mark on her cheek as her mother’s  
shrieks pierced the air. Grains of rice fell from 
Ali’s open mouth onto his shalwar kameez as 
he ran down the flight of rickety stairs that  
led to the footpath on which he parked his 
beloved rickshaw daily. 

Hours earlier, Ali had been negotiating fares 
with passengers dressed in business suits 
outside their offices or shoppers heavy with 
shopping bags, ferrying them from their  
offices or Lahore’s bustling markets to their 
suburban homes. He provided  security for his 
family and relief from his wife’s nagging.  
He was immune to the way his rickshaw  
gently rocked as often three tried to sit where 
only two should. Every day, he would wake  
at dawn and return home at nightfall.  
Every day, he would carefully tie the small 
jasmine buds he bought from a crippled  
street-side vendor to his mirror. Every day, he 
would cheerfully turn up the volume on the little  
radio he had saved up to buy and had 
painstakingly installed near his wheel for  
the Cricket World Cup, Laughing and crying 
along with his passengers as the commentator’s 
voice bellowed out from the small black box.

Days earlier, he had rejected a neighbour’s 

Burnt 
Farrah Yusuf
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proposal for Sara, stating that he wanted  
her to study and become something. Weeks 
earlier, he had treated his family to piping hot 
samosas when his youngest daughter had 
passed her exams. Months earlier, he had 
taken out a new loan to pay for both of his 
daughters’ school fees. Years earlier, when he 
began to notice more female passengers 
returning from offices and looking at his 
miserable wife, he had promised himself his 
daughters would have a better life. 

Days turned into weeks, and weeks into  
months after that fateful evening, yet his  
wife still sat loudly cursing their fate and 
speculating over who started the blaze. Ali 
simply sat beside her mentally calculating their 
growing debts.  He was weary from walking 
around Lahore in search of  employment. For a 
man who could not read, could not write,  
could not smile without revealing swollen 
toothless gums and was too old for manual 
labour, all there seemed to be was rejection. 

One day, finally, came a knock at the door. It 
was the wife of their neighbour, again asking 
for Sara to marry her son.  Within an hour, Ali’s 
wife had agreed to marry Sara to their 
neighbour’s son. Along with a job in a factory, 
the boy had a well known temper. Ali’s heart 
began to palpitate but he nodded helplessly. 
Perhaps the boy would let her study. At least 
she would not go hungry. 

Farrah Yusuf was born in Pakistan in 1983 
and grew up in London. A solicitor turned 
charity worker, her first short story, Milk, was 
selected for publication in Five Degrees:  
The Asian Writer Short Story Prize 2012 
Anthology. Her stories are inspired by her 
childhood trips to Pakistan and a desire to 
reveal the people behind the stereotypes. 
She is currently working on her first novel, 
set in Pakistan and the UK.
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I was two years old and my sister 
was eight in 1974, when my mum 
was offered a job in Zalitan, 
Northwest Libya. She was a nurse 
and it was a difficult decision for her 
to make, but for a better future for  
us all, it was agreed that she would 
go, taking her daughters and leaving 
my father and two brothers in  
Lahore. She went ahead and made 
arrangements and my sister and I 
joined her about six months later.  
I remember when we arrived at the 
airport my mum was there to 
welcome us, I said to her, “We have 
come a long way on the clouds, to 
see you”. 

Our campus was thirty minutes from the sea, it 
was built around a large square With the 
doctors’ big houses on one side, and the 
nurses’ shared houses on the other, all painted 
a light orange. Four to five nurses shared a 
house. Each had a separate room but shared 

kitchen, bathroom/toilet and dining spaces. 
Most of the nurses did not have family with 
them, but one of the others also had two 
daughters and we played with them until they 
went to a boarding school in Malta. Several of 
the doctors had their families there, including a 
family from Pakistan with three daughters. We 
made good friends, but they left Libya before 
we did.  People came and went.  

My mum was given a double bedroom in a 
shared house, with a balcony at the front. Near 
the balcony she made flowerbeds, planting 
fruits and vegetables. She made a swing  
for us. She was well organised, skilful and had 
lots of good ideas. We did not have much 
furniture. My mum made all the furniture for  
the room by herself, out of wood. She made  
a double bed, a table, a huge cupboard  
and three little stools. Another nurse, Aunty 
Leela, had a colour TV in her flat. Sometimes  
we watched TV there in the evenings.  
My favourite programme was ‘Sinbad’ a 
programme based on Aladdin’s adventures.   
In our room we listened to Indian music on  
a radio and a tape recorder. We were  
sent Indian songs on cassette from Pakistan.

We were industrious. On winter evenings we 

My Mother,  
A Memoir  
Cinderella Gill
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would sit wrapped in a blanket and draw, 
eating the dry fruits my dad had sent from 
Pakistan. We played Ludo, and with our dolls, 
and listened to the radio. My mum would knit 
and sew and my sister also learnt to knit and 
sew. My mum had a little heater in the room to 
make tea or boil eggs.  It saved her from going 
to the kitchen in the cold. 

Before bed, my mum always said a little prayer 
and read a passage from the Bible. Once I 
accidentally sat on, and broke, her reading 
glasses. That evening I asked her to just pray 
and not read the Bible. The next morning she 
found out the reason why…. She had to go to 
the other city to get the new glasses made. It 
took one whole day. I felt really bad that because 
of me my mum had to go through all that 
trouble. I did say “sorry” to her.

On summer evenings we played with children 
on the campus, rode our bicycle or went for 
walks round the campus with our mum.  Once 
my mum told us about a little girl who was born 
in the hospital but her mother had to leave her 
in the hospital due to some personal reasons. 
The hospital staff took on the responsibility of 
this little girl. I remember my sister and I went to 
meet her. She was so cute, everybody adored 
her. The hospital staff named her ‘Libdah’. I 
asked if we could take her to our house, but of 
course it was not possible.

My mum was born in India but later moved to 
Pakistan with her parents and older brother. 
She saw a civil war during partition, and a lot of 
bloodshed. Life was not easy. During the 
partition my granddad decided to move to 
Pakistan, leaving his immediate and extended 
family behind and Mum never had the 
opportunity to go back to India to visit her 
relatives. 

Till the end of her life, she worked really hard to 
make our lives comfortable and was very clear 
about what she wanted for us. She was a 

brilliant cook, making simple and delicious 
dishes like chicken pieces shallow fried in  
olive oil with salt, pepper and lemon. She  
built furniture and made clothes, knitting 
sweaters, hats and scarves for all the family. 
Every year she would send the finished jumpers 
to my brothers in Pakistan. She did all the 
sewing for us too. I never saw her idle. She was 
the finest role model. She used to say: “No 
matter how high you reach in life, never forget 
where you started the journey from.” She had 
big dreams and they lived on after she died 
cruelly early, at the age of 52. 

Cinderella Gill Cinderella Gill was born  
and brought up in Lahore, Pakistan and 
came to the UK in 2002 to do her Masters  
in Teaching English as a Foreign Language 
at Reading University. She went on to do  
her CELTA (Certificate in Teaching English  
to Adults) in 2005 and has worked since 
then as an ESOL/EFL Adult Learning Tutor in 
West London. She became interested in 
creative writing after attending the Creative 
Writing Course run by SALIDAA, where for 
the very first time in her life, she was 
encouraged and supported to write her 
personal memoir. 
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One of the first things my Dad did 
when he’d bought the shop was to 
install a doorbell on the underside of 
the counter, beneath the till. It was 
wired to our house nearby, so that if 
the shop got busy, or anything 
untoward happened (which it did 
regularly), help could come quickly.  

The bell was also used for training; like 
stabilisers for those learning to ride a bike.  
Nazia and Shanaz began their training soon 
after my Dad purchased a third shop.  After 
arriving home from school, one of them would 
look after Aida and the other would help in  
the shop. The assistant would begin by 
restacking shelves and pricing goods.  Then 
they would sit beside my mother on a tall stool 
and watch how she used the till, counted 
change and consulted price lists when 
necessary. After some months of this, she 
would leave them alone in the shop whilst  
she took time to do the household chores. If 
anyone came in, they were to ring the bell, 
which emitted a loud, high-pitched noise not 
unlike an old alarm clock. One short, sharp 
push should be enough. They were soon able 

to do short shifts on their own, which built up 
with time. As they gained more experience, 
they learned that one long push would mean 
that the shop had gotten very busy and that 
someone needed to come and make sure  
no one stole anything from blind spots, and  
that three short bursts meant a customer was 
drunk or being racist and could potentially 
cause further trouble. My childhood was sharply 
punctuated by this tiny black cuboid with its 
circular white button in the centre, hidden away 
under the counter.

My turn to watch my mother at work on the stool 
beside her came very early, when I was around 
three years old, although the shop had been 
familiar to me since birth. When I was a year 
younger, in the days before my parents installed 
a child safety gate in the empty doorway 
between the house and the shop, I would often 
stray in, crawling on hands and knees. My 
mother tells me that customers would  
stop in their tracks and gush over me, calling 
me ‘a right braw wee lassie,’ and begging  
to hold me.  As soon as I was able to  
understand how to sit still beside my mother on 
the ‘high-stool’ and had to face customers 
directly, a strange and lasting affliction came 
over me.  As the hours passed, so did dozens  

Doorbell  
Shaheen Hashmat
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of customers; noisy young children with  
their harassed mothers; loud, rebellious 
teenagers; lonely old men and women; shifty 
younger men and alcoholics.  As more and 
more of them tried to talk to me, I became 
chronically shy.    

Perhaps our chaotic home life was where my 
disease originated. There were ten of us living 
in a two bedroom bungalow.  Four of my sisters 
lived in one bedroom, my brother and his  
wife in the other and my parents in the  
living room.  Aida and I slept on a sofa in the 
kitchen. It meant that no one ever got one 
moment to themselves unless they needed 
the toilet and even then it would never be  
long before someone else came banging on 
the door.  And everyone was always rushing; 
rushing to work, rushing to dinner, rushing to 
bed; and throughout all of it came the sound of 
the doorbell under the counter.  I quickly learned 
to amuse myself on my own. The expectant 
stares directed at me by customers, delivery 
men and company reps as I sat on that stool  
felt to me like a complete barrage, and I had  
no idea what to say.  

I was extremely aware from a young age that 
my parents saw themselves as a world apart 
from their customers, whom I understood for a 
long time to be the goras (white people) they 
were always talking about.  In hindsight, I can 
understand their efforts to make sure we knew 
we were different from them.  Our area was 
grimly depressed economically, with most of its 
residents unemployed and living on benefits 
and a high number of them were hardcore 
alcoholics in the incurable throes of denial.  
Although it was never explicitly expressed,  
I knew we weren’t supposed to interact with 
these people. I had no notion of the term 
‘customer service’ or what it meant, but I could 
see my whole family doing nothing other  
than talking to their customers all day.  It 
seemed like they were adhering to some 

complex protocol, but I didn’t know how it 
worked or who could be trusted.  The subtle 
differences in their laughter at a customer who 
had made a genuinely humorous joke and  
the nervous laughter at an inappropriate 
comment were lost on me.  Expectant jollities 
intended to make me laugh or respond in  
any way were met with complete silence and 
an inability on my part to even make eye 
contact.   

One day, I was faced with a dilemma I almost 
couldn’t bear.  A customer my parents bordered 
on hating was Brenda.  Brenda was an obese, 
waddling woman in her fifties whose clothes 
always smelled unwashed and you always 
heard her before you saw her.  Her booming 
voice came right from the back of her throat 
where it met her nasal passages, and her 
mouth was perpetually contorted into an 
unintended snarl.  I was so scared of her  
that I would start to shake at the sound of her 
voice as the shop door creaked open. Every 
time I saw her, she would shout, “Hullo hen,  
are you helpin’ yer maw like a guid wee  
lassie, eh?”  

I would look up at her helplessly, my lips 
tightened into the most placatory of smiles.  I’d 
beg with her my expression to leave me alone.  
On this particular day, Brenda was more 
determined than ever to get me to speak.  

“Aw, ye still no talkin’?  Ah’m tellin’ ye Nafeesa, 
it’s no right; a wee lassie like that should be 
jibberin’ a’ sorts ay shite ba noo! Oh – sorry 
that’s a bad word, hen, and ye’ll get a smack 
oaf yer maw if she hears ye sayin’ it, is that no 
right Nafeesa?”  

My mother’s forced laughter retracted into a 
tight-lipped smile as Brenda stared at me with 
new intensity and a glint in her eye.  Delving a 
sausage-fingered hand into her pocket, she 
drew out a set of keys.  
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“Look whit ah’ve goat – eh?” I looked from  
her hand to her face, uncomprehending. “Ye 
see this key ring?  It’s braw, ye ken. Ye want tae 
see it?”  

I glanced in desperation at my mother, who 
nodded imperceptibly. The key ring was  
unlike anything I’d ever seen; it was achingly 
beautiful.  Small and perfectly circular, it was 
about half an inch thick and carved out of a  
light brown wood that looked like it would  
be silky smooth to touch. Painted on its  
front was a teddy bear looking out at me with 
wide, sad eyes. She wore a pink hat, mac and 
wellington boots, and in her hand was a pink 
umbrella.  She looked as if she were about  
to go out in the rain.  The whole thing was 
polished in thinly applied, neat glaze. Brenda 
knew she’d captured my interest as she  
leaned over the counter, her enormous bosoms 
resting on it. I was jolted out of my admiration 
and became confused about how this woman’s 
face had gotten so close. Her eyes were small 
and imp-like; so incongruous in an old woman’s 
face.  The wart at the side of her nose jumped 
around when she spoke. I almost fainted with 
shock when she suddenly reached a hand over 
the counter and grabbed my own, saying, “Go 
on, hen, huv a wee feel!”  

I did, and it felt exactly as I’d imagined it would.  
And then, in a gentle, conspiratorial voice I’d 
never heard her use before, she said, “If you 
can say hullo, I’ll gie ye this key ring…eh?  That’s 
fair, is it no, hen?” 

My hand shrank back from the key ring as I 
looked once again to my mother for guidance.  I 
used to get scolded badly enough when 
relatives came to visit and tried to give me 

things, never mind this scary woman.  But she 
only smiled and said sweetly, “Go on, say hello!”  

My heart was torn; my mother was either being 
utterly insincere or just plain shy and I could  
get into serious trouble if I got it wrong.   
Glancing back at the key ring, I decided to say 
hello.  I prepared for it in my mind; practiced it  
a few times, even.  The expectant, hopeful look 
on Brenda’s face began to fade, and as I looked 
into her eyes, we both knew it wasn’t going  
to happen.  

“Right then, hen, ye hud yer chance, I’m keepin’ 
it!” she said, shaking the set of keys up by her 
face, eyebrows raised.  I felt crushed.  If only 
she’d waited a little while longer, I would have 
said it.  

Doorbell  
Shaheen Hashmat  continued

Shaheen is a Scottish Pakistani,  born and 
raised in Central Scotland. She left school at 
16 to study acting, before moving to London 
to work in a variety of sectors from finance 
and education to health and international 
development. Shaheen now works for a 
sexual health organisation and is setting up 
a charity to support survivors of honour 
abuse. Her passion for writing began in 
primary school where she won a prize for a 
story about her love of astronomy. As an 
adult, she won awards at Brunel University, 
where she got a First in English and creative 
writing. She is currently working on her 
memoir. 
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A Father’s Love

My father’s footsteps
Up the stairs,

Softly, 
O, so softly.
The scent 
Of incense
Fills the air.

My father’s murmured chants
Lie gentle on my ears.

The incense, 
And the words

Soft tokens
Of a father’s love -

So often left unspoken.

A Father’s Love 
Sudesh Sharma
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The Spill is a poem inspired by words 
found in close proximity on a page of 
Maya Chowdhry’s notebooks in the 
South Asian Diaspora Literature  
and Arts Archive (SALIDAA) – ‘Grieving 
and Mermaids’ – which made me 
think of the mythological women in 
relation to the BP oil spilll in the Gulf of 
Mexico in 2010.  

The Spill

Grieving mermaids
Adorned in black

Slick clinging
Hair, breasts, scales

Faces pale
Brown, blue, green

Eyes filmy, dull:
Have seen enough.

Grey waves rush
Crashing, depositing

Distributing fins 
Pale, torn, lifeless 
Gills filled, choking 

Charcoal tar.
Widows, they mourn: 

The Sea 
Is 

Dead.

Poems 
Emma Filtness



13   Salidaa againSt the grain

The Costume is a poem also inspired 
by contents from SALIDAA’s collection  
– this time two pieces of costume, 
which made me think of gender and 
performativity, and of birds, especially 
the Eagle, as a symbol of beauty, 
freedom and power.   

The Costume

For three nights and a matinee
She was not herself, but an eagle.

Sharp, curving beak, 
Small piercing eye.

Shimmering supple feathers, 
A heavy hide of wings

Slung across her shoulders
As if sprung from scapulae.

Amber irises and soft cocoa skin 
Glowing under layers of gold

Paint that flaked and fell if she moved
Too quickly or creased the leather, 

Landing like fairy-dust 
On the scuffed wooden floor.

Insipid is a retrospective reflection on 
my experiences of being verbally 
bullied on the basis of appearance as 
an adolescent, and of what it was like 
to wish oneself bland and invisible as 
a result.

Insipid

Sharp tongues wag
Their words saliva scars
That glisten on my body

Like the trails of slugs in moonlight
Across my face

My breasts
My wrists

They are ravenous
Fastidious eaters
Feasting on me

I long to be tasteless
Insipid

Emma Laura Filtness is a Publications 
Officer and Creative Writing Tutor at Brunel 
University. Born and raised in Corby, she 
has degrees in English and Creative Writing 
and is currently in the middle of a PhD. She 
has written since childhood and was 
recently published in Popshot, an illustrated 
literary magazine.
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Meera Syal 
Mummyji event  
30 April 2013 
 
 
Meera Syal is so often on our screens, 
on the London stage, and on the 
radio, that it’s easy to forget she is 
also a prolific writer. 

Meera acknowledges the AWWC’s role in 
providing invaluable support and feedback 
when she first came to London to pursue a 
career in the arts. Since then, she has notched 
up numerous successes. Her first novel, Anita 
and Me, is on the National Curriculum reading 
list, and was made into a highly successful 
feature film. 

Her second novel, Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee  
Hee, was turned into a TV drama. As well  
as novels, Meera has written a number of  
film and TV scripts and the book of the  
West End musical, Bombay Dreams. She  
was one of the writers, as well as the stars  
of Goodness Gracious Me, going on to be  
a vital part of the Kumars at Number 42.  
You can see her in a revival of the series  
on Sky, later this year. We had a packed  
house for her ‘in conversation’ at The  
Guildhall in Windsor, with SALIDAA’s Chair, 
Shyama Perera.

Photo: Dan Saul
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BIDISHA, 
Mummyji event  
9 MAY 2013 
 
 
Bidisha put her stamp on the literary world while 
still at school. Aged 16, she was signed up to write 
a first novel, Seahorses, which was published to 
great acclaim two years later. 

She went on to write a second novel, Too Fast to Live, but in recent 
times it is her travelogues that have received attention, including 
the most recent: Beyond the Wall, Writing a Path Through 
Palestine. Bidisha used her appearance at Slough Library where 
punters braved heavy rain to cheer her on, to announce a return 
to Palestine for the sequel. She is also, for the fun of it, and in 
tandem with her mother, an academic, translating some of 
Tagore’s classic poetry into English. 

You can hear Bidisha on a number of arts programmes and see 
her on the Newsnight Review where she is a regular guest.  Photo: Dan Saul
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The air is hot again, and for yet 
another night, we sleep in the 
courtyard. Pabi has her arms around 
Imaani, who is only seven, and fast 
asleep. I lie awake, unable to close 
my eyes, staring at the stars in the 
midnight blue. Some are brighter 
than others, but I see the tiniest 
sparkle.  

Vikant Singh reads the stars. He is a friend of 
my brother. He took Imaani in his arms one 
night last week, and pointed at the sky. It is his 
routine to tell her what the stars mean, and 
then drop her down, so she can run into the 
house to repeat what she had learnt that 
evening. We have known Vikant all our lives; 
we have grown up and gone to school and to 
the Gudwara together, and to bath in the pool 
after lessons. He has sneaked into the mosque 
with my brother in younger years. Saleem is 
with him tonight.  When he gets home, he  
will tap on the big rusting gate-doors, 
padlocked from inside. His taps will echo 
through the courtyard.

We have few bags packed. Our lives neatly 

packaged, sitting ready behind the gate-
doors, waiting for a new home; filled only with 
some light clothes, some food. Everything else 
will be lost in the streets of Amritsar. All the 
money and ghaineh we have are split between 
the bags and some left to hide on ourselves. 
Just in case. We plan to leave tomorrow.

Looking at the stars makes me sad, and sleep 
remains a stranger. I get up and roll the sheets 
below me carefully and quietly, tying a thin 
rope around them and placing the small, tight 
package on top of the bags, ready and waiting 
for the morning.

Imaani stirs, but only from the heat of  
her mother’s arm draped over her. Turning 
under the hot sticky skin of my sister-in-law  
she settles her small face in her mother’s 
bosom. I pull the poncheh of my salwaar up  
so it does not scrape against the tiled floor  
and make my way up the narrow staircase. 
Slowly, I run my hand along the thin metal 
banister, my palm losing warmth, I am 
adamant to remember every inch of my last 
home. I reach the landing, and make my way 
through the shadows, through a room that 
had been my room but is now a shell of a  
life that once was. Through the room, out of  
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a door, I take the stone stairs up to the khotha.

I could sit here forever. It’s the place I sat the 
night before my wedding, while my aunties 
took control of my bedroom, snoring and 
grunting, tossing and turning. When my 
husband left for the army, and my mother died, 
my father’s home became my brother’s. 
Saleem took me back into the house where I 
had grown, and the few memories I had of  
my father had haunted me. Sleep was a 
stranger then too, and, like tonight, I had 
retreated to the top of the house, looking over 
the city that could smell so sweet, covering  
the stench of what our worlds were  
becoming.

Amritsar is quiet, and I can’t help but feel that 
my city is disappearing with every passing 
moment. I try not to deliberate on the reality, 
but the dwindling lights, the lack of noise and 
happiness, as people prepare to move, makes 
it the centre of all thought, and I too prepare 
myself for the loss of everything I know.

My thoughts turn to my brother, and what he  
is doing with his friend, He won’t be home  
until morning, and then we will finally begin the 
journey north. Sitting on the wall, my feet 
hanging over the parapet, I remember feeling 
so afraid of the edge as a child: terrified of 
falling. The fear held through the years until I 
married and left home. On returning, I’d 
changed.

My return marked a new, tainted me. The loss 
of my mother, the fullest parent I had ever 
known, was soon shadowed by my husband’s 
death. Childless, widowed, orphaned. 
Immersed in my own brand of melancholy, the 
hours pass and the dawn takes over from the 
midnight blue.

People start to emerge from their homes, some 
on the khotheh of their own homes, hanging 
wet clothes. Beneath us from the dusty streets 

of Amritsar, I hear a familiar voice call my name 
– one of the few things that has remained 
known to me, my brother’s voice. It takes a 
moment to register that I have not imagined it, 
and I swing my legs back over and head down 
to the rusting entrance of the house.

Using the key, which hangs on a nail matching 
the bronze rust of the gate-doors, I open the 
padlock, and let Saleem in. He is so slim, I don’t 
have to open the big doors very far for him to 
slide inside. He has a small, greasy brown bag 
in his hand, which he places by the bags and 
small package of sheets.

Saleem, with dark circles under his own  
eyes, nudges Pabi awake, and we go about 
doing the little things we can before the time 
comes to wake Imaani and make a move. Pabi 
makes a quick breakfast, large, so the rationed 
food in the bag can last the journey and the 
settling. Saleem checks the bags, making sure 
our lives have been sufficiently compressed, 
made mobile, and I go room to room again 
checking the necessary things are all placed 
downstairs leaving only the shells of our  
lives. Saleem has been thorough; no memento 
of the Shah family remains in the bare rooms. 
But Amritsar will always be a nishaana of  
my family. Amritsar has the Shah family blood 
in its soil.

The sun has risen and shines through the 
banister, marking the wall, and the light is 
broken only by my shadow descending into the 
brightly lit courtyard. The tiles are warmer, and 
I try to wake Imaani, nudging the stubborn 
sleeper. She stirs, and mumbles, turning to her 
side, settling into a brand of half-sleep. I take 
the child in my arms, shaking her and blowing 
the hair away from her face, carrying her 
upstairs, her head on my shoulder and her 
legs over my arm.

We reach the khotha and I stand her up. She is 
flimsy but stands on her own two feet, trying to 
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squint, but her eyes don’t open so she  
rubs them, separating the sleep encrusted lids. 
The sun shines down on the khotha and the 
only corner shadowed has a faucet, stool and 
a little plastic container. I fill the container with 
the cold water and carry it over to the child, 
along with the little wooden stool. I place the 
stool down and start to clean Imaani’s face with 
the water. First I wash the hardened sleep 
away from her eyes. Then, I wipe the white 
lines which come away from her mouth, and 
rub her neck. The night’s dark grey sweat rolls 
off on my fingers.

The child’s hair is tied up in two plaits ribboned 
from the end back up to the start of the braid 
with messy baby tendrils covering her forehead 
and the back of her neck. Imaani, with skin 
tanned from the beginnings of an Indian 
summer, runs away as soon as she is washed. 
I drain the remaining water down the side of 
the khotha, where two feet separate our house 
from the next. I rinse my hands under the 
bronze faucet and follow Imaani down.

She sits on the raised edge of the courtyard 
eating a parontah. She systematically tears it 
so all the pieces are even squares and rubs 
pickled lemon on each piece before placing it 
in her mouth. Saleem is nowhere to be seen, 
and Pabi stands over a stove in the kitchen, 
using up the last of the attah as she makes the 
final batch of paronteh. I come in to help her 
finish up, but she hands me my plate of 
paronteh, just like my mother would - the first 
and foremost thought of the woman of the 
house is to feed everyone. Then to marry off her 
daughter.

I sit with Imaani and begin to eat the food 

slowly, savouring the flavour of the homemade 
pickle. Why has my brother gone out again? 
There have been murmurs of an uprising, and 
somehow my mind links my brother to these. 
Has Saleem been meeting secretly with the 
planners of this event? Is he there now?  Is it 
where he went last night?  Was he careful? It 
scares me the most to think that they have not 
been careful, that someone else might have 
heard the whispers, that Janki Bhen might 
have told the wrong person and brushed it off 
with her fat fingers as she hushed the listener. 
The uprising and Saleem’s plan for relocation 
stay mutually linked in my mind. If an uprising 
is in the making, and is successful, then we 
stay. If it isn’t, then we move. 

The ‘we’ is hypothetical. Saleem has already 
made the choice on our behalves.

*  *  *  *

With breakfast eaten and bags packed, 
Imaani’s greasy hands cleaned and veils 
covering Pabi’s bun and my braid, we are 
ready to leave. Walking out of the door, with a 
bag on my back and Imaani’s little hand 
clutched tightly in mine, doesn’t render the 
feelings I thought I would have. The air is hotter 
outside, stuffy, mixed in with the orange dust of 
the road and the unique smell of the drying 
tandoors. It gives me an instant feeling of 
queasiness which overwhelms the sadness I 
have inside. Saleem locks the gate and pockets 
the key in some vain attempt to keep the Shah 
family house safe.

As we walk through the busy streets, no-one 
looks at the bags or tries to stop us. They are all 
occupied with talking about the price of 
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potatoes and the rain. Passing a Gudwara I 
hear Vikant mutter “Satnam Waheguru Ji” 
under his breath. Instantly, I turn my head and 
see his closed eyes. I remember childhood 
days at the Gudwara, staring at the large men 
who would whisper the same and bow to the 
Guru Granth Sahib, eyes closed as if keeping 
all the dust and dirt from the air away from their 
souls; keeping their insides clean as they 
prayed.

Some things never change, and nostalgia 
takes over me for a second. Vikant opens his 
eyes and takes a deep breath in as we continue 
to walk. I look past him and my eyes catch a 
wall encrusted with bullet shaped holes. A 
different type of nostalgia.  

*  *  *  *

We walk and walk, Imaani in Vikant’s arms and 
Saleem carrying the extra bag on his back. 
Eventually our field passage ends, just short of 
the outskirts of Lahore. Vikant places Imaani 
down. Saleem puts the bags on the floor, and 
Pabi and I follow suit.

“We should eat before we get into the larger 
villages, and just go quickly through the city,” 
Saleem explains unpacking the tiffin. We sit 
down cross-legged on the dry, cracked ground. 
Imaani sits down on Vikant and he puts his 
arms around her and takes her hands. He runs 
his fingers over the lines that split up her palm. 
He talks quietly to the child explaining which 
her life line is, but I don’t hear his voice. I hear 
my husband, and I see his big Punjabi eyes as 
he looks up at me. 

He was crouched on the floor and my hands 
had been in his. I had been sitting on the steps 

at the front of our home, hunched over and 
looking at the lines he ran over with his coarse 
fingers. He had outlined a line on my left hand 
that ran just above my life line. He had placed 
my hands together and run his finger over the 
line, taking it over as he formed the smile my 
hands created together.

“Your right hand is your husband’s life, and  
that smile is before and after you’re married. 
This one shows how happy you where before 
we got married, and this one how happy you 
are now.”

He looked up again with his searching eyes 
waiting for my response. The half-smile on my 
left hand was broken, but the left one touched 
the base of my fingers. I smiled, and he had let 
go of my hands and joined me on the steps. 
They were small steps, narrow. He had smiled 
back.

We finish the food quickly ready to make the 
final stretch of the afternoon.

The passage through the villages is easy 
enough, and the locals go about their daily 
routines. No-one says anything to us, and we 
don’t speak to them. Nobody asks where we 
are going, and perhaps unsure of the final 
destination, I am certain they know why we 
walk close together with bags on our backs.

The sun is unobstructed and my hair sticks to 
the back of my neck. The top of my head is hot 
but the veil must stay on. As we get closer to 
Lahore, the streets get busier and noisier. 
Vikant notes that it should take us about 
another hour to get into the inner-city. Pabi’s 
hand tightens around Imaani’s as we walk past 
the narrow alleys that lead into the wider road 
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we walk down. There are only a few women 
around, mainly men. Most of them wear  
kurteh with their sleeves rolled up like  
Vikant and Saleem, but I notice one wearing  
a toti and vest. 

There are more people around than on a 
normal day in Amritsar and the streets are 
packed. There is hardly any room to walk, and 
it feels like the Baisakhi march. Saleem and 
Vikant herd us towards the sides of the road, 
their arms around us, pushing through groups 
of men who seem to have no intention of 
moving. At the side of the road, we continue 
forward at a slower pace, with Saleem and 
Vikant on the outer sides protecting us from the 
bumps and knocks of the Lahori men.

The streets remind me of Firozpur: wide and 
gritty. With all the features of the village  
miles away, this place is not the same. The 
smell is different, pungent, not like the smell  
of fresh grass that spills over into the  
street from the Firozpura farms. I can make out 
small houses, gated and neighbouring 
gardens that pass for little farms here. Small 
sheds with corrugated sheets of metal above 
splintering walls are surrounded by loose hay. 
We keep walking passt alternating houses  
and farmyards, struggling through the crowds. 
There are too many people around, and  
too much noise. I can barely hear Imaani, but I 
see her holding on to her mother’s kameez, 
covering her ears with the white cotton and 
moving her mouth.

Saleem pushes us towards the houses and 
farmyards as we take difficult steps ahead. I 
don’t even notice; I am too caught up in the 
noise and Saleem has guided us into the 

entrance of someone’s house. The small 
corridor is gated off by long metal railings. 
Nobody in the road notices, all trying to be 
heard over the noise of others. There is a door 
in front of us which has no padlock. We leave 
the long metal railings behind and go through 
the unlocked door. Saleem first, sticking his 
head into the room as we move away from  
the noise. 

We have been brought into a stranger’s room 
and led by the corridor into a single room. 
Darkness takes over, but does not hide the 
small bed in the corner and the little wooden 
footstool against the wall. A kurta is folded 
neatly and sits on the end of the bed. The room 
is cramped, with another door on the opposite 
wall.  Saleem walks like he knows the place.  
He opens the second door which is also 
unpadlocked, and leads us out into a small 
holding which I guess is the occupant’s farm,  
a tiny piece of land for the tiny shed called 
home by some unknown being.

His garden is fenced off with a small hole in the 
fence. My brother does not take us there, but 
manoeuvres us toward the other side of the 
garden to a small bricked storage unit, with a 
board of wood nailed into the open side. 
Nobody says anything; Vikant and Saleem 
work knowing each other’s moves like their 
own, each automatically attacking a side of the 
nailed board, pulling it from the bricks. The 
storage unit is empty except for weeds and 
cobwebs that have taken control.

“You need to get in here. Don’t move,” Saleem 
says, ushering Pabi into the store, then Imaani, 
and then me, pushing us into the sticky wisps 
of web. A squeeze of my hand as he guides 
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me in before encasing us in with the bags we 
carried, but no other words.

Vikant steps in as my brother steps back. “We’ll 
return shortly. I’m replacing the board, but just 
push it if you need to get out. Wait until nightfall. 
If we’re late start moving out of the city. Don’t be 
scared. Just go through the fields towards 
Chenab River. Stay away from the roads.”

He replaces the board, pushing the nails back 
into the tiny holes he and my brother have 
made in the wall. I watch them walk away 
through the lines of sight left in between the 
wood. The storage area is cold and dark and 
smells of a foul mixture of mould and urine. The 
sounds of the outskirts of Lahore lessen as we 
hide away, and the sounds that had been 
deafening now seem to be the mumblings of 
an old city on its deathbed.

We move around somehow, making space to 
sit on the weeds, and then just wait, listening. 
Imaani is quiet and lies against her mother. 
Pabi’s is hunched over her daughter, stroking 
her hair and whispering a sleep song to relieve 
the child’s boredom. We wait and try to make 
out the words of a city that seems to be  
moving. It becomes hard to tell the time of day 
in the hole.  

*  *  *  *

Pabi stirs and moves her head off my shoulder. 
She stretches out her neck and yawns. She is 
quiet for a few minutes. “He’s not come back?” 
She masks the statement in a question, in a 
hope that I will give the unexpected answer.  I 
shake my head. We sit in silence and wait 
again. I get sucked into the rhythm of Imaani’s 
deep breaths. After a while, she stirs in my 

arms and like her mother, yawns and wakes 
up. She moves her arms around to hug me and 
sits quietly on my lap. I think she will fall asleep 
again, but after a few minutes she asks how 
much longer we will be here.

I ask Pabi if I should check outside, but she  
is despondent. I move Imaani over to her 
mother, and try to clamber over the bags, 
which is hard as there is barely room to move. 
The wooden board is moist and rotting on the 
inside, so I try and push it out with my elbow, 
with half my body on the bags. It is pointless, 
and I reluctantly use my hands, falling forward 
a little bit as the nails in the board come out of 
the wall. I clamber out of our hiding place, 
brush my hands on my clothes, and readjust 
my veil and straighten up. I can see a fresh 
night sky above Lahore. The stars are different. 
New stars marking a new world that will come 
and invite us in with a warm embrace called 
religion. I move some bags out of the way and 
lean in.

“Pabi, it is night.”

She does not respond, and I don’t know what 
to do. A long moment passes and my sister-in-
law does not indicate that she has registered 
what I said. I begin to move the remaining 
bags out onto the dirty ground, realising that 
the sheets I had tied neatly in the morning are 
not here. I reach out to Imaani and she climbs 
from her mother’s lap, putting her arms around 
my neck as I help her out.

I put my niece on the ground, and lean in 
again, whispering, “Pabi, come on.”

She gets up without looking at me and I move 
out of her way. She walks out, the hopelessness 
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in her eyes emphasised by the dark shadows 
that fall across her face. She crouches down 
and throws her arms around her little girl. She 
holds the girl tightly, and I feel useless watching 
what feels like a repeat of my own loss. The 
beginning is showered with uncertainty: not 
knowing for sure whether your fears are reality; 
feeling guilty for thinking the worst, and then 
not being able to think positively because you 
know that probability favours tragedy.

She lets go of her daughter and stands up, 
looking at me. Her lips quiver as she tries to 
make a little smile but fails miserably. Pabi:  
the quiet, strong woman who takes care us  
all. Without talking we take bags and place 
them on our backs. Pabi holds another in  
her left hand, and takes hold of Imaani’s hand 
in her right. I carry the last two bags, each in 
one hand.

We walk towards the house-room guided 
through the grass and weeds by the new 
starlight. It is still unlocked, and we make our 
way through the doors until we reach the metal 
railings. Not wanting to leave, but needing to 
follow the instructions given to me, I walk with a 
feeling that tradition and spiritual-ness will 
guide us. Aye had always told me to start 
journeys with my right foot first – it indicates you 
bring good luck with your step. On my wedding 
night, I had entered my new home making 
sure that I put my right foot over the threshold 
first.

The road is quiet and empty.  We do not talk, 
we just move away from the house, slowly, 
ensuring that we do not make any sort of noise. 
Imaani does not understand the unspoken 
rules, but in the dark, she holds her mother’s 

hand tightly and walks along with us in silence, 
not complaining. The night uses up the last of 
the day’s warmth, creating a little breeze.

We cannot see anybody, but the shutters and 
gates on the shops and houses across the 
road somehow make me feel safer – signs of 
life in an alien village. All we can hear are the 
chirps of the tiny house lizards, and the 
occasional buzz of a spickle that flies by our 
heads.

I begin to wonder if there is a curfew in effect, 
and we move quickly away from the outskirts 
towards the smaller villages that we will travel 
through to get to the cannabis fields that 
surround the area. The feeling of safety 
diminishes as we get further from the city. I am 
increasingly nervous. We see nobody. We keep 
close to the side of the dusty roads, littered with 
metal cannies and glass bottles, newspapers 
and rubbish, ready to run into the nearest farm 
if curfew is in effect. It is dirty, and completely 
different from the villages that surround my 
Amritsar. Gravel covers the ground that is not 
hidden under refuse, and it gets into my 
chaapala, causing me to stop every few 
minutes and brush out yet another stone or 
clump of hardened dirt.

The worries of curfew are put to rest as we see 
a busty woman cross the street over to our 
side. She does not rush or look worried, and 
she walks a little like I imagine a dhakku  
would walk: with an uncaring stagger and  
an air of self-importance. She wears a tight 
patalia salwaar kameez in a dusky red  
shade with heavy gold embroidery around the 
neck and poncheh. The kameez is so tight 
around her torso you can see the fat on her 
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back and that she doesn’t wear anything 
underneath. I avoid eye contact with  
the woman, and she just walks past reeking  
of Glassy. The smell gets up my nostrils and  
I stifle a cough so she will not turn and  
confront us.  

I have to stop again to take off my chaapal and 
brush out yet another stone. I put it back on  
the floor, picking up the bag that I had put 
down, and slipping the sandal back on. 
Hearing raucous laughter, we increase our 
pace. There are some men across the street, 
standing under a doorway. They have bottles  
of alcohol with them, and laugh among 
themselves. They do not notice us as we get 
nearer. We are on the opposite side of the road 
to them. Imaani is hidden from view by the 
bags in my hand and on my back, and in my 
head I pray that the darkness cloaks us.

We get past the men and Pabi moves Imaani in 
front of her, and I move closer to her. The men 
stop laughing, and we hear one bellow, 
“Kurieh!”

“Don’t look. Keep walking,” Pabi whispers, 
speaking for the first time since we left our 
rotting hiding space.

I do not look. 

“Kurieh!” The same voice shouts, this time 
louder and closer. I do not look. The man gets 
closer to us, and a knot tightens in my stomach. 
He runs ahead of us and turns, walking 
backwards, looking at us. Pabi instinctually 
pulls Imaani to her side, nearer the walls.

He holds a glass bottle in his hand, half full of 
amber liquid. Rough stubble covers his face, 

and a white vest is visible under a misbuttoned, 
dirty blue, checked shirt. It is half tucked into 
thin black trousers that are held up by a white 
string. We try not to look at him, eyes watching 
our steps, his and ours, he says, “Where are 
you going?”

I don’t reply, busy looking where I walk, not 
about to stop to brush out stones from my 
footwear, but Pabi shocks me by replying to the 
man’s question.

“Jin Shahi’s house. You must know his name.” 

I break the eye-lock I have with my steps and 
automatically look at her, not believing that 
words fall effortlessly, painlessly, out of her 
mouth.

“The name doesn’t mean anything to me,” he 
slurs, staring at Pabi, and then tilts his head 
back and laughs, “It obviously doesn’t mean 
anything to her either. Where are you going 
really?”

Pabi does not reply. She continues walking, 
and he steps in front of her. She side steps him, 
and continues. He steps in front of Imaani, 
swinging the bottle in his hand and nearly 
falling into the wall of the house near us. At  
this point, Pabi must let go of the bag and of 
Imaani’s hand because in a split-second,  
she uses both hands to push the drunk away 
from her child.

“Don’t step in front of my girl,” she says, raising 
her voice, delivering a sharp, enunciated 
warning. Spit flies from her mouth.

The man stumbles back a little, being caught 
off-guard by a woman daring to show him  
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her hands. He grunts loudly, and we have  
both realised what will happen if we do not  
get away from him. We can hear his 
companions shouting and cursing, getting 
louder. Pabi is fast, and it is like her body has 
been taken over by one of the deities 
worshipped by schoolfriends at Navarathri. 
She has become Kali.

Kali is strong and fierce; she is seen on the 
battlefield with the heads of men chained 
around her neck and in her hands. She fights. 
This is what Pabi becomes as she picks up  
the bag she had dropped and swings it at  
the man’s face, causing him to fall to the 
ground. His bottle drops on the floor as he 
does, but it does not break. It rolls a little, and 
the liquid splashes out onto the ground, 
staining the dirt a darker shade of brown.

Pabi grabs Imaani’s hand and we run. The 
man is left on the floor behind us, holding  
onto his hairy jaw, and his cohorts get louder 
as they run to his rescue. The stones and  
dirt get into my chaapala quickly and it feels 
like I am running on a mixture of sand, salt and 
powdered masaleh but we keep running,  
and the men leave their leader and follow  
us, losing the Punjabi and swearing at us in 
lost Urdu.

Anujit Kaur is an English graduate and an 
aspiring novelist.

Anujit was born in London and is the middle 
child of five girls. She studied English  
at Brunel University, where she won the 
Arthur Scott prize for her final year 
dissertation. She then went on to study for 
her Masters in Creative Writing, being 
shortlisted for the Curtis Brown Prize for her 
Masters dissertation. 

She became interested in writing after 
studying Creative Writing modules as part of 
her undergraduate degree. 

Beginning of an Indian Summer 
Anujit Kaur  continued



25   Salidaa againSt the grain

Visual & public artist Bhajan Hunjan created a Mummyji project  
with Year 10 students from Highdown School in Reading, using  
her own memories of her mother and her childhood to make work  
alongside them.

Photos: Bhajan Hunjan 

Participants were inspired to discover new memories 
and new stories about their mothers and 
grandmothers and to create visual compositions that 
traced those journeys through image and text. The 
final works were exhibited at The West Wing, Slough,  
June 14 - July 6, and at the Central Library in Reading 
from July 9-13.

Reflecting on the project, Bhajan said: “This age group 
is at a point where they are discovering their own 
potential in making work, and it’s important that the 
work is personal to them. The Mummyji project 
provided an opportunity to see how the personal can 
also become public when it gets shared with an 
audience.” 
  
More of Bhajan’s work can be seen on her website 
www.bhajanhunjan.com
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Shamila and I remove our wet shoes 
and stand in front of the blazing fire, 
which is  surrounded by a fireguard 
to stop my little sisters from touching 
the flickering flames. We put on our 
slippers which my mother has left 
warming there, and Mother takes 
the towel  hanging on the fireguard 
and rubs my hands vigorously till 
they are warm and dry.

Shamila and I go into the kitchen. We make jam 
sandwiches and take them into the back room 
where Mom is sitting on the bed settee giving 
the baby her bottle of milk. Reena and Tina rush 
up, excited to see us – and the plate of 
sandwiches, which are delicious, even more so 
because we have made them ourselves. 
Shamila turns on the TV, and we all sit watching 
Torchy and Andy Pandy and perhaps Blue Peter 
or Crackerjack. It is the best part of the day!

Then, a knock on the door: my grandfather 
wanting to enter the room and knocking first so 
his daughter-in-law, my mother, can cover her 
face with the end of her dupatta. She always 
‘observes choond’ in Grandad’s presence and 

she never speaks with him, asking us instead  
to relay messages to him. This is her way of 
showing respect to Grandad and other older 
men in her husband’s family, as is the custom in 
the Punjabi villages my parents come from.

I have never seen my mother look at or speak to 
Grandad directly, so to me it is quite normal – 
and it prevents Grandad shouting and 
screaming at her as he often does with 
everyone else!

After the knock, Grandad  clears his throat (a 
secondary warning of his imminent approach), 
and comes  into the back room. The TV goes off 
and Mom brings tea, some homemade gajrela, 
and chocolate biscuits for Grandad. She’s 
always giving him special snacks, whereas we 
only get them as treats! 

Grandad spreads out his newspaper and 
Shamila and I take our schoolbooks from our 
satchels and start our homework. Reena and 
Tina roll a small ball between them, clapping 
their hands in delight, and my baby sister, Bella, 
is sleeping in her pram with a contented smile. 

As Grandad finishes his tea, he checks the time 
on his pocket watch. It is nearly six o’clock. He 
signals for the children to turn around, and the 

Evenings with 
Grandad  
Sudesh Sharma
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four of us obediently turn our backs to the 
television – he disapproves of us watching after 
the children’s programmes have finished – and  
Grandad turns on the television and settles for 
the evening. 

I watch the shadows of the flames dancing 
across the wall. I see a huge fire-breathing 
dragon flying, that changes into a cat chasing a 
bird, or a dog barking frantically. Shamila goes 
to the kitchen to help my mother with the dinner 
and I take out my library book – The Castle of 
Adventure by Enid Blyton. 

My lips move silently as I read by the light of the 
fire and soon I am lost to the world around me, 
engrossed in the adventures of my childhood 
heroes and heroines. This is how I became a 
bookworm while watching – or perhaps not 
watching – TV with Grandad! 

Sudesh Sharma is married and has two 
grown up boys. Born in India, she came to 
England aged three, one of six children, and 
grew up in Wolverhampton. After studying 
French and German at Leeds University, 
Sudesh went on to teach in both Secondary 
and Primary Schools. She has worked as a 
Headteacher, Teacher Advisor and External 
University Examiner and currently runs her 
own business. The Creative Writing Course 
at Brunel finally pushed her into putting pen 
to paper. 
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Spots of grey in the sky were 
becoming darker, gathering together 
into one massive rain cloud.  On each 
side of the road the thick branches  
of trees were becoming obscured  
by dense foliage growing in a 
hundred shades of green. I grabbed 
Aida’s arm as every muscle in my 
body tensed with excitement, and 
chanted, “We’re almost there, we’re 
almost there, we’re almost there!”   

Two winding roads later, just past Kilmahog  
(we had fun with that one), the sky dropped  
its heavy load.  It was as if the clouds were  
huge bags of water and someone had come 
along and pierced them with a pointy knife. 
Big, fat drops of rain sluiced across the 
windscreen. My Dad chuckled gleefully, “I was 
going to throw you in the loch when I got there, 
but now there’s no need – I’ll just throw you out 
the van!”

“NOOOO!” We both howled. Dad slowed the 
van down, almost to a halt. The roadside 
greenery on our right was beginning to struggle 

with great slabs of rock, thick tendrils pushing 
free out of every crack towards the sky. A long 
way ahead in the distance, the grey stone  
met with the sharp incline of Ben Vorlich.  
Its peak was obscured by dense fog. To our  
left, the road fell away into a vision which has 
stayed with me as an image of paradise  
ever since. The surface of the loch was 
shattered by the rain; all the earthen colours  
of nature and of life became blurred in its  
cold depths. And yet, on the other side,  
the steep slope of Ben Ledi was solidly real. I 
could see the difference in colour from one tree 
to the next. The rain was washing the 
mountainside, nourishing each leaf which 
stretched to meet it. As our heady excitement 
turned into awe, we were silent. Dad drove 
down, past a small, empty car park and right 
down to the stony shore.  There would be  
no one around to protest or move us on today. 
He manoeuvred the van so that its back faced 
the water, and parked about fifty feet from the 
water’s edge.  

“Right,” he said, pulling up the handbrake,  
“wait here a minute.” He clambered out and 
just for a moment, we could hear the rain 
pelting the loch before he slammed the door 
shut again. Ten seconds later, he opened up 

Loch Lubnaig  
Shaheen Hashmat
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the back of the van from the bottom upwards, 
like the boot of a car.  

“Okay, out you come!” he called. We jumped 
down from the cab of the van onto the smooth 
stones, slick now from the rain which still 
poured gloriously all around us.  Pulling the 
hood of my coat over my head, I took Aida’s 
arm and we hurried round to where the raised 
rear door formed a natural extension of the 
roof, and all three of us stood under it smiling 
as we peered into the back of the van. On the 
floor, Dad had laid out a huge rug decorated in 
exquisite detail with Arabian designs of a  
rich, deep brown colour. It was the rug our 
whole family of ten sat around for dinner  
every Sunday. Not one of us missed eating at a 
table; there was something wonderfully 
intimate about sitting cross-legged on the floor 
together as we dined like royalty on Amee’s 
incomparably sumptuous cooking. A large  
gas heater stood on the rug facing inwards, 
which Dad was clicking on to its highest setting 
now. 

“Oh, we forgot the food!” I exclaimed, and 
rushed back round to the front. Meanwhile, 
Dad and Aida made themselves comfortable 
in our newly transported Sunday dining room. 
From the front, I  surveyed them over the top of 
the seats. Aida sat in front of the heater,  
her long black hair cascading over the hood of 
her coat, and on the right Dad hung off the 
edge of the van, leaning back on his hands.  
Directly beyond them lay the simple sight of 
brown and grey stones, water and the forest 
climbing the slope of Ben Ledi. From where I 
was sitting, I couldn’t see the grey sky above.  
The uncontrolled excitement of the morning 
seemed to seep out of my pores and into the 
air around me, leaving a feeling of pure 
serenity to settle within.  After some moments, 
Dad half turned his head and asked, “Are you 
alright?”

“Yeah, I’m just coming!”

“Come on, hurry up; we are hungry!”

Jolted out of my reverie, I clutched the bags 
tightly and placed myself in the picture I had  
just been reflecting upon. We sat in a semi-
circle and laid out all the tubs of food, plastic 
cups, soft drink bottles and napkins. The 
pakoras and the omelettes had gotten slightly 
soggy as they cooled in their foil wrappers,  
but they tasted perfect nonetheless.  Amee had 
cut the omelette sandwiches into triangles, 
which we now opened up and patterned with 
brown sauce.  I thought of her smile as she 
waved us away that morning, and almost felt 
sad because she wasn’t here.   

As we ate, the silence around us was complete, 
save for the pervasive patter of rain on the  
loch, the trees and the roof of our blue van. I 
sneaked a glance at my Dad. There was a look 
on his face I’d never seen before.  His 
moustache danced with delight as his jaw 
worked to release every delicate flavour, and 
his eyes flitted without cease from loch to tree 
and back to his food. It was as if his eyes were 
greedy, unable to take in enough of the 
splendid sights before him. Aida too, seemed 
to be spellbound by the endless ripples of 
water continually radiating outwards; each one 
striving to maintain its beauty despite the 
surrounding deluge. It may have been cold 
and wet outside, but we were warm.  The time  
we had here before we became submerged  
in chaos again may have been scant, but  
we were at peace. I think what I saw was 
happiness. 
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Mummy

My mum. Mummy.
So tiny now

Was the tallest person I ever knew
Then.

Her anchoring hands held mine as we sailed
through crowds of strangers at weddings in Pakistan.

Never letting go.

Three poems  
Mediah Ahmed
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Coming of Age

The taste of 7 is cola flavoured hubba bubba.
The smell of 7 is red fizzy strawberry panda pop.
The sound of 7 is cricket with a tennis racquet.
The touch of 7 is quality street sweet wrappers.
The sight of 7 is making castles in the sand pit.

The taste of 11 is of lemon & lime icepops.
The smell of 11 is freshly cut grass.
The sound of 11 is of society not believing me.
The touch of 11 is the unwanted hand up my kameez.
The sight of 11 is my books.

The taste of 15 is halva puri.
The smell of 15 is open air sewage.
The sound of 15 is my grandmother voicing disgust,at her westernised grandchild
The touch of 15 is the River Jhelum.
The sight of 15 is the dirty gaze of men.

The taste of 19 is fish & chips in the pub.
The smell of 19 is independence.
The sound of 19 is past memories.
The touch of 19 is Schroedinger’s cat.
The sight of 19 is the ever expanding universe.
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Untitled

Dot 
Line 

Letters Words 
Spaces Sentences

Paragraphs Essays Stories
Assignments Plays Thesis 

First Draft. Re-draft. 
Cut and Paste. 
Cut and Paste. 

Cut 
And

Paste.
If only.

If only I could 
Cut and paste you into my life.

 The man I’m in love with, 
And cannot have.

Three poems  
Mediah Ahmed  continued

Mediah Ahmed is an Information Support 
Assistant at Whitechapel Medical and Dental 
Library, Queen Mary, University of London.

Mediah is a British Pakistani, born and bred 
in London. She did a degree in Astrophysics 
in 2004 and a PhD in Biophysics in 2010, 
both at Queen Mary.

Mediah’s interest in writing was sparked 
when she participated in a writing workshop 
called Unheard Voices at The Royal Court 
Theatre.

Mediah has had a dab at writing a number 
of poems and it’s a dream to see her writing 
published.



Top: Community visit to the SALIDAA archive

Middle & Bottom: A community oral history 
interview
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Community workshops facilitated by 
Rinku Mitra opened a rich seam of 
memories. Rinku is an educator with 
particular interest in engaging 
young people and communities to 
access collections and share their 
personal experiences. 

Four workshops were created in partnership 
with an Asian women’s voluntary group, Meet 
and Mingle and community group, Milan, with 
participants developing conservation skills and 
oral history interviewing techniques. 

Meet and Mingle members brought items to 
the workshops which were of ‘special’ value to 
them. These ranged from photographs of 
Aksa’s father taken in Pakistan in the 1950s, to 
a Punjabi-English dictionary which Manjit’s 
father had used for his studies, and the only 
letter written by Kethi’s mother to her daughter. 

Milan community group chose to share their 
experiences of leaving India and Pakistan and 
their first impressions of arriving in England. 
They interviewed each other and recorded 
their stories to share with others. These are 
now available on the SADAA website.



Shrabani Basu 
Mummyji event  
30 April 2013 
 
 
Shrabani Basu’s meticulously researched 
biography of Abdul Karim – given to Queen 
Victoria as a ‘gift from India’ – had the British 
establishment in a flap. 

It pointed to a friendship between the pair that was far more 
intimate than that of master and servant. Her update of 
Victoria & Abdul was even more electrifying because  
by then – 2011 - she had found Abdul Karim’s personal 
diary, held by his descendants in Karachi. It confirmed, she 
told a spellbound audience at Battle Library, levels of 
interdependence that bordered on the romantic despite the 
huge age difference. She showed us the Queen’s Urdu 
script – she both spoke and wrote the language - conserved 
in the Royal archives, and menus confirming the Queen ate 
curry every day.  Shrabani’s biography of Noor Inayat Khan, 
Spy Princess, is similarly full of suprises
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Debjani Chatterjee 
Mummyji event  
20 April 2013 
 
 
Debjani Chatterjee’s infectious 
enthusiasm for language is 
expressed through writings that 
range from her books of poetry for 
and by children – Animal Antics, 
Masala, Rainbow World, to her 
poetry for adults – Namaskar, Albino 
Gecko, The Sun Rises in the North.

In between are numerous plays and 
translations. Inevitably, someone as driven as 
Debjani is fuelled by a huge enthusiasm for 
people as well as words and the children at 
Reading Central Library responded  with great 
cheer to an event in which she brought to life 
her acclaimed children’s story – The Most 
Beautiful Child. 
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It was the heavy blanket of jasmine 
flowers that cascaded over Zoya’s 
gate walls which distinguished her 
house from the other forty in her 
block. In every other way, her house 
was typical of those found in all 
suburbs on the outskirts of Lahore. 

When Zoya’s father-in-law had planted it  
forty years ago, he could never have known  
it would seal the fate of his then  
newlywed daughter-in-law. He had planted a 
tiny sapling within weeks of her wedding to his 
only son. By the time Zoya’s own sons had 
swapped Lahore for the bright lights of  
London, that sapling had grown as high as  
the gate walls. As Zoya’s first grandchild was 
born, oceans away, the jasmine branches  
had begun to cascade down the gate  
walls, enchanting passers-by with its fragrance. 
One such passer-by had been Dr Maha. 

Almost three years ago to the day, Dr Maha  
by chance stood outside Zoya’s home and  
told what she thought was just a little white  
lie to a man she only knew from fleeting 
conversations over his brother’s hospital bed. 

As Dr Maha plucked one of the delicate  
white flowers and pressed it between her 
impeccably manicured fingers, she told the 
man that the house belonged to her aunt; a 
careless lie that passed her lips bypassing  
her brain. Having uttered it she never gave it  
a thought, like any other she had innocently 
told to thwart unwelcome male advances. 
Having heard it, the man politely left. Within 
moments he melted into the crowds of boys 
playing cricket. Once she was sure he had 
gone, Dr Maha vanished into her hostel and 
from there onto a coach back home to Multan 
with no intention of seeing Lahore again, 
having finished with both her secondment  
and her desire to practice medicine. The lie 
however lingered in the air beside Zoya’s 
beloved jasmine plant before bedding deep 
into the soil for years to come.  

After weeks of desperately pacing the  
hospital entrance waiting for Dr Maha, and 
having painstakingly obtained Zoya’s number, 
the day came when the man finally called  
Zoya. It was exactly one month after her 
husband’s death and nearly two since Dr  
Maha had left for Multan. The shrill ringing of 
the phone broke the silence that  
had descended since the last mourners finally 

Zoya (An extract)  
Farrah Yusuf
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left. The man introduced himself as Hamid 
Nawaz. 

Hamid’s voice was soft yet pained, sweet  
yet stubborn and courteous yet firm. From  
that first call, he called Zoya, masi, as if she 
was his aunt too. He complimented her on  
her garden, marvelled at the beauty of her 
jasmine plant, enquired after her health  
and finally asked after her niece, Dr Maha. A 
baffled Zoya simply put the receiver down.  
He waited a day before calling again. Over  
the next three years, no matter how many  
calls he made, curses Zoya gave him and 
beatings he received from her neighbours, 
those tones in his voice never changed.  
His manners never once wavered. Neither did 
his determination to find Dr Maha, who he 
insisted was his ‘jaan’. 

Exhausted, Zoya indulged the calls for  
longer than she normally would have. After 
the twelfth confused exchange where Zoya 
insisted he had the wrong number and  
Hamid politely but persistently said he was 
sure he didn’t, Zoya yanked her phone cable 
from its socket. The motion sent her husband’s 
battered telephone diary flying. The crumpled 
pages filled with his elegant Urdu script  
spun in the air and the already loose leather 
binding detached, before finally hitting the 
marble floor. As she stared down at the  
pages, a sudden gust of wind swept through 
her open window and filled her nostrils with  
the smell of jasmine. It felt sickly sweet as  
it stuck in her throat. She found herself 
submitting to the impulse to grab a knife and 
made her way to the garden. Within minutes, 
she was covered in a flurry of white petals, 
crushed buds and broken leaves. Holding  
the walls for support she  hacked away at  
every jasmine flower she could find, and  
when she was done, she made her way slowly 
back into the house. Ignoring the scattered 
pages of her husband’s telephone diary, for  

the first time in her life Zoya went to her  
bed fully clothed and gently rocked herself to 
sleep. In the dark, white jasmine petals 
glistened in a thin stream of moonlight as she 
breathed softly.  

This is an extract of a short story which aims  
to explore ageing, loneliness, mental illness, 
the taboo of mental illness in Asian society, 
migration and the often unusual ways 
people connect. 
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Looking through my papers, I find 
that a handful of us: Rukhsana 
Ahmad, Ranjana Ash, Paola 
Marchionni, Vayu Naidu and I, met 
together as a formal Steering Group 
in June 1999, with the aim of 
establishing an Archive of the 
literatures and arts of the South Asian 
diaspora in England. How we 
managed to do so, I cannot 
remember, but we already had the 
promise of some seed money from 
the Arts Council of England to set up 
an initial feasibility study and  
business plan.  

It had taken more than a year’s discussion  
and exchanges of ideas and thoughts  
before we reached that point. Our discussions 
started, in a way, with a series of literature  
and arts events held throughout 1997-8 
commemorating fifty years Indian and  
Pakistani independence. After one such event 
in Birmingham, some of us were reflecting  
on the way writing by South Asians in this 

country had changed over those fifty years  
and recognised that at some point during  
this time, there was a consciousness of our 
being a diaspora of British Asians; a sense  
of ourselves and our cultural identity as  
multi-layered. And our writing reflected this 
changed awareness. Moreover, a very similar 
phenomenon was reflected in all the arts, 
visual and performance as well as in literature, 
by artists and practitioners who were  
originally from South Asia. Something very rich 
and exciting was going on; indeed, had gone 
on. A British Asian narrative was being told. 
A cultural history was happening around us 
reflected in a growing body of works. Why  
were we not recording this history and 
preserving these cultural materials in a 
systematic way?

And that was how the idea – or dream, was it? 
– of setting up an archive came to be.

Some months after that first formal meeting in 
June 1999, we gave ourselves the name 
SALIDAA, South Asian Diaspora Literature  
and Arts Archive. No, it was not quite an 
acronym. By March 2000, Rahila Gupta had 
completed a business plan and a feasibility 
study, recommending strongly that we set up 

SALIDAA:  
How it all began 
Lakshmi Holmström 
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an online archive along with the physical 
archive. In the following months, we appointed 
Paola Marchionni as Project Director for the 
Archive, and put in an application to the  
New Opportunities Fund, to set up a digital 
archive. Suddenly, it looked as if the dream 
might become reality.

SALIDAA has seen many vicissitudes in the  
past years. We have had some wonderfully 
productive years, and acquired some superb 
materials, but we have also had some lean 
years when the archive was unable to grow  
or be used. Somehow we held on to the  
hope that we might come through, re-thinking 
our aims and re-focusing our vision if need  
be. The renaming of the archive more simply 
and sharply as SADAA, the South Asian 
Diaspora Arts Archive, in a way, represents a 
new moment for the Archive. Similarly, the 
celebration through the Mummyji project of 
one of the finest collections in our physical 
archive, reinforces our aim of achieving an 
interactive, live and growing SADAA.

Lakshmi Holmström is a writer and 
translator. She has translated short stories, 
novels and poetry by the major contemporary 
writers in Tamil. Her most recent books 
include Wild Girls, Wicked Words, poems  by 
four Tamil women (2013) and A Second 
Sunrise, poems by the Sri Lankan Cheran, 
translated and  edited by Lakshmi Holmström 
& Sascha Ebeling (2012). In 2000 she 
received the Crossword Book Award for her 
translation of Karukku by Bama; in 2007 she 
shared the Crossword-Hutch Award for her 
translation of Ambai’s short stories, In a 
Forest, a Deer; and she received the Iyal 
Award from the Tamil Literary Garden, 
Canada, in 2008. 

She is a founding trustee of SALIDAA (South 
Asian Diaspora Literature and Arts Archive).
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Ravinder Randhawa is the writer 
who kick-started a slice of history by 
setting up what would become the 
Asian Women Writers Collective.

In 2013 we live in the era of the creative writing 
degree, creative writing mentors, creative 
writing consultancies and endless variations 
on the theme.  

The precursors to this phenomenon were the 
writers’ workshops of the 1980s. While it is my 
belief that ‘vision’ or ‘talent’ cannot be taught I 
also believe that writing is as much craft as 
creativity. Any fictional work or indeed non-
fiction is a process of development, revision 
and editing; a process aided by feedback and 
critiques from those who’ve given concentrated 
attention to the text. The feedback of other 
writers, lecturers or editors can be more useful 
if it comes with a socially and culturally informed 
background, though I don’t wish to make hard 
and fast rules about creative writing.  

The 1970s and 1980s were decades when the 
Asian community began to redefine its 
presence and identity in England. Not just in 
terms of English society and culture but also in 

terms of Asian society and culture. Both were 
under the microscope. By this time many British 
Asian women had begun to participate in the 
political ferment of the times, which questioned 
the existing politics, racism and sexism, a 
participation which also led them to question 
the Asian ‘identities’ that had moulded them. 

I had always known that writing is my vocation 
and had begun to pursue it seriously. My first 
short story had been published and I was 
coming to grips with the solitary business of 
being a writer. It occurred to me that there  
must be other Asian women writers in the  
same position, and that they may be interested 
in joining a writers’ workshop, specifically  
for Asian women, which would allow for 
informed feedback, development, learning 
about the publishing world, shop-talk, 
socialising etc. I placed advertisements in Time 
Out (at that time London’s most popular  
social magazine), asked around for names of 
writers, phoned them up and asked others to 
spread the word. And thus the Asian Women 
Writers Workshop was born. Many came  
and went, but some stayed and continued so 
that a regular group developed.   

Literature and writing mean different things  

The Asian women 
writers workshop. 
From our roots grow 
branches. 
Ravinder Randhawa
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to different people, but the process of writing is 
the same i.e. the transmission of emotion, 
empathy and ideas through the skillful use of 
words to create character, plot, structure and 
style, requiring the writer to mix the apparently 
contradictory disciplines of creativity and 
intellectual rigour. It is my view that the 
workshop, as it was originally, took a wrong 
turning when it became a collective. I was not  
in favour of the change. It appears to me  
that process became confused with politics, 
which inevitably led to the Collective’s demise.

I must here make it clear that I had left after a 
couple of years to concentrate on writing my 
first novel, A Wicked Old Woman. Therefore I 
did not participate in its later stages. 

Ravinder Randhawa has published in many 
anthologies and magazines and is the 
author of three novels: A Wicked Old Woman. 
HARI-jan and The Coral Strand. 

Kavita Randhawa Kukar attended the 
University of East Anglia and afterwards 
gained experience by doing internships with 
various media companies. She went on to 
work on the production team of the Olivier 
award winning The Railway Children, as well 
as developing a career in radio. Kavita 
currently presents the flagship show ‘The Big 
Drive Home’ on Asian Star Radio 101.6 FM.

Photos: Dan Saul
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Rahila Gupta only realised later, that 
she had played a vital role in 
changing the political nature of the 
AWWC.

London’s underground cultural and political life 
was on fire in the nineteen eighties – at least 
that’s how I remember it. Everywhere you 
looked, there was an explosion of groups 
coming together on the basis of identities,  
some of whom had not been given a stall in  
the marketplace before. Ken Livingstone, as 
Mayor of GLC, had a vision and a purse to 
match. Anti-racist groups, police monitoring 
groups, black women, Asian women, lesbians, 
working class women, disabled women, incest 
survivors, a women’s electrical collective, the 
Irish Women’s festival of culture, and the older 
feminist network emerged blinking into  
the light. The AWWC became the new girl on  
the block.

I was working as Managing Editor of Shakti,  
a bi-monthly magazine produced by the 
National Association of Asian Youth in Southall, 
when I received a phone call from Ravinder 
Randhawa, who invited me to join her newly  
set up group of Asian women writers. I protested 

that I was a journalist, that I had not done  
any creative writing, at least nothing that I  
had dragged out of the closet so far and  
gulped. How wonderful and how scary that 
there was a group of women out there with 
common cultural references who wanted to 
share their writing with each other.  I was  
heavily pregnant at the time and could  
not attend the inaugural meeting, but five  
or six months later, I went along to the 
appropriately named, A Woman’s Place,  
next to Embankment station. What stopped  
me sinking into the moth-eaten and torpor-
inducing sofas was the brisk pace of the 
meetings, livened with humour, wit and the 
sharp critique of a group of about eight women 
who were paradoxically like me and yet not. 

Every so often, perhaps one meeting out of  
four, it would be your turn to share a piece  
of writing.  When it was my turn, I pulled out  
with trembling hands something I had  
scribbled as my mother lay dying. On  
reflection it was a strangely private piece to 
have shared with a relatively new group  
and perhaps testimony to how comfortable I  
felt with them. Nevertheless, I was nervous. 
Their reception was warm and appeared to  
be sincere. It invalidated those doubts I had 

Sisters are doing it 
for themselves. From 
writers workshop to 
writers collective  
Rahila Gupta 
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about whether it could interest anybody  
else. The piece was published in Right of  
Way as ‘A Beginning and an End.’ That is all  
I wanted from the group – a home for my  
literary aspirations. I got that and a whole  
lot more: many enduring friendships that 
continue till today.

I’m told by my friends, however, that I wanted 
more. When the group was beginning  
to redefine itself and to reflect that in a new 
name, I apparently led the arguments  
to change Asian into Black, Women into 
Feminists, Group into Collective. You can read 
about those debates in the preface to  
our anthologies, Right of Way and Flaming 
Spirit. I won one out of three when the  
group renamed itself Asian Women Writers’ 
Collective. 

The way it should be – in a collective.

Rahila Gupta is a writer, journalist and 
activist. She writes for The Guardian and 
openDemocracy. She co-wrote the book 
and screenplay, Provoked, (released 2007). 
She has written for Westway, a BBC radio 
drama series. Her book Enslaved was 
published in 2007 and her play Don’t  
Wake Me: the Ballad of Nihal Armstrong 
toured in 2013

Atiha Sen Gupta  has written for Skins (E4). 
She was nominated for the Evening 
Standard Most Promising Playwright Award 
and the John Whiting award in 2010 for 
What Fatima Did (Hampstead Theatre, 
2009). The play has been in repertory since 
2011 in Germany and was awarded the 
Jugendstuckepreis award in 2012.

Photos: Dan Saul
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Rukhsana Ahmed, one of the leading 
lights of the AWWC recalls the group’s 
huge influence on what, and how, 
she wrote.    

I was intrigued when Ravinder Randhawa 
invited me to join a writers’ workshop for Asian 
women for which she’d obtained funding. I 
think she saw my work in the Asian Post and got 
my number from them. 

The venue was charming. Hungerford House 
on the Embankment, stocked with battered 
furniture, campaign leaflets and chipped mugs, 
was called A Woman’s Place in those brave  
old days. To step into a cosy den full of  
kindred spirits was instant joy. I felt I belonged.  
I was planning a work of non-fiction; the  
AWWC led me astray but it also anchored me 
as a writer.

All of us were on a quest for self-expression. 
With our stories from other-where, stories  
with women at the helm, we were still uncertain 
of our audience. We became that for each 
other: an engaged, critical and enthusiastic 
audience, an embryonic readership. 

Ravi’s intention was to provide criticism in  
a spirit of support and co-operation rather  
than rivalry and competition but so intense  
was our passion for writing and our drive to 
improve that a friendly professional rivalry and 
hidden hierarchies surfaced as a core group 
emerged.

Yet, the commonalties that united us then 
seemed more powerful than any fissures  
and divides in the collective psyche both back 
home and here. We all came from different 
linguistic backgrounds. English was definitely 
the lingua franca – but you could slip in Urdu/
Hindi slang and swear words, without 
explanation, and assume knowledge of the 
cultural referents, tropes, myths and traditions 
of our respective motherlands.

No one foresaw the cracks that followed in  
the wake of that horrific event with a  
bizarre acronym: ‘Nine-eleven’. (It was mildly 
shocking to hear a well-known former member,  
berating all Muslims and flaunting her Indian 
origins on television to avoid any damage  
by association – Asian sisterhood, solidarity 
and her ancestral pre-partition hometown 
clearly forgotten.)

Collectively 
speaking, redefining 
a woman’s place  
Rukhsana Ahmed
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Antiracism and feminism were major themes  
of the day. Slowly, the exchange of ideas, 
debates and readings at the workshop, as 
much as some troubling events in my own 
extended family, politicised me further. I might 
not have written a play set in a refuge if  
Rahila Gupta had not been involved with 
Southall Black Sisters. The march for Balwant 
Kaur, for which she mobilised us all, and her 
own elegiac tribute to Kaur inspired me. I  
visited refuges and interviewed workers but  
my richest research came from the weekly 
writing workshops she set up for me in a refuge. 

Early on, realising that the writing emerging 
from the workshop was publishable, I  
asked Ravi if I should find a publisher. Ros  
de Lanerolle, the late editor of the now  
defunct The Women’s Press, responded 
enthusiastically. I co-ordinated the submission 
but we edited collectively choosing to be 
inclusive and egalitarian within the agreed 
parameters of progressive politics. There was 
zero tolerance for reactionary agendas and 
political incorrectness.  

Long before Right of Way was published, I  
was commissioned to write a play. The 
impossibility of reading aloud longer texts,  
and the growing burden of time that 
collectivisation imposed, made it difficult for  
me to continue. I had to bow out; but the 
workshop’s key principles of support, 
constructive criticism and assiduous rewriting 
informed the workshops I went on to design  
for Kali Theatre Company. The number of 
burgeoning writers AWWC drew and the  
scores of playwrights Kali has developed over 
the years prove how valuable a writers’ 
workshop is as a mooring and a landing  
stage for new writers…

 

Rukhsana Ahmad has written and adapted 
several plays for the stage and radio, 
achieving distinction in both. River on Fire 
was runner-up for the Susan Smith-
Blackburn Prize. She has published a novel, 
The Hope Chest, numerous short stories and 
We Sinful Women, a collection of Urdu 
feminist poetry in translation as well as The 
One who did not Ask, a novel by Altaf Fatima.

Rukhsana co-founded Kali Theatre Company 
and led it for eight years. She is a founding 
trustee of SALIDAA, which she also chaired 
for ten years.

Aamina Ahmad has worked for BBC World 
Service Drama and script edited on a 
number of long running series including 
Eastenders, The Bill, and Hustle. She 
participated in Arista’s Scribes, the UK Film 
Council’s Blank Slate scheme and the Critical 
Mass Course at the Royal Court. Aamina has 
just completed an MFA in Creative Writing at 
the Iowa Writers’ Workshop where she is a 
Creative Writing Fellow. Her short fiction 
appears in And the World Changed.

AWWC
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about
Salidaa 

SALIDAA’s office and physical 
archive is housed at Brunel 
University. In July 2013, we will 
re-launch as SADAA, the South 
Asian Diaspora Arts Archive.

You can contact us at Brunel by writing to:   

SADAA ARCHIVE
C/o Special Collections Librarian 
The Library
Brunel University 
Uxbridge 
Middlesex 
UB8 3PH

The SADAA website will go live in August  
2013. From that point, you will be able to 
communicate with SADAA staff via email. 

www.sadaa.co.uk

The trustees of SADAA are vital  
to its success. They are:

> Bhajan Hanjan
>  Lakshmi Holmström, MBE
>  Rinku Mitra
>  Sanjay Nazerali
> Vandana Patel
>  Shyama Perera
>  Ranjit Sondhi, CBE
>  Rohan Thamotheram
>  Sheena Vick
>  Jocelyn Watson

ISBN  978-0-9926028-0-2
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