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For Natasha, Anna, Ben and Jordan; 

and for Bachanu, a sister lost but now found forever





I have forsaken my house,

I have abandoned my heritage;

I have given the beloved of my soul

into the hands of her enemies.

My heritage has become to me 

Like a lion in the forest,

She has lifted up her voice against me;

Therefore I hate her.



Jeremiah xii, 7–8





Author’s Note

In my first book Shame, and the sequel Daughters of Shame, I gave my three children pseudonyms. But as I made the journey that forms the core of this book and wrote about it afterwards, I kept feeling that it was for them. It was our joint heritage that I went looking for, and what I found is a legacy for them as well as me. So this time round, with their permission, I’ve given them their real names: Natasha, Anna and Jordan.





Timeline of Jasvinder’s Life

1951

Chanan Singh arrives in Derby, UK, from Kang Sabhu, Punjab.

1955

Chanan Singh returns to Punjab.

1957

Chanan Singh returns to Derby, bringing wife and family with him.

1965 (September)

Jasvinder born, Derby.

1981 (August)

Jasvinder runs away to Newcastle with Jassey Rattu. Disowned.

1984

Jasvinder marries Jassey. They settle in Bradford.

1985

Natasha born.

1987

Jasvinder and Jassey buy a house in Pudsey, away from Asian area.

1989

Jasvinder’s sister Robina commits suicide.

1990

Jasvinder returns to Derby and buys house with Jassey. 

1991

Jasvinder leaves Jassey.

1992

Mother dies.

1993

Jasvinder marries Rajvinder Sanghera. Anna born. Jasvinder takes A levels.

1994

Karma Nirvana founded. Jasvinder starts degree at Derby University.

1996

Karma Nirvana gets funding from National Lottery.

1997

Jasvinder splits from Rajvinder. Jordan born. Jasvinder graduates from Derby University (First Class Honours), buys her own house in Oakwood (suburb of Derby).

1999

Father dies.

2000

Jasvinder moves back into Asian area of Derby.

2004

Jasvinder moves to village outside Derby.

2007

Shame published. Honour Network Helpline established.

2008

Jasvinder receives Woman of the Year award. The Forced Marriage Act passes into law.

2009

Daughters of Shame published. Jasvinder receives Pride of Britain Award and an Honorary Doctorate from University of Derby. 

2010

Jasvinder and family leave Derbyshire. Later in the year, Jasvinder visits Kang Sabhu.





Prologue

On Saturday mornings when I was a child, after a big family breakfast of curry and chapattis, Dad and I used to drive up to his allotment together. It was on Ascot Drive, at the edge of an industrial area of warehouses and small factories, well away from the busy Asian neighbourhood in the middle of Derby where we lived. As he drove along in the orange Ford Cortina with the black plastic seats and the windscreen wipers that didn’t work, Dad would mutter to himself, nodding and shaking his head as if rationalising things. 

He would mutter even more if Mum had been complaining about him not going to the gurdwara, the Sikh temple at the end of the road where she went every Saturday and most weekdays as well. ‘Why do I need to go there to worship a God I don’t believe in?’ he would say. ‘I leave that to you. Anyway, you only go there to gossip.’ My mother hated it when he said that. She would storm out of the house slamming the door, leaving Dad standing there, his head wobbling.

All week Dad worked nights at the Qualcast foundry up the road, making parts for lawnmowers. So Saturday was his special time. His routine never changed. Every Friday evening he would be down in the Byron pub at the end of our street, drinking and playing cards with his mates, mainly Indian men who spoke Punjabi. Then, after a good night’s sleep and breakfast he would head up to the allotment with me. My sisters could have come as well, if they had wanted to, but they weren’t bothered. I loved it. When Dad said he was going I would always jump up. 

There were two great big rusty iron gates at the entrance, which swung outwards. When we arrived it was my job to get out of the car and pull them open. Once inside, Dad would park the Cortina on the dirt circle and lock the gates again. Then we would walk over together to his patch. It wasn’t a bad size, probably twenty feet by forty, with a shed at one end. On one side there were mounds of soil and then in the middle, all the vegetables Dad was growing. Potatoes, in neat rows. Onions. Radishes, which we would have in our chapattis. Tomatoes. Marrows. Once he grew a marrow so huge that it was the talk of the allotments. I remember him calling people over to look at it.

Dad and I would work together, doing whatever needed to be done. Digging, planting, hoeing, weeding, watering, staking up new plants. It was hard work, but Dad always seemed at his happiest doing it. He came alive up there, getting his hands dirty, working with the soil. 

When we were finished for the day he would sit outside the shed in his battered old deckchair, smoking a cigarette, sipping at a glass of whisky, or desi, the fiery Indian spirit that he and his friends distilled themselves. As the light faded, I sat on the ground beside him, crumbling the loose earth through my fingers as I listened to his stories of the past, the air around us tangy with the smell of leeks and onions. He would tell me about the place he came from, the Punjab. 

‘The breadbasket of India, putt. It covers only one and a half per cent of the surface area of the country, yet it provides two thirds of India’s grain. Remarkable, eh?’ 

Dad would always speak to me in Punjabi, the language we used at home. Even by the end of his life he had only picked up the smattering of English he needed to get by at the factory and on the streets. My mother didn’t speak English at all.

Dad’s village was called Kang Sabhu, and as a child I used to picture it as a bigger version of the allotment, a place where Dad had been happy. On his bit of land, he told me, there was a huge shady tree, where at the end of the day the men would sit and talk, chewing sugar cane and cooling themselves with big wooden fans. 

‘Would I have sat there with you, like I do here?’ I would ask.

‘Goodness me, no. In the daytime, when your chores were done, you might have played under the tree. But in the evening your place would be back home, with the women.’ If Dad had stayed in India, he continued, and I had grown up there, I would have been helping my mother with the household chores, grinding the grain, or perhaps looking after my little sister Lucy, while Mum fetched water from the village well in the big bronze pot that was far too heavy for children to carry. 

Water had been precious then, Dad explained. It wasn’t something that gushed easily out of a tap. Before he left India for good, in the late 1950s, there was no such thing as an irrigation system for the crops. There was the village well and that was that. You walked in the heat across the fields to fetch what water you needed. Ploughing was done with bullocks – and some of them could be stubborn, obstinate creatures, not like the tractors they had over there these days. As for his cows, he would be up early every morning to milk them, before carrying his churns into the village to be sold. ‘I was a milkman in India,’ he used to joke to me.

It was because life had been so hard that Dad decided as a young man to leave India and bring his wife and young family to England, where the story was that the streets were paved with gold: there were jobs that paid good wages, there was free education for children, there was free healthcare – for Dad and his fellow migrants such benefits were very real. As members of the Commonwealth, they would be accorded full rights of residence in the UK. Dad hadn’t imagined he would spend the rest of his life here. His plan was to make money and then return.

Dad wasn’t the only Punjabi who took the initiative to come over to fill the unskilled jobs in industry that there weren’t enough English people to do after the Second World War. He told me how he and the other hopefuls set off from their villages in their crisp white cotton shirts and salwar kameez, the loose, pyjama-like garments worn by Punjabis of both sexes. When they reached the coast, they boarded the boat to England. To keep themselves amused, he and the other men danced the bhangra on deck, the wild traditional dance that was normally part of the celebrations for harvest. Dad played the dhol, the Asian drum, beating out the rhythm. I loved to imagine Dad doing this, with earrings in his ears; it was an image far removed from the quiet and serious man in drab brown clothes I was used to at home.

Of course, when he got to Derby, Dad soon discovered that things were not in fact quite like that ‘paved with gold’ fairy tale. There were, as promised, jobs at the foundries, but finding a place to stay wasn’t easy. What he and his friends had heard about the UK was one thing; on the ground they were not as welcome as they had expected. Landlords were unwilling to rent to people of colour. There were signs in the windows of guest houses that read NO IRISH, NO BLACKS. People stopped talking when they went into shops or pubs. Even though Dad came from India he was lumped together with all the other Asian immigrants as a ‘Paki’. Once, he was even ordered off a bus. 

For the first five years he was on his own over here. He had left my mother back in Kang Sabhu. She was his second wife, the younger sister of his first, who had died from a snakebite. As was the custom, Mum had no choice in the matter of her life partner. At the age of fifteen she was told that this was the man she was going to marry, her dead sister’s husband. As well as Dad, she also took on the care of the child from that first marriage, a little girl called Bachanu (in Punjabi pronounced Budge-en-or).

When Mum finally came over to the UK, late in the 1950s, she brought the three children she’d had with my father: Prakash, Ginda and my brother Balbir. Bachanu was left behind; by that stage she was married, so there was no question of her coming too. Instead she stayed with her new husband, Gurdial, in India. In my mind, she was always an intriguing mystery. I had once seen a black and white photo of her, but what was she really like? ‘You’ll meet her one day,’ my father told me. He meant, of course, when I got married and, like the rest of my sisters, was taken back to the Punjab by my mother for the traditional wedding celebrations. 

But then, as I have described in my book Shame, I never did get married to the man my parents intended me for, the man who stood in the middle of the group of other strangers in the photograph on the mantelpiece, the man who was shorter than me, whose name I never knew. At the age of fifteen-and-three-quarters I ran away from home with Jassey, a Sikh of a different, lower caste from us jatts – a chamar. By doing that I disgraced myself in the eyes of my family and my community. I never saw Kang Sabhu and I never met Bachanu. 

As for Dad, though he had always planned to go back to Kang Sabhu one day to live, things didn’t work out that way. When he and my mother had finally married off all their other six daughters and their one son, they were faced with a new responsibility: Sunny, the young son of my older sister Robina, who tragically committed suicide by setting herself on fire. Sunny brought both my parents much happiness in their final years, but he also put paid to any idea they might have had of going back to India for good. 
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Dad was an old man before he returned to Kang Sabhu, even for a holiday. When he did, he took Sunny with him and the visit was a great success. Everyone in the village came out to meet them and they celebrated his return with a great feast. I would love to have been there with them, to have seen that oft-imagined landscape of my childhood in my father’s company, to have stood together under that shady tree where he and his friends sat chatting in the evening. My mother had died by then, and I was back on some sort of speaking terms with him; but it still took me weeks to pluck up the courage to ask him whether I could go too. When I did his answer was all too clear. ‘Shame travels, Jasvinder,’ was the English version of his words. In Punjabi it came out longer. ‘I can’t do that,’ he said. ‘If you go with me, people will find out what you did. And when they do, your shame – your bezti – will taint them over there, too. I cannot be a party to that. You don’t do our shame over in India like you have here in the UK.’

My father had no malice in his voice when he said these words, but for me it was as if a big door had finally been closed, right in front of me. Was I really so bad, twenty years after I’d been disowned, that I was still not worthy to sit among our Indian relatives and be accepted?

At another level, of course, I did understand. How could he explain who I was? Where was my husband? Why had I never been to India to get married like the others? Where did I sit in the order of things? I could imagine the questions flooding in and poor Dad struggling to answer them. But I still felt cheated.

I have no doubt my father loved me. But the only way he could have taken me out to India to show me off would have been if I was married to the man I’d been promised to. That doesn’t bear thinking about. By now I would have had five of his children round my ankles and had to invite half his family over to the UK to live. I would probably be going out to India to arrange my own children’s marriages, just as my mother did, the proud matriarch from England, with honour intact. I’m sure they would have been in demand, too, with their British passports the main draw.

After Dad came back from India I asked him about his trip; he told me how much he had enjoyed being there, how happy he was to have seen Bachanu again after so many years.

‘Dad,’ I asked, ‘why didn’t you go back to India before?’

‘Because you were all born here. We had to stay.’

‘Would you go back now?’ 

‘I can’t,’ he replied, and there were tears in his eyes.

Later I asked him whether if he went again he would consider taking me, but his answer was the same. He could never go with me to India, he said. As it happened, that visit with Sunny was his last. He died in Dale Road, Derby, a couple of years later, far away from that shady tree and Kang Sabhu. 
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