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Introduction
2020 put the world into its biggest global challenge in the lifetimes of many. For the residents of
Belgrave, in the heart of Leicester’s Golden Mile, this was no different. What has always struck me
about Belgrave is their strong sense of community and compassion to find a positive way forward.
Forced to meet online, rather than in person at the local library, we used the postal service to
exchange letters, tasks and talk about how we used to communicate with relatives often in other
countries. Quite a different experience to the fast-paced video and text chats of today. It was not
long before we became a family of our own.
We met every week to find out about each other's Masis, share our collection of toy rickshaws or
take a ride through the streets of Pakistan, India or Kenya, on the back of Nana’s motorcycle. We
may have been in a national lockdown; however, our imaginations were unleashed to share our
ancestral roots and the paths that led us to Leicester.
These tales have been crafted into humorous and poignant bite size stories, that you will want to
share with your family. It has been such a pleasure to work with these dedicated families and to
share their familiar, often untold stories. These tales shape how our worlds and hearts are interwoven
in our shared history.
I hope you enjoy jumping into the magical world of Belgrave’s Secret Stories.
Trina Haldar
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Airmail
How did we communicate in the old days? With letters. Letters…Sometimes blue airmail
letters that we sent to our families back home and they sent to us abroad. Letters written in
elegant Gujarati, Urdu, Hindi, Swahili, Marathi, Punjabi curves and swirls. Between Africa,
India or Pakistan - and England. Blue airmail letters so light in our hands - light like a feather
and plucked from a big bird aeroplane that flew the letters thousands of miles to us. Light like
a feather but heavy with love and words. And blue - letters as blue as the blue skies and seas
between us and the families we had to leave behind. Growing up, when one of those letters
arrived, we would go to my uncle’s house and read the letter together. Letters were like gifts
we carefully opened up or a meal we shared and tasted together. Words like food cooked up
by faraway families to feed our souls hungry to hold and hug them again.
Over 70 years ago, my father-in-law went from a small village
in India to Kenya. He’s 89 now. At that time, his mother
couldn’t read or write anything. So when he sent a letter
to her, it would take weeks or months for her to receive
the letter. She was as patient as she could be – praying
a letter would come soon. Then, when the letter finally
arrived in the village, everyone would gather:
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‘e  i e o  e’ ‘It’s a letter from Africa!’
But someone needed to read the letter. That person was usually the postmaster. He would
read the letter out loudly, so everyone could hear news from places they could only imagine.

‘u e e  e  e  o?’ ‘Can you please read this to me?’
She wanted to listen to the letter being read again and again and again - to hear her son’s
words, his voice, to hear news from her loved one who lived too far away. Then his mother
would ask someone to write and send a reply, in a conversation back and forth, sometimes
ongoing through the years.
When my husband left for England and I was still in India, we shared our feelings in our own
language or in English. We were apart but felt so close to each other. Even if we live together
now, we don’t feel as close to each other as those letters made us feel! We weren’t talking on
the phone and we weren’t meeting straight away on a video camera but somehow, the
connection back then felt stronger than now. Yes, technology brings people closer. But we’ve
lost that emotion. Nowadays, you can make a quick call when you miss someone, wherever
they are in the world. But that time connected us, made us more valuable to each other.
Missing each other then, felt more than it feels now. Precious moments you really feel in your
9

life. You can’t bring that back now. We would write to each other at least every two weeks. I
would write back instantly. Then, I had to wait 15 days to get a reply. I would get impatient –
is the letter coming soon? The postmaster was like a family friend who knew every house and
knew everything going on. He would shout

‘ ue  o’ ‘Post from UK!’
It’s hard to describe how I felt seeing the letter arrive. You feel something. After I joined my
husband in the UK, my parents would send us a letter. One part for my in-laws, one part for
my husband and the tear-off part for me. They would read their parts in the living room. I
always tried to read my part alone, so I could laugh or cry if I wanted, in my own time, my own
space. When you sit down with a letter, you feel it in your hands, you feel the words, the
thoughts, feelings, the weight of the love between you and the person you’ve left behind. I
told my son recently ‘look, my Dad always tried to keep his feelings hidden, never showing if
he was missing me or if he was sad’. But he was so skilled at writing letters in Gujarati and
put everything into those letters – how he is missing me and how the house is like this or that
without me. Sometimes, if you can’t express your feelings properly, you can express them by
writing them. Writing or reading a letter is so emotional and memorable. You see faces again,
expressions… Even after my Dad passed, I still have all his letters. When I read them, I see
him again, touch him – and feel that he’s still here.
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Migration
At about 9 or 10, my Dad came from Kampala, Uganda to Leicester
with his parents and siblings, because long ago there was a problem
in Africa. My Mum came from India later and married my father and I
was born here in Leicester. In Uganda, the President didn’t like Indian
people. His name was Idi Amin. He told all Asian people ‘you can’t stay here,
you have to leave’. So my Grandad and my family had four or five shops in Uganda,
selling cottons, clothes, shoes and household stuff. They had to sell it all. We had a big house
and had to sell that too. We had to sell everything we had. My Grandad decided to stay behind
and sent his whole family and my Grandmother ahead first with their children, so they would
be safe.
He said: ‘ a

e

’ ‘I’ll come in the end’.

At the airport, they had to hand over their money and take off all their jewellery. They couldn’t
take it with them on the plane cos it was thought of as stealing. My Grandmother, who was
from Kenya, had so much lovely jewellery – earrings, necklaces, pendants. She had to hand
it all over. After they left, my Grandad was the last of our family left behind. It was scary
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because at the airport, a guard pointed a gun at his head and told him to leave 'lazima
uondoke'. My Grandad said,
‘ a

e

◌ ’ ‘Please, I have a few last things to sort out, then I will leave’.

Thank God one of his brothers lived in the UK because then the whole family could live with
him. Could my Grandad join them or not? In Uganda, he was sent to a camp, where people
were sent if they had nowhere to live or nowhere to go. He had to stay there for a while and
asked to leave to join his brother in the UK. After a long time, he was let out and made it to
everyone in the UK. My Dad’s family were quite rich in Uganda. Some people even had
servants and such a good life. But they had to leave everything behind. It was very hard for
them to settle in a new place, where the culture and environment was so different. Business
wise, it was very hard as well. They missed their Africa and their old lives. But they were all
together again, building new lives in a new country.
My Dad always says, ‘I’m a very diverse person. I’m privileged to have been born in a black
country to Asian parents and my nationality is white. So I’m all three at the same time. Why
would you pick when you have strong loyalties to all three?’
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Languages
We’ve crossed continents, moved from one country to
another, learning new languages, trying not to lose older
ones as we go. So for some of us, English is not our first
language. Gujarati, Urdu, Marathi, Swahili, Punjabi and
others are our mother tongues. When you speak or translate
in another language, it doesn’t have the same emotion and
feeling as your own language. I’m not sure how to express it
in English. Our children think and feel in English. I think and
feel in Gujarati. Somewhere through our words, we meet in
the middle.
We try to encourage our children to learn our languages too,
so we don’t lose them. When we lived in a joint family, it was
easier for our children to pick up Gujarati. Their grandparents
didn’t know how to speak English. So we had a strict rule –
when we’re at home, we only speak Gujarati. So the children
picked up Gujarati very well. But when we moved out of the
13

joint family, it all broke up. The younger children didn’t learn as much. It takes patience and as
they keep learning, everyone understands them more.
When we’re in India, people understand when we speak English because it’s a common language.
But they love it when the children speak Gujarati – it makes them very proud that our children
from another country are keeping our language alive. These languages have been handed down
through the generations. If we don’t keep these languages alive, they will die out.
There are a couple of other languages I don’t understand. The first – the language between a
husband and wife! Often, I find my husband just doesn’t speak my language! That’s usually the
situation between a wife and a husband isn’t it?! I speak Gujarati. He speaks Punjabi. The
second? I don’t understand teenage WhatsApp language! The young ones nowadays use this
short form language – slang language. They don’t say ‘at the moment’. They say ATM. To me,
ATM is one of those cash machines in the wall on Belgrave Road. Then they use short forms like
‘IDK’. I ask them ‘What is IDK?’ – and they say I don’t know. And I don’t know if they really don’t
know or their answer is ‘I don’t know’. Very Confusing. I think in 10 or 20 years, young people
won’t know the right spelling for anything because they use the short form for everything. It’s a
bad habit, not good for language. NG. Not good!

14

Animals
When we’re in India or Pakistan, animals just roam around, like they own the place. Every
morning, I go outside to see the strutting peacocks and cheeky monkeys to feed them
breakfast. The monkeys gobble up bananas. The peacocks peck at carrots, seeds – and lentils
as well!
I really love the cute baby chicks scurrying around too. So chirpy and colourful! Bright little
fluffy balls. Blue ones, pink ones, orange, yellow and green ones – a rainbow of colours. I used
to think baby chicks were born like that. Then I found out that as soon as they hatch from
their eggs, people paint them. I haven’t found out why. I hope those tiny chicks don’t mind
being a different colour to the one they’re born with. Or being painted like that doesn’t hurt
their soft skin or tiny feathers.
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Different animals roam around - cows, horses, donkeys, buffaloes, pigs, dogs, elephants.
Name any animal and they just wander around. I even saw a turtle once. Parrots too! Even
camels! I really enjoy the camel rides. Where we live, people still put stuff on the camels’ backs
- use them like a trolley or cart. Like a camel cart. My family sit me high up on a camel and
take photos of me. Up there, I feel like a maharani or maharaja, looking over all their land.
There are stray dogs too. I always want to stroke them but I’m not allowed. Last time, I bought
a small toy dog before I left India. I had to convert him to the UK, so I named him Robbie!
Switch him on and he just yaps and yaps. I still can’t tell what language he’s yapping in.
Afternoons are about standing with Nanni on her balcony, watching people, vendors, cars and
animals rushing by. Nanni has leftover roti and flings some over to the cows. If it’s a cow or a
dog, every day, those animals know. We might forget the time but those animals never do.
When it is time, they come for their roti. Animals are clever - they know their clock.
Once in Kenya, we went on safari to the Masai Mara. It was all wide open. Sat in a jeep, we
could see all the animals. Lions and other endangered species. We fed the giraffes too. Their
long tongues shot out and licked up all the food from our hands. It was fun.
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There are so many animals we don’t get in the UK. There is one we have in Leicester I never
saw on my trips to India, Pakistan or Africa. Go to Watermead Country Park. No - there aren’t
pink flamingos in the lake, like in Kenya. But there are swans, quacking ducks and ugh, rats
scampering around too. If you walk to the top of the hill by the lake, there’s something up
there with you…A huge woolly mammoth! The bones, teeth and tusks found there years ago,
now make a huge sculpture on top of the hill - frozen in time, not moving. We’re very proud of
our ice-cold woolly mammoth. So, if you’re ever in Watermead Country Park, at the bottom
of the hill, by the lake, look up and you might see a little maharani and a mammoth on the
hilltop, looking out far and wide over Leicester, together.
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The Video Call
In the old days in India, Pakistan or Africa, we had the letter, telegram
and telephones. There were no mobiles then - only landlines, which
were very expensive. Telegrams were sent across oceans as a quick
way to share happy or sad news. Faster than a letter. Cheaper than
the telephone. A middle way.
Then phone cards came. When I moved to England, landlines were still
very expensive. So I’d buy a £1 card to ring abroad. I would call home every
Saturday. 5 to 10 minutes max because I couldn’t afford more time.
Beep beep beep, there are 5 mins remaining…
Then email came. Younger relatives fired off emails to each other. But our grandparents and
parents still wrote letters, with occasional phone calls.
Beep beep beep there are 4 mins remaining…
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Then Skype, WhatsApp and Zoom came. Video calls made it much easier for everyone than
before – and it was free! We could call our loved ones immediately. Find out what they were
having for dinner or ask the missing ingredients in Nanni’s pau bhaji recipe. See their faces.
Be with them in those moments. In some ways, it’s better. In some ways, I miss the touch of
their words, thoughts, feelings on paper. Words they’ve taken time to shape, to gift me.
Beep beep beep there are 3 mins remaining…
When we video call family abroad, sometimes we all call altogether. Other times, we call oneby-one. When there’s a special occasion like Eid or Diwali, we’re all together. They’re all
together. We can see everyone. They can see all of us. Bridging oceans, we celebrate happy
times together, in the same moment, reaching each other beyond the screen.
Beep beep beep there are 2 mins remaining…
One time, in India, after 16 years of trying for a baby, my cousin and his wife had a baby boy.
My cousin’s wife was in hospital giving birth. We were all on the call the whole time. We knew
when the baby’s head came out, when his stomach came out, when his legs came out. We
knew the very moment he was born into the world - we were on WhatsApp the whole time!
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Beep beep beep there is 1 minute remaining…
But some elders abroad don’t have new technology or know how to use the latest gadgets.
My grandparents - it’s just the two of them. Usually, we phone them on the landline. But their
helper has a smartphone. So when she comes, we ring her so we can see them. It’s a
connection for us and the kids as well.
Beep beep beep there are 30 seconds remaining…
Then there’s my daughter – she has cousins in India, South Africa, America, England, all over.
They really miss each other. So they make a lot of video calls. Always in Gujarati – a language
she never used to understand. Sometimes, there are 8 or more cousins on a call. They pass
it to whoever else is in their houses. When you’ve got 10-15 people in a house, there are a lot
of people! Mamas, Fois, cousins, brothers and sisters. When we last went to India, my
daughter didn’t know any of her relatives. Now, she knows them all better than I do! Even if
I’m busy, she calls them to see how they are. In lockdown, it’s even more than usual!
Beep beep beep
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Diu Island
We are all one people, just from different places. I was born in India. My husband
also. My father-in-law was born in India but moved to Portugal. Then he came to UK
and my husband came to Leicester. I grew up in small fishing village on a small island
- Diu Island, off coast of Gujarat. The weather is really nice. Sometime, the sea so
calm there. Nice cliff and hill as well. Lot like Portugal.
The island was ruled by Portuguese. Not British. India became independent from
the British 1940s. Diu Island became independent from Portuguese 1961. On
island, people depend on fishing. My father was fisherman. He had five brothers
(just like the Pandavas). They had fishing business and fishing boat. We all
involved in that.
Because parents always working, when we small, we just do all ourselves. Grow
up ourselves. Dress ourselves. Have bath ourselves. Sometime, we even has to sleep
near harbour. And not go school because they working all the time. We grow up with
fish. Eating fish. Every day! Fish and curry and rice! Every day! But when we grow up
we don’t like eating the fish. We move to vegetarian food. My father still love eating
fish, all the time! He retired now. But he still eating fish every day!
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Some older people spoke Portuguese, like my Grandma but not us. She worked on Diu Island
when it was Portuguese colony, so she knew Portuguese language. Lot of my family still there.
My parents, aunts, uncles, cousins, their children. We video call them, specially on time like Diwali.
We go Diu Island every three or four year. This time, we not go cos of corona. We had family
function, so we really miss that.
When we visit, my children play with other children, outside. They like the old Portuguese castle.
In middle of sea. No-one can visit inside. They also like Indian warship memorial. There’s model
of sunken ship and names of sailors.
A bridge connects Diu Island to Gujarat. At edge of bridge, at Diwali and Christmas, there’s big
fair. If we there, we go. On 19th December, the island celebrate Independence with long festival,
our style, til February.
On Diu Island, we independent. We part of India too. Best of both world. Even in winter, it always
feel like summer there.
I miss that place!
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Lockdown
I hate lockdown. It’s like the worst time ever. A really bad dream. It’s hard for everyone but
especially difficult for our Mums. Mum says, ‘I hope God never gives this time to anyone again.’
She’s right. She’s so busy cooking, cleaning, washing up all the time. She gets us out of bed,
makes sure we do our schoolwork and homework, makes sure we take breaks, makes sure we’re
ok, makes breakfast, lunch and dinner for us everyday, making our new routines, when we’re so
used to old ones. Some still work jobs from home, jobs outside - and take care of the house and
family. Mums are always busy, never showing us how fed up they really are. It’s taken
lockdown for me to see how much Mum holds our household and us together.
As a family, we’ve grown a lot closer during lockdown. Here, it’s just us in the
house. Abroad, there’s a lot of extended family together. No-one’s really that
alone there. Our house is a bubble. Disconnected from everyone. Not
meeting anyone. In the first lockdown, Papa made barbecue every single
week. No exaggeration. Every single week. It was like wake up. Stand in
line. Make something. Go barbecue. That’s it. Sometimes, he would just
make sweet potato and sweetcorn. He was crazy. When it was hot, he spent
a lot of time with us, playing table tennis, badminton, cricket. We even had a
water fight with him. Those were the things that kept us going.
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The first proper lockdown was a learning experience. The second one, we were a bit more
organised. This one, everyone’s just tired. It’s been tough and emotional for everyone. Even if
we don’t have the virus, it hangs over us every single day, no matter what we're doing. We
can’t go outside. We can’t meet our friends. We can’t do what we want to do. Mental health
has affected us all. We’ve lost too many people during this time. In every family, more or less,
there's been a death this year. It makes you realise how important life is. How important family
is. How important community is.
Normally, as families, we visit each other’s houses to celebrate festivals together. This time,
we celebrated Diwali on Zoom. At least we can video call with family and friends in Leicester,
England or further away. Imagine what it was like during the Spanish flu in 1918 with no
WhatsApp or Zoom. We’re so lucky that even if we’re isolated from each other, technology
brings us closer together.
Right now, we’re making our cousin in Australia a surprise quarantine video cos he’s turning
21. He went skydiving yesterday and sent us the video. We were all so jealous. In Australia,
they’ve hardly got any Covid cases, no lockdown, nothing. He’s just enjoying his life down
the beach, in hot, sunny weather. So different to here. I can’t wait for us to enjoy life again. I
just want everything to go back to normal, Leicester to go back to normal, everyone to be as
free as they were before.
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I’ve also been thinking about my grandparents. They have given me so many gifts. They have
given me things I can see - a Goddess Saraswati pendant, a jewellery box, a Spiderman pencil
case. They have also given me things I carry inside me - our mother tongue, respect for others
- and ‘ehsaas’.
In Urdu, Gujarati, Hindi or Punjabi – ‘ehsaas’ means ‘being sensitive to others’.
Trying to feel other people’s feelings. Putting yourself in someone else’s shoes – or even in
their chappals! ‘Ehsaas’ is like ‘empathy’.
Even if we’re isolated in our own little bubbles, we’re all in one big bubble, living through this
time together. We’re realising how much we’re connected to other people. Realising how
much we need them, even if we can’t be with them.
Being sensitive to others, ‘ehsaas’ helps us to understand ourselves and each other better.
To reach out to those who really need our help. In this tough time, what we need more than
ever is – ‘ehsaas’.
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Pilgrimage
It’s in our hearts that every time we’re in India, we go to Ambaji Temple, to pray. Ambaji Temple
is near Ahmedabad in Gujarat. Ambaji is the name of the goddess, who sits on a tiger. She
shows power. If you worship her, you gain strength and you’ll be smart. Our family worships
Ambaji and offers her flowers and coconuts. The nine days of Navratri are dedicated to her
cos there are nine forms of her. Each of the nine days worships a different goddess but all are
forms of Ambaji. Close to Ambaji Temple, there is also Gabbar Hill. On that hill, there sits
Ambaji’s original temple. We usually take the ropeway or it’s a two-hour climb to the top of a
very steep hill. At the top, it’s flat like a little island, where we pray. There is a lit diva up there,
like an eternal flame that has been lit forever and never goes out. The flame on the hill can be
seen from Ambaji Temple too. It’s like a connection between Ambaji’s Temple and the hill. The
lit diva is always on on on on…..
After we’ve done our darshan, our prayer, it’s time to enjoy ourselves! We go to another hillside
called Abu, half an hour’s drive away. We go canoeing in the lake, horse-riding, watch the
sunset, things like that. All the shops there are open at night too. So after the spirit of holiness,
comes a spirit of fun! Life needs both.
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India is blessed with over a million sacred temples. We’ll never manage to visit them all! But
another temple we have visited is dedicated to Lord Ram. Set by the lakeside in the town of
Jamnagar, it’s a very beautiful, holy place. It’s actually in the Guinness Book of World Records
because the chant ‘Shri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram’ has been chanted there non-stop for 52
years! Many people volunteer to chant there, then swap over. The chanting has carried on,
even in lockdown. Once, there was a huge earthquake nearby and even though life all around
was forced to stop, the chanting never stopped. It never stopped. ‘Shri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai
Ram’. ‘Shri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram’. I still hear it, especially when life, like in lockdown, gets
tough or too much. ‘Shri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram, Shri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram, Shri Ram
Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram…’
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Motorcycle Ride
When in India or Pakistan, I love to bump and bounce along in
rickshaws. Sitting back, cool wind slicing hot air. A roadside movie
unfolds, colourful actors and settings streaming by, spilling in, as the
rickshaw cuts through the action. My Mamas or cousins also take me on
motorbike rides. But my favourite motorcycle buddy is Nana, my Grandad. We roar from the
house to the village, to the birdhouse, funfair, stop for roadside dhoklas or fresh juice, sneaking
kulfi, before motoring to the river where he learnt to swim, then head through wide, open fields,
to pick fresh vegetables. When Nana got his motorbike, he got a sticker with my name on it.
The other grandchildren got jealous, so he had to add their names. Anyway, everybody knows
I was the first.
Then we roar back to the house. In a twinkly sari, Nani is on the veranda, in the big wooden
swing. Nana sits beside her. They gently swing. The family circles round. Laughter and chatter.
The Aunties are out in full force. Little Masi throws a chai party for us kids, painting our nails.
Hina Mammi is in her kurthi and leggings, flexing between Urdu, Gujarati, Hindi, English.
Reesha Auntie broadcasts village news, while You Tube Auntie cracks jokes and comic moves.
She’s shooting another video for her thousands of followers. On cool evenings, we all eat
28

dinner outside. Gather again the next morning for breakfast parathas. From dawn til dusk,
nearby street noises rise and fall, dancing to the rhythms of the work day.
Too soon, everyone returns to their own adventures. Back in Leicester, I cycle past benches
of old men in woolly hats and gloves, someone else’s Nana, shuffling epic life adventures. I
head to the library, take swimming lessons at the pool next door, shop on Belgrave Road,
stroll to Cossington Park. I imagine that instead of the cold English wind nipping at me, a hot
Indian-Pakistani-African sun warms me. I hold Nana tightly round his waist. The wind whistles
filmi tunes past my ears, carrying me back...
I imagine Nana on my bike with me. I show him around my Belgrave - the parks, library, cycling
along Belgrave Road, past the sari shops, the jewellery shops glistening with gold, the
Neighbourhood Centre and of course, world famous Bobby’s. We cycle around my Leicester
– the mandir, masjid, the Jain temple, gurdwara, cathedral, before we stop
at my favourite spot. Now it’s my turn to treat Nana to some
delicious street food - a bag of Awesome Chips!
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“How did we communicate in the olden days? With letters. Letters…
Sometimes blue airmail letters that we’d send… Light like a feather but
heavy with love and words.”
Secret Stories are hidden gems brought to you directly from the heart of
Belgrave, Leicester’s Golden Mile. These stories are told across time, across
continents and generations.
Jumping from India to Kenya, from Pakistan to Portugal, riding on the back of
Nana’s motorcycle, watching elephants and camels pass you by while you stop for
a cool lassi.
Discover the Secret Stories of the families of Belgrave and celebrate the remarkable
adventures that makes this area of Leicester so unique. You may want to keep them
to yourself or you might want to tell your friends. No passport or visa required.

"These stories show what a special place Belgrave is." - Cllr Nita Solanki
The Spark Arts for Children and Belgrave families have carefully crafted these true
stories with co-writers Satinder Chohan and Trina Haldar.

