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Roots

The interviewees discuss their families’ heritage

1. Julie Begum: Bangladeshi immigration to London
2. Syd Shelton: Multi-racialism in Pontefract
3. Liz Fekete: Hungarian/Romanian heritage and WW2’s effect
4. Jasbir Singh: Multi-racialism in Malaysia

Julie Begum

My dad came in 1962, then he returned to Bangladesh, and then married my mother. And then 
she came in 1966, and then I was born, like a couple of years later. So they came initially, and 
because it was difficult for people to come and go in terms of immigration and stuff - there was 
immigration laws being introduced that made it much more difficult for people just to come and 
go – men decided to bring their families over, you know, settle. Because um the prospect of 
having difficulties and stuff, or not being able to come back, or, or get out when you need to. So 
I think the mass sort of Bangladeshi immigration sort of happened towards the eighties. But there 
were mostly single men who’d lived here until then, and had no sort of thoughts of settling. But 
once they realised they couldn’t just come and go, they decided to bring families over. So I think 
my mum was one of the first women that sort of, yeah, came over. There was very few women 
around. There was my aunt, but our neighbours were mixed people. We lived in Chicksand 
Estate in Tower Hamlets, and I remember our neighbours being South Asian, Caribbean, Irish, 
you know. It was a real mix of different migrant groups living together. And… so they settled, 
and they started having a family – my parents started having a family here, and we grew up here, 
because I suppose they didn’t want to disrupt the education by going backwards and forwards, so 
we stayed. And I don’t think we – until I was much older, we didn’t really go for visits to 
Bangladesh.

Syd Shelton

It’s not true that it was a very white area, cos there were quite a few Afro-Caribbean people and 
people particularly from Pakistan and so… we had neighbours from Pakistan who were very nice 
and we all got on with very well. There was no… I was bought up without any knowledge of 
racism. It just didn’t occur to me. And it never occurred to my parents. You know, my dad, as I 
said, had been in the war and had been in Burma. And he had nothing but good to say about the 
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people he’d met as he travelled around the world. And he loved Indian people, and he said so 
many times to me ‘if it weren’t for the Ghurkhas, I wouldn’t be alive’. And he never forgot that. 
And so… it was… I was not bought up in any way… Carol, who’s my wife, was born in 
Doncaster, which is seven miles from Pontefract where I was born, and her father was a black 
miner, from… he was born in Jamaica, but he worked as a miner and… there was a whole 
community of black miners in Doncaster. And… ironically they all used to drink at the Polish 
club. So it was never… and we had a Polish club in Pontefract, and it was never…. The, the… it 
never occurred to us that… in fact, I remember a being quite old and asking my parents ‘what is 
a Jew?’ when I heard this thing at, something about Jews, because I didn’t even know what a Jew 
was. I didn’t… it was, you know, there sort of… racism is not something you’re born with, it’s 
something you learn, and if you’re in a community which doesn’t… it doesn’t occur to them that 
should behave as racists, then you don’t learn it.

Liz Fekete

There was always a sense of a great mystery about my father. His family lived in an area which 
used to be part of Hungary but was ceded to Romania. I think it was this whole Treaty of Trianon
or something, after the First World War, so it’s actually Transylvania. Transylvania where 
Dracula comes from. So his… he was from that area, and he had to flee after the Second World 
War. His father was a Romanian… a Hungarian nationalist, so they were part of a Hungarian 
minority in Transylvania, and his father, my grandfather, was a nationalist who believed that that 
territory should go back to Hungary. And of course we’re talking about a time when, y’know, I 
mean, in the Second World War Hungarians in… eventually towards the end joined the German 
side. And, y’know, my father would’ve been conscripted to fight for the Germans.So there was 
all this mystery about how he got out of Romania. How he managed. Because obviously then 
you have the iron curtain, the communist bloc. There was all this mystery about how he managed 
to escape. We knew that he had to escape, that he was in trouble. My grandfather actually was 
murdered for his nationalist sympathies in… again, these were all sort of hush-hush stories that 
we heard a bit of, and we knew my father had to flee. And all sorts of things sort of came out 
later

Jasbir Singh 

I lived in KL (Kuala Lumpur) until I was thirteen, fourteen, then I went to India. And I lived in 
India for three, four years. Then I came to the UK. So I was pretty young, I mean just a young 
teenager. I think some of the…biggest memories I have is: I mean Malaysia, it’s just Malaysia. 
It’s a multi-racial community; you have the Chinese community, you’ve got Malays and you’ve 
got Indians, and…we…there was free mixing of different races, you know. Not so much so now 
as it used to happen when I was a young boy in Malaysia. And all my memories there are being 
very young and playing with friends in the evenings. You go to school in the morning only – you 
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start at seven and you finish at one, and then you’re free for the rest of the day. And my 
memories are going to school, coming back, having lunch with my mum, and then doing some 
work, and four o’clock going out and playing with my friends.


