Coming to the West Midlands

Sayyara N Syed, project participant

This exhibition is the result of a project exploring migration to the West Midlands.
During the project, members of many community groups have shared their
stories of moving here. They range from Caribbean migrants who arrived

in the 1940s to recent refugees from Iraqg.

Although they come from different backgrounds the project participants have
many things in common. They have all left friends, family and familiar surroundings
to make a new life in Britain. They have faced difficulties in finding jobs and decent
homes. As they have settled into British society they have made important
contributions to the culture and economy of this country.

All the memories in this exhibition are from the people involved in the project.
You can see and hear fuller versions of their stories at www.movinghere.org.uk.
The Moving Here website includes a vast range of material relating to migration
history. As well as personal stories it contains more than 200,000 digitised
images and documents.

The West Midlands project is part of an initiative called Routes to the Future,
co-ordinated by The National Archives and funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund.
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The home country

“Although Dukan was a beautiful holiday resort, it was a
modern city that had an established manufacturing industry,
and an oil fuelled power plant that supplied energy to
a considerable large area in Iraq.”

“I lived in a mud house which had four bedrooms. They had
no bathroom - instead they would get a bucket of water
and have a bath anywhere. The cooker was outside and
it was made of mud but they had ceramic pots and pans.”

“I remember the noise from the insects, and the heat,
and your back yard was the sea. Instead of a slide or swing,
we had alligators. By the law of nature, they occasionally
would eat whatever crossed their path including the cows.”

“In Jamaica we grew ginger ourselves, we used to cultivate
it - my parents used to plant sugarcane, banana, coconuts,
sweet potato and tobacco.”
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People have left their homes to start a new life in Britain for different reasons. Job
prospects in Britain have sometimes offered the chance of a better life. Krishan
Kumar left a well paid government post in India to train as a teacher in England:

Some migrants like Wai Lin Chan-Wu moved here ahead of their children:

When Britain still had an empire many people in the colonies felt bound to help in
difficult times. Mr Johnson left Jamaica in 1944 to serve in the RAF:

Educational opportunities have also attracted people to Britain. Sahro Ali moved
from Somalia to the Netherlands in 1994 and came to England seven years later:

Some migrants are living in Britain not through a positive choice but because they
have fled danger in their home country. Shapol Said lost 22 relatives who were
murdered by Saddam Hussein's regime in Irag. Garib Mohammed left Iraq at
around the same time:
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“The training for this involved doing the drill in Jamaica and
we did all the hard training in England, shooting, all around
in the bushes, and then every day you're out. You learnt to
go to war.”

“When the war finished, all the Allied soldiers were dancing
in elation and our Polish officers were crying because we
could not go home because of Stalin. | had been to Siberia
and would have been straight back there. We went all over
the world and | settled in England.”

“The German soldiers came and took all of the people from
the five neighbouring villages to the concentration camps.
First they put us in Majdanek near Lublin in Poland. Lots of
people died in Majdanek... people were dying from hunger.”

“Three men grab my wife and me and another two men go
into my house... They look all over the house, in bags, boxes
and between the bed and mattress. Another man shoots
his gun. | fall to the ground - blood is pouring out of my leg.”
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For some migrants the journey to Britain from their home country was a memorable
one. Mr Johnson sailed from the Caribbean in 1944 as part of a military convoy:

By the 1960s more migrants were arriving by air. It could be a confusing experience
for people who were not used to travelling. Daphne Jeffrey-Shaw came from the
Caribbean in 1962:

Leonie Williams had an unpleasant encounter with an immigration official when
she arrived from Jamaica:

Refugees fleeing persecution often face difficult and dangerous journeys to safety.
Shapol Said spent months walking from Iraqg to Turkey, travelling at night to avoid
arrest. He was then smuggled across Europe:




First impressions

“We thought Britain consisted of large white elegant houses,
with long driveways. What | saw was the long rows of small
houses, the constant smell of coal and furthermore the cold.”

“We lived in one bedroom, there were so many people in
that house. There was no table in the living room, we had
to prepare our food in the kitchen and eat in the bedroom.”

“My family's house has some big rooms, a big kitchen and
a big garden. At my house you can see the mountains...
But in the UK | live in a small flat and | have a small kitchen,
a small bedroom. | haven't any garden.”

“I felt like a stone rested on me, it was very uncomfortable.
| was single at that time and | missed my siblings and parents.”

“Don't expect that your neighbour will knock
at your door to say good morning and don't
do that to them because they might call the
police if you knock at their doors.”
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Migrants arriving in Britain did various jobs in their home countries. Henry McLean
was a farm worker in Jamaica:

Muna was one of many who trained for a profession:

People with good qualifications have often had to take manual jobs. Kornelia Danek
was a professional musician in Poland but worked in a factory in Stoke-on-Trent:

Racism often prevented people from getting suitable jobs. Even when Ruby Watson
did find work she was unfairly treated:

After these early struggles many people worked hard to build successful careers
and businesses in Britain. Jack Havrylak began as a miner after being demobbed
from the forces:
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Settling in

“l was surprised by the variety of different coloured people.”

“Whitmore Reans was a very safe area, the neighbours
whether black, white, Indian or Irish looked after each other.
This was a real community.”

“The next door neighbour was a good lady, we had a good
relationship and friendship. On special occasions or when
we cooked curry we offered food to each other.”

“l was surprised by how people helped me and my son to
adapt to life in England. | have made many friends in
England.”

“On my first visit to West Park we were not allowed to use
the boat lake. The boats were for the white folks - | felt this
place was no different from South Africa.”

“| daren't tell my mother | was going out with a Pole,
a foreigner, there was a stigma attached to it.”
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Many migrants who arrived in Britain decades ago saw it as a temporary move.
They expected to go home with better prospects after two or three years.
Hassan Fidow is a more recent migrant who also hopes to return:

Others are building a permanent life in Britain. After fleeing persecution in Iraq,
Garib Mohammed does not intend to go back:

Some migrants are seizing opportunities that were not available in their homelands.
Mohammed was unable to go to school in rural Afghanistan but now has academic
ambitions:

The cultures of migrant communities have influenced many aspects of British life
including fashion, food and music. As later generations are born in Britain their
sense of identity is changing. Sarbijit Verdi arrived as a child in the 1960s but:

It is not only the younger generation who now feel
integrated into British society. Josephine Rudzik arrived
from Poland over 60 years ago and speaks for many
people who have moved here from all over the world
when she says:



