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HOW IT STARTED
INTRODUCTION
The Krafty women’s group has been running for only
a few months, but has already established itself as an
important morning in the lives of those who come along
to learn new crafts and to chat over coffee and cake.
Through the words of some of those women we learn
how it came into being, why they enjoy it and how it will
develop. We also learn a little about each of their lives
and hear some of the fascinating stories they have to tell.
Their names are Jane, Rehana, Kate, Delowara and Liz.

Jane, Kate and I are all members of local residents’
associations; Jane of ERNA (Evington Road Neighbours
Association) and Kate and myself of SHN (South
Highfields Neighbours). We had been involved for
some time in establishing the building, where the
women’s group is held, as a community centre for
everybody. It had been a United Reformed Church,
and SHN had run a youth club there attended
mainly by local Roma young people from Slovakia.
There is no other building in that area suitable for
community events, so when the Church decided to
sell the building because their ageing congregation
was dwindling, SHN had the building designated as
a ‘community asset’ - the first in Leicester. Both of
the residents’ groups campaigned for it to become ‘A
Centre for All’. The MKA (Muslim Khatri Association)
were interested in buying it and welcomed the
support of SHN and ERNA in establishing it as a
community venue. Everyone was pleased when the
sale went through.
Jane takes up the story from the latter end of 2015:
“We put on a ladies’ exercise class and a coffee
morning … It was started originally by the chair of
MKA at the time, Bilques Caratella. The vision of ‘a
community centre for all’ seemed to have faded
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somewhat, and the small amount of contact that
we had with people from MKA suggested that they
were going to use it as a venue for weddings and fairs
... rather than more community-based activities, so
Bilques got a little bit of money from the Ward to buy
… the exercise mats and a couple of the water heating
urns that we could use for the coffee mornings. They
ran for four or five months … and because people who
attended paid a £1 each … there was a little bit of seed
corn money. I was reluctant to see the small amount
of momentum that had been built up, lost, so that
was really the reason why, when somebody suggested
having a ladies’ craft group … I thought that was a
good idea and would help organise and do whatever
I could do to make that a success.”
The person who suggested the craft group was Kate.
She had been going to the coffee mornings but they
had not developed into a viable group.
“We were trying to think what would bring women
together. Women from different cultures and
different languages perhaps weren’t sufficiently
motivated by the thought of conversation and a
cup of coffee but most women do enjoy crafts …
I wouldn’t myself want to go to a cold, draughty
church hall to have a cup of coffee on its own, but if I
saw an advert for a craft group I might well do that.”
So we organised a jewellery-making session in May
and were delighted when 25 people came along.
Kate’s hunch was right.
Because Ramadan was imminent, followed by the
school holidays, we decided to start the regular group
in September. It met twice a month until the end of
the year, but is now meeting every week during the
school term.

Krafty Women making Mandalas at
New Walk Museum
Photo by Linda Harding

WHY THE WOMEN
VALUE THE GROUP
Rehana: “Initially it wasn’t for myself that I came, but
everyone is so welcoming. I came to encourage Mum
to come to the group. Even though there’s times
when Mum can’t make it, I still want to come.”

anything like a professional standard, but I still want
to do it and I do hope the women who take things
home are pleased with what they’ve done. And I
think on the whole they are, or they wouldn’t keep
coming back.”

Liz: “I love going to the women’s group. It’s nice and
social for me. I get to meet other ladies of different
ethnic backgrounds, different cultures. I get to taste
some very nice food. I like it because you’re not
forced to go every week, you can come and go as
you please and you pick up nice vibes from different
ladies. I’ve enjoyed making the things what I’ve made,
different things. You don’t realise that you’re good at
certain things until you’re actually taught how to do
things. Like I loved doing the silk painting. Also I like
the embroidery side of things. “
Jane: “I love it. The last time I did any embroidery
was probably at school. I’ve never been a knitter or
anything like that. Yes, I have enjoyed it.”
Delowara: “It is very positive … I’ve found something I
like on a day that’s my day off. How good is that?… I
feel so refreshed afterwards. From the beginning to
the end I’ve thoroughly enjoyed those two hours … It’s
like being retired. You know when you retire you can
learn skills and do things you’ve never been able to
do. I feel like I’ve started already.”
Kate: “In the past, a long time ago, I used to knit, but
now imported clothes are so cheap it’s much more
expensive to knit. Certainly my mother knitted all
our jumpers and cardigans. She even knitted me a
woollen swimsuit which was very itchy and heavy
once it got wet, and she used to knit toys and all
sorts. I haven’t knitted for years and I might like to
do that again ... I never feel happy with what I’ve
done, I never feel it’s good enough, that I can’t reach
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Liz
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Other women clearly enjoy the group too, for both the
craft and the friendship. The last session of the year
was special, as Kate explains:
“Today we had a sort of Christmas celebration. It was
the last session before Christmas and I think just
about all the women brought some food and it was
lovely food, most of it was home-made, quite a lot of
it was vegetarian but not all, and I think it was really
nice that we were able to share food and friendship
in that way. One of the group speaks very little or no
English but she’s beginning to mix much more with
everybody else in the group and I think food and
craft can bring people together like that.”

Other people have dropped in. One day a homeless
woman was passing and called in and did a beautiful
print design. We hope she will find us again. Kate
reflects on other benefits:
“I suppose it’s about building confidence, not just
in your craft skills. For some women it may be
developing their confidence as an independent
woman, the ability to come out on your own, take
part in something, have their voices heard. That may
be more important to some people than others.“
Rehana remembers how her confidence grew in
similar circumstances a few years ago:
“I had been out of work for a long period of time
due to a chronic illness and then to care for my
children. The time away, although I loved being
with my children, was still isolating. I missed the
adult conversations and didn't feel intellectually
challenged.
The time away had also impacted on my confidence
and self esteem. I decided to look for some classes in
my local community as I didn't feel comfortable to go
far, so I contacted the local schools and community
centre. I decided to try some taster classes; flower
arranging, cake decorating and sewing. These
sessions prompted me to enrol on an introductory
sewing course. I struggled to use the sewing machine
at first but with the support of my teacher and my
peers I was able to complete two qualifications
in sewing. These achievements increased my
confidence and self esteem and prompted me to
start volunteering in the children's school and other
community projects. I was helping children read,
helping out at events and fundraising. I became
eager to keep learning new skills and knowledge.
I eventually went on to complete qualifications in
various courses including interpreting, learning
disability, teaching, advice work and management.
My positive experiences at Highfields Community
Centre led me to enrol on courses at college and
then university. I am truly grateful for learning
opportunities that were local and accessible in a
supportive environment.”
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The group is also helpful in reducing isolation.
Delowara encourages women she works with at
Medway School to come along.

Some women in the group grew up in different parts
of the world, but the exhibits inspired discussion
among everyone.

“There’s one that is suffering a bit of isolation, a lot of
social issues, problems, and it’s somewhere she can
go, learn a skill and get away from being isolated and
down and depressed and do something that makes
her happy.”

“One of the ladies was talking about something that
is old-fashioned here that is still going on in India
and then one of the other ladies was talking about
the soap you use to clean and burnish cooking pots
and I thought ‘Wow’. That is something from the old
practices, but it must work or otherwise they would
have stopped doing it.” (Jane)

As well as craft, this term the group has been looking
at changes in domestic life over the last century.
This involved a trip to Newarke Houses Museum, and
contributing to a display of domestic appliances in
Highfields library. Jane describes it in more detail:
“This morning we went to Newarke Houses Museum.
I’ve not been there since I was a child many years ago
... and they were able to show us either pictures or
artefacts ... working towards this exhibit we’re going
to have in Highfields library. I tend to think about it
as how women’s lives have changed over the last 100
odd years ... some of the photographs that we were
shown this morning are things I can remember either
my Grandma having, or even my Mum, and I’m sure
other people will remember as well. Things like carpet
beaters, the old fashioned irons before electricity
became common place, when people still had gas
lighting in their homes. I think things like that are very
interesting, because children and young people these
days don’t necessarily know how their ancestors would
have lived. I know when I was a child and we used to
go and visit my grandparents on my mother’s side,
they lived in Wakefield in Yorkshire, my grandfather
was a miner ... and the house that they lived in was the
end cottage of a terrace of back-to-back houses …The
back room was the kitchen and then the front room
was the parlour. In the kitchen they had a range with
the fire in the centre, and an oven on either side, black
leaded and the steel work shone and one of the things
mentioned this morning was rag rugs. There was no
money in my mother’s family, five kids and all the
rest of it, so my grandmother made rag rugs and she
also had a treadle sewing machine. So yes, going to
Grandma’s was always a big thing because the house
that they lived in was so very different from the 1940s
council property that my family lived in. They didn’t
have an inside loo or anything.”
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THE FUTURE OF
THE GROUP
So far we have been able to benefit from the many
craft skills Linda Harding from the Museum Service
was able to teach us, along with the domestic
appliance project.
But as the group has progressed so has the realisation
that there are many skills the group members can
teach each other.
As Liz said: “All the ladies have got different skills to
share and a lot of them don’t realise they have skills
hidden away. Some of the ladies of Asian origin, they
have brought a lot of skills back from their country
and they can share those skills with other ladies. I like
that kind of thing.”
So the plan is that occasionally we will buy in experts
but mainly we will teach each other. Kate will be
teaching decoupage, for example, and Delowara will
run two sessions on crochet. And all the while we will
chat and get to know each other better and welcome
new members.
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As Jane said: “The craft group is good because
the primary purpose is craft but a very important
secondary is to get people from different communities,
different faiths, different backgrounds sat next to
each other and just talking, exchanging experiences
… I remember a few years ago I was watching a
documentary on television and I was horrified to see
some statistics. The documentary was on immigration,
and the particular statistic which horrified me was
the very small proportion of Muslims that had actually
visited a non-Muslim household. And it was tiny, less
than ten per cent. And I thought, well in a way, it’s
not surprising that there’s this lack of understanding
when we know so little about each other other than
this label Muslim, Hindu, Jew, black, white. So if the
women’s craft group is a way of opening that door
a little bit so that, not necessarily Muslim women
particularly, but the different groups, the different
backgrounds, can start to see that in many respects
we all have very similar concerns, whether it’s the kids
doing well at school or getting another job, all the
things that people generally as human beings have as
issues in their daily lives, we’re not that different. We
might appear to be, superficially, but not really.”

WOMEN'S LIVES
Each woman who goes to the women’s group has
a fascinating story to tell because everyone does.
However not everyone is confident enough to share
them in a book. Usha, for example, is very happy to
share the delicious hot snacks she cooks and brings
us each week – the Diwali ones were amazing! - but
is shy to talk about herself. We are very grateful to
Liz, Delawara, Kate, Rehana and Jane who agreed to
talk about themselves. The following stories are taken
from longer interviews which are available at the East
Midlands Oral History Archive.

Liz along in a pushchair. Sometimes she would stay
with her aunt and uncle.
“She [Mum] used to work in the bingo hall cleaning,
and I used to sit in the foyer keeping myself company,
basically. My cousin used to work round the corner
from there. She was only 17 at the time. She always

LIZ
Liz arrived from Scotland in her mother’s womb. Her
parents had not been happy together:
“My Dad was a very big gambler on the horses and
one day he’d sent my Mum to the bookies to put
money on a horse and the horse came in and my
Dad won a lot of money. My Dad didn’t used to give
Mum any money for the housekeeping so Mum
decided upon herself ‘This is the time,’ so she used
the winnings and came down to Leicester. That’s how
she managed to get down to Leicester. It was quite a
shock to my Dad.”
Her mother chose Leicester because her twin brother
had moved here some months earlier. Liz was born
in Leicester Royal Infirmary. Liz had five sisters and a
brother in Scotland.
“Unfortunately Dad couldn’t cope and became an
alcoholic, and the children went into children’s
homes.”
Liz’s Mum got various cleaning jobs and used to take

Liz
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used to pop in. 'I’m taking Elizabeth down to Mum
and Dad’s house ‘til you finish work.‘ But Mum didn’t
used to come for me. She used to leave me there for
a few weeks at a time and never got in touch with
anybody, just went her own way.”

“He never spoke to me; family gatherings he just
completely blanked me.”

Eventually Liz was put into care, unknown to her aunt
and uncle. When they found out they went to visit her
and were shocked to see the change in her. Liz was
staying in a strict household.

“I think I’ve done quite well, being a parent. I became
a mother when I was 19, had my first child when I
was 19, and I remember people used to say when
they first found out I was expecting, ‘oh that child
will be in care by the time it’s three weeks old’ and
that upset me and I thought,to myself ‘you know
what, I’m gonna prove to you all my children are not
going to be [silent pause],’ and I tried to be the best
mother I could be ...Times were hard, you just get
through it, and it's made me the person who I am
today, a stronger person.”

“When my aunty and uncle came in I was just sitting
on the chair, didn’t say hello or anything, just went
into myself. And they [foster parents] said ‘she
doesn’t talk, she’s a very quiet and timid girl’ and
they [aunt and uncle] said ‘she’s usually a little live
wire’ so when they left the house they went straight
to social services and said ‘we want to put in for
being foster parents ‘and then they said ‘OK’ and
then I ended up going to live with my aunty and
uncle, and they had full guardianship of me until I
was 18.”
Her Mum did visit Liz sometimes, but she often didn’t
turn up when she was expected.
“The odd occasions she used to come on a Saturday
and times I’d miss out on things, like when I started
Brownies and they were going on camp. ‘Oh you
can’t go to camp this week your Mum’s coming’ and
so I’d sit there waiting for her. We used to have quite
a wide window sill. I used to sit on the window sill,
waiting for her to come and she’d never come. I’d sit
in all day, waiting.”
Liz’s aunt and uncle – whom she came to call ‘Mum
and Dad’ - took her to meet her brothers and sisters in
Scotland.
“Every summer we used to go up to Scotland. My
aunty used to take me up to Scotland to have
two weeks of my summer holiday with siblings in
Scotland and we used to go and stay with my sister
who’d got married and had chidren, and it was nice
to know that I was still involved with them.”
However, her father always refused to accept that Liz
was his daughter.
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Asked what effect this turbulent childhood had on Liz
as an adult she replies:

Her three children are all happy:
“I’ve got a daughter who is 25, she no longer lives
with me. She’s married and she’s married to a
Muslim. She’s a convert to Islam. She’s seven years
married now, having her first child in the next two
to three weeks. I’m going to be a Granny for the first
time. Well I’m not going to be a Granny, I’m going to
be a Nana. So yes, that’s nice and I've got a daughter
who is 22. She is still living at home and I’ve got a son
who is 18. He still lives at home. He’s just finished his
music technology BTEC Level 3 at Gateway College
and he came out with distinction and he got ‘Music
Student of the Year’ as well, so yes, very proud of him.
My middle daughter is training for a well-known fast
food restaurant and my eldest daughter is a trained
nursery nurse. She’s a room leader in a nursery … They
make me so proud … They’ve never brought the police
to the door, they’ve never been involved with drugs,
they’ve never even come through the door drunk.”
Baby Lehla was born in December and Liz is now
Nana. Asked if her eldest daughter converted to Islam
to get married, Liz explains:
“No, she didn’t convert to get married …I never chose
a religion for my children. I wanted them to decide
what religion they wanted when they were old
enough to decide and she had a lot of peers, a lot
of friends, close friends what went to school with

Liz and Usha
Photo by AM

her. There was quite a lot of Asians and Muslims in
her school - Crown Hills - and she quite enjoyed and
got interested in Islam when she was at school and
when she left school she went to art college and then
she decided when she was about 18, 19. She came
to speak to me and her Dad and said ‘would you be
upset if I became a Muslim, would you be upset if
I converted?’… and we said ‘just as long as you are
happy, as long as that is the decision you want to
make.’ She converted in the March and she’d known
a friend quite a long time since she was about 15,
just by talking to him, and then they decided they
wanted to make a go of it, and in the July of the
same year she married him and seven years down
the line they are still together and are very happy in
their life. Both of them have got good jobs. I’m really
happy the way it’s turned out. “
Asked about her son-in-law’s family, Liz replies:
“At first they thought that my daughter, she was
going to have a bit of a culture shock. They thought
she was just an English girl and didn’t know much
about Islam and how their culture is. Once they got
to know she was living in the same area as a lot of
Muslims and had been brought up with a lot of Asian
and Muslim families they were happy. They were also
happy to take on an English girl as a daughter-inlaw so yeah, my daughter’s mother-in-law enjoyed
showing her how to make some nice Indian dishes;
samosas she’s got that down to a fine art now;
masala tea. Her husband’s very happy the way his
Mum has taught her how to make rice and nice food.
My daughter is always up for a lesson. She’s always
saying, she’ll ring her mother-in-law and say what
do you put in your such and such and keeping her
husband happy. They always say that the sons like
their mother’s food … he also cooks ... and he does a
lot of housework. He’s very good at housework and
he’ll do the odd jobs around the house … My sonin-law is very westernised. He doesn’t expect my
daughter to wear a niqab or a head scarf... he’s not
as religious as most. They don’t eat pork, they don’t
drink alcohol and they certainly don’t eat non-halal
meat. “
Liz has been with her husband since she was 16:
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“We’ve been together since I was 16. He’s three years
older than me. We put all our life into bringing our
children up and then last year we finished the jigsaw
puzzle of our life and we got married after 27 years,
which was a bit of a dream day for me. I wasn’t
against marriage. I would love to have got married,
but times were hard and finances were hard. Hubby
was up and down because he suffers from depression
so it was a bit- he didn’t do a lot of social events and
things like that.”
The idea of marriage came up at her husband’s
brother’s wedding when his Dad asked if they were
going to get married too. And from there it all unfolded.
“It was all done on a budget, on a very low budget.
We got married for under £400 and it was all handmade. I made everything myself … had a few family
and friends who said ‘oh what would you like as a
wedding present?’ ‘I don’t want anything’ ‘oh can we
pay towards the wedding?’ ”
And so with a little help from friends and family they
got married on 17th October 2015 on the anniversary
of the day they first met.
Liz likes living in Leicester:
“I like living in Leicester because there is a multicultural feeling and scene in Leicester - lots of
different cultures from Muslim, Sikh, Hindu, Christian.
Myself, I’ve got quite a lot of different friends in all
of them cultures and it's not just them cultures, as
well there’s a high population of Polish people and
Kurdish people. Leicester has got lots of different
faiths. And it’s just so nice that we can all live in
Leicester. I know it’s not all peaceful, but most of the
places in Leicester I feel safe anyway. I’ve got a couple
of friends who are from different backgrounds,
different faiths, and it’s just a shame that they feel
scared to go into certain places in Leicester. They’d
rather stay in their own community basically. But it is
nice to see, what I seen when Leicester City won the
Premier League and the coach was going through
the city up London Road, the amount of different
coloured people all coming together to bring on
Leicester. This is my city and I’m proud. I’m proud to
live in Leicester.”

DELOWARA
Delowara came to Britain from Bangladesh:
“I came in 1974 when I was about nine … I moved to
Birmingham first, and we lived in the Small Heath
area and I got very, very homesick and I didn’t like it
at all and missed my older sister. So we then went
back for another six or seven months, and then we
came back to Leicester ‘cos we had extended family my uncle, my cousin. And coming back in Leicester at
that time was still harder ‘cos we were accustomed
to the way we lived. Growing up in here, the winter,
we didn’t like the winter, but then we just got on
with it. I remember going to school in Moat Girls’
School and the change of the culture. I didn’t know
English and I felt quite isolated and felt ‘oh my god,
how am I going to make it?’ I don’t think there was
a lot of bullying in those days, but more like you got
picked on ‘cos you couldn’t speak English ... I got
teased. I didn’t like it, and it came towards the end of
my four years before I got some confidence with my
English … But leaving school I felt I always wanted to
do more and I couldn’t, ‘cos of my lack of English …
But when I consider what I came as, and what I did,
I did ever so well …Then I went to Beaumount Leys
Sixth Form … and I retook CSEs, and then got more
confident and went to Melton Mowbray College and
did a secretarial course there. I loved that, and then
after I finished that at 18 I did some work here and
there ... At the age of 20 I got married and went to
Germany and lived there for about seven or eight
months and came back.”

experience and skills like you build up. We started
doing cooking and then we had coffee afternoons,
and that became quite regular, weekly. Then I started
organising talks, what we do at school. There were
some issues that parents didn’t understand...Medway
parents are very, very hard to reach, especially in the
past … Education wasn’t something many parents
were interested in. It was very difficult to get them
into their children’s education. It was almost left to
school, and that’s it.”
Delowara helped, and continues to help, parents
understand about numeracy and literacy and how
they can support their children’s learning. She has
been running Family Learning courses at Medway for
the past 12 years with parents from many different
communities:

Delowara returned to Sutherland Street, where
she had three children. She started volunteering at
Medway School, helping in the classroom and with
interpreting and then, when her youngest daughter
was nine months old, she got paid part-time work
there as a home school liaison officer. Delowara has
been supporting families there ever since:
“They needed somebody to speak Bengali and
English and my mother tongue was Bengali. They
were like ‘oh that’s so good for us, to get the link
with the parents’. I learned on the job so much with
the community … I got parents coming into school
cooking. They wanted to do cooking. That way your

Delowara
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Linda showing Delowara where she might
like to do some stitching
Photo by AM

“When I look at it over the last couple of years when
the Roma community came, the Slovakian and
Romanian, they were really hard to reach and we had
a Roma worker and even they found it hard to get
the parents coming in. You’d get them in and then
when they’d gone they wouldn’t return, but now it’s
changed. They’re more comfortable, they understand
a bit of English, they trust us, and in my groups I
now get Roma Romanian and Slovakian, especially
Slovakian mums and dads, and then we get the
Somalian community - a real mixture now.”
For five or six years Delawara also worked at Moat
Community College, sometimes with children she had
known at Medway School:
“Within the Roma community they leave, they get
married, have children. They support the families with
other children - especially the Romanian Roma are
harder - not coming to school. One of my [Slovakian]
students who was at Medway, very beautiful, very
articulate - such a bright girl. I thought she would go
to university and the parents said ‘We want Nicola to
go to university but it’s too expensive’ and it’s such
a shame; she could have done. It’s a big barrier for
them, because they think ‘how are we going to pay
the money back?’… They need more role models.
I’ve been a role model for my Bangladeshi
community. Women still will come. The job isn’t just
there to teach them English, run classes, it doesn’t
finish there. There is so much social problems our
parents have, that I reach out to them. DV [domestic
violence] problems, problems with their house,
financial, how to get the benefit, they get into trouble
with the law ‘cos they don’t know how to discipline
the children, and educating them in those areas.
Having to interpret and it still goes on and on and
that’s probably why I’m still where I am. I never get
bored. I like helping people. I enjoy my job. I love
meeting people.”
Delowara also manages admissions and meets families
from around the world:
“The Libyan families, the Indonesian families, the
Malaysian, the Iraqi families - all communities - and
it’s lovely meeting them. You learn so much about

their culture, and so much about what you can teach
them as well, and they bring a lot into school. A lot of
parents will support us with languages that we can’t
help, like Arabic. There’s a parent that comes in that’s
got a PhD. ‘If you ever need me I’ll come and support
you.’ From Malaysia and Thailand and Indonesia it’s
all students. From Saudia Arabia it’s all students.
Very few are refugees. They’re mainly coming here to
study, and their government are sending them, and
once they finish their course after five or six years and
they are back. Even I’ve had students from Pakistan
as well.”
More recently both Muslim and Hindu Bangladeshi
families from Italy and Spain have been coming to
Medway. They come for education, community and
safety.
“It’s not just the madrassa they wanted, it’s the
English education system they want and because
they’ve come from Europe they’re very keen on
learning, so my ESOL classes are full, and my family
learning are getting quite busy now, and my craft
group like coming in. ‘We want to learn, we were
isolated where we were, but here we can see our
community’. For me there is ‘oh my god, now there is
another chance to build another community.’ This is
going to be easier because they have had experience
of life in Europe. They already organise themselves to
go to Bradgate Park and do picnics and do barbecues
at Watermead Park, so that is nice, and when I look
at the Highfields Bangladeshi community from 25
years back they still don’t do stuff like that. Within
the family they will do it, but can you see the bigger
[picture]? They are mixing with all Bangladeshis here,
gelling together. They’re not separating themselves.”
These families have experienced not only isolation but
also racism in Italy:
“Bangladeshi Italians, for them it is brilliant [here].
‘We’ve had like people taking off our scarves, our
niqabs and saying things’, but here they love it, they
have their shoulders up, confident walking around
because they feel safer because it’s not as bad as
they’ve experienced.“
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However other families are feeling the pressure:

However Delowara is keen to add:

“Now there is a pressure ... if you want to live here in
this country you have to learn English, have British
values. People are thinking ‘oh god I’ve got to learn
English’ and my opinion on that is there’s a positive
that’s come out … It’s a good thing. It’s making them
learn things to live here and can help their children.”

“A course I go to, my pain management course, I’m
the only Asian Muslim woman there and everybody
is English but I get on really well with them, join in
everything they do. They see me, what I am - I’m a
Muslim and people are nice and there are a lot of
people they don’t like what’s happening and so I
do look at the positives and think hopefully it won’t
come to it. There are a lot of good people.”

Asked where that pressure comes from Delowara
replies:
“It’s like you know, the news, and some of them will
say ‘oh if I want to get my citizenship I have to pass
the life in the UK test, and in order to do that I have
to have a level of English and pass my test’ and that’s
a pressure in itself. The other pressure is they look
round the world and see what’s happening now and
they think ‘one day we may have to leave’. They get
scared now, I think times are hard now.”
The Brexit referendum in June affected even Delowara:
“When I saw the news and everything, it did put
fear in me ‘cos I wear a scarf. I wear a hijab, not a
niqab, and funnily enough it was me being wary and
careful I suppose. I went into town that Saturday I
remember. I had a hijab on as normal and I thought
for some reason I’ll put my hood up, and the first
time in my life here I felt the need to be more secure
… Maybe I’ll get picked on, because you hear of
stories everywhere, people’s scarves being pulled
and everything. I was on my own … and I thought
‘it’s getting a bit dark. I’m going to put my hood
up’. I haven’t experienced anything, personally,
but have heard of people experiencing throwing
things at them, pulling at the hijab and stuff, and
I think ... you never experienced anything like that
in Leicester before … I don’t think about what the
future might hold with Brexit because if I think about
it, that worries me, because I don’t know what to
expect. If it gets worse and worse - your children,
your grandchildren what does the future hold?. And
now with Trump coming in as well ... I also think it’s
easy to pick on a Muslim, if you’ve got a scarf on you
identify yourself as a Muslim.”
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KATE
Kate was born in Cambridge and moved from
Lincolnshire to Leicester with her partner Alan and her
daughter Grace five years ago:
“We’ve got no ties at all with Leicester...we came to
the Phoenix two or three times and then we got to
the stage where we didn’t want to live in the depths
of Lincolnshire any more. We wanted to get back to
city life but not London where we originally came
from. So we thought where is a good place to live to
get to London? We wanted somewhere central. So we
thought about all sorts of places - Nottingham, Derby,
Rugby and then Leicester and we both said ‘Ah,
Leicester’. It just seemed like the right thing to do. I’m
really glad we did come here. I really like Leicester.
It’s not huge but it’s big enough to have everything
you want in a city.”
Kate also has two sons. One of them lives in
Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire with his partner and
Kate’s two grandchildren Jonah and Kitty.
“They are coming up in a couple of days and we are
going to go to the pantomime at the Little Theatre.
It’s become a bit of a tradition. They came last year
and the year before .”

People can sometimes be put there as a punishment,
if a prisoner assaults an officer or another prisoner,
but quite often they are put there for their own
protection. It’s really shocking the number of people
with mental health issues in segregation cells,
people who should have an NHS hospital bed, but
there are no beds. The funding is inadequate and
people basically get stuck in segregation, waiting
for a psychiatric hospital bed ... We have to write an
annual report to the Minister for Justice and this is
something we have raised over and over again, and
so have other Boards. This is happening across the
country. People with severe mental health issues who
might be violent or a danger to themselves or others
are being held in segregation in the 21st century. It’s
an absolute disgrace.”
And about prison in general:
“We lock up far more people than I think any other
country in Europe, and it doesn’t do anybody any
good.”
Asked how she manages to cope with such difficult
work, Kate explains:
“We support each other … You can’t absorb too much
misery ... you do the little bit that you can do and try
and make a difference.”

Kate volunteers as a member of the Independent
Monitoring Board at Leicester Prison.
“We go into the prison. Basically our job is to make
sure that people are treated decently and humanely
in prison, so we take turns. There’s 12 of us at the
moment … Every week at least two members of the
Board will go in … There are certain statutory areas
that we always go to, like the Segregation Unit, the
Substance Misuse Unit, Vulnerable Prisoner Unit,
kitchen. We check up on the food. We can go in at
any time. They never know when we are coming. We
can go in any time day or night, speak to anybody,
ask to look at any documents. So we do have quite a
lot of freedom.
Kate explains the Segregation Unit.
“Segregation means being in the cell on your own …
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REHANA
Rehana moved to Leicester from Dewsbury, West
Yorkshire when she was 11. She has four children, two
of whom still live at home with her and her husband.
By choice, they do not own their home.
“We put so much pressure on ourselves, don’t we,
wanting all these material things. One thing I have
realised is that a home is not a building. A home is
the people around you, the people you care about
and that’s whether you live together or you come
together... it’s just us being together. You can make
a home anywhere. I’d grown up with that whole
tradition, you’ve got to own a property, you’ve got to
have a house. l think of the people who don’t have
a home and how they live, and how they make the
most of whatever they have. We should do the same.
I’m not knocking people who have a house, but
human beings are much more important.”

“Traditionally it was men went out to work and
women kept home... now the way media works,
the way marketing works, all these images all the
time - you’ve got to look beautiful, you’ve got to look
fantastic, you’ve got to have an amazing job, you’ve
got to be a great Mum, you’ve got to be great at your
job, you’ve got to have all the qualifications, you’ve
got be a great wife, your home’s got to be beautiful,
spick and span, you’ve got be a good cook. This kind
of nonsense. You can become a slave to it. It’s really
scary. I’ve worked with a lot women who actually
believe all that and it knocks their self esteem
because they can’t reach all these unrealistic goals.
It starts making them think they’re a failure and it
starts affecting them, then they give up.”

As well as the pressure to own property Rehana is also
aware of the pressure for men and women to behave
in certain ways.
“You’re buying Cinderella, you’re buying Snow White
and the women have always got to be rescued, and I
say to the women and to younger girls as well ‘do you
need rescuing? Are you in trouble and if you need
rescuing, why don’t you rescue yourself? Be your own
hero. Because this guy you’ve been waiting around
for may never come and if does come he may not be
able to rescue you.”
For three years Rehana was a foster carer.
“I had one girl, a 14-year-old girl who within the first
week she observed our family situation. She said ‘why
are your daughters talking to their Dad like that?’
and I said ‘they are just disagreeing with his opinion,
they’re having a conversation‘ and she said ‘no that’s
disrespectful...that’s wrong, you’re a bad Mum’ and
then on one occasion he was making breakfast
because it was a Sunday and he was off work and she
said ‘why is your husband making you breakfast?’.’’
Rehana has worked for many years in the voluntary
sector and has seen the impact these expectations can
have.
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Asked how she helps them regain their self esteem
Rehana explains:
“Sometimes it’s about challenging what they think
about it. It’s about them having a safe place to
explore and to verbalise as sometimes they don’t
even verbalise what they’re doing, having a nonjudging environment. We also role model what we’re
talking about. There’s no point if we don’t practise
what we preach … It’s very rewarding work.”
Currently Rehana is working as a life coach and
mentor and manages an after school club in a girls’
school. A year ago she set up a voluntary mental
health project called ‘Jamila’s Legacy’ .
“In the work I’ve done in my past with disability, with
mental health, with foster caring, with community
work, an aspect of mental health has always been
there. People are struggling ...There is such stigma
attached to mental illness and people don’t talk
about it...Jamila’s Legacy is about increasing
awareness and understanding of mental health and
the way I’m doing that is just by bringing people
together to talk about it; so exchanging knowledge,
sharing experiences, giving people a voice who
perhaps have never had a voice but want to … A lot
of work is done on social media … That’s been really
interesting because a lot of younger people are using
that. When I used to mentor secondary children
in schools I found a lot of them were struggling
with their mental health. Those teenage years are
extremely difficult, especially now in our society, with
the expectations that society puts on them, so many
pressures externally and then our own expectations.
It’s too much and some of them are struggling
to cope. So many of them are victims of bullying,
because bullying has become very easy now because
you can hide behind a screen. You can do it on line,
so a lot more people get involved and people who
would not necessarily say something to your face
now have access to be able to do a lot of harm and
cause a lot of pain without even leaving the room.”

didn’t want to do any fund raising, because I’ve
done that before. So I thought to myself what could
I do without doing any of those things that I can do
quickly and people can benefit? I can give myself,
and what knowledge I have; my contacts, I can use
my contacts; I’m good at recruiting volunteers. So
why not do it? It’s about who you know, so asking
people ‘do you want to give us your room for two
hours so we can use it’? ...we all have free calls now
and free messages. We can do a lot without it being
building-based and having lots of funding and hiring
staff. And it’s wonderful to see. Every time I get
feedback, people are saying they are benefiting or
people are just talking about it, or people are able to
support somebody else. I’m just so passionate about
it. It’s such an honour to do it, but also to feel like
you are making a difference in your little tiny dot of
the world, even that one dot that somebody that day
feels they’ve been supported, or they don’t feel alone
or they’ve gone out and got help.”
A recent event was held for men:
“There are additional challenges to men’s mental
health because of the way men are perceived, the
expectations, the stereoetypes. Suicide rates are
much higher because of all that suppression; you’ve
got to be strong; you’re not supposed to cry. All that
has been embedded in our society, huge pressure. So
it was amazing to see men opening up at the event
and discussing how anger is acceptable to them as
a behaviour, but crying isn’t ... and mothers were
actually contributing to that harm that is being done
to that person.”
Rehana left home when she was young. This was one
of the reasons she fostered.

Rehana runs this project free of funding.

“Because I also left home at a young age and lived
in a refuge I wanted to give back, especially to the
teenagers, because everyone wants to have the little
cute kids and no-one wants the older children … I
know how hard it was and I still won’t forget the day
I was given that emergency payment and the first
thing I bought was fish fingers.”

“I hold events. I decided when I started doing this
Legacy that I did not want to charge for it and I also

She was one of the first women in Leicester to wear a
niqab at university 16 years ago.
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“When I chose to wear the veil it was a very spiritual
journey, I was quite ill and it made me feel closer
to God, and my husband was very ‘oh are you sure
you want to do that?’. It’s my way of expressing that
I love you to God and to me that was important. ...
nobody at university was wearing it. I was the only
chair of an organisation, female, in a niqab, manager
of a centre in a niqab, lecturer at Leicester College in
a niqab .“
While wearing the niqab Rehana was attacked.
“I was a victim of hate crime quite a number of years
ago. It was one of the first cases that went to court.
And the person was charged. I was going to work
in Highfields in broad daylight at nine o’clock in
the morning on Melbourne Road and a young man
came towards me and something didn’t feel right,
the way he was walking, and he came very close to
me and I tried to move out of the way, but before I
could he pulled my veil off and shouted at me and
verbally abused me, and he quickly walked on and
then I turned around and shouted ‘how dare you’
and he turned round and stopped. And I thought at
that point I need to move away, and I carried on and
turned the corner and this older lady was very upset
and she said this man had just pulled her headscarf
off. She was really upset. I tried to encourage her
to report but she didn’t. However I did. The police
were great. But it was a really difficult time because
I didn’t understand the court process the way I did
after going through it. He kept changing his plea
from not guilty to guilty so we went through this
‘you have to give evidence, you don’t have to give
evidence, you have to give evidence, you don't have
to give evidence.’ That yoyo affect. They caught him
on CCTV so they had the evidence. A religiously
aggravated assault, something like that, it came
under and he got community service and a fine. And
even on the day of giving evidence he then said ‘I’ve
changed my mind, I’m going to plead not guilty. You
need to give evidence.’ I waited in the waiting room
and an hour later ‘you don’t need to give evidence
because he’s pleading guilty’. I didn’t realise how it
really affected me. I had to have some counselling.
Victim Support were really, really good. I felt very
afraid all of a sudden, but carried on working, carried
on doing everything. But because I didn’t take time
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out to take care of it properly, I was out with my
foster child on Victoria Park and two cyclists came
towards me and he tried to go for me. I put my hand
up to stop it and again I was very concerned for my
foster child. That was my main priority and I needed
to get away from there, and I behaved like I wasn’t
affected because I didn’t want her to be like ‘she’s
scared’. I reported the incident and this time they
didn’t get caught. But this time it really affected me
and I gave up on society. I couldn’t go out, anyone
could go for me...it was affecting my work. I was
having to depend on other people because I couldn’t
get on the bus because I kept thinking ‘this person
hates me, that person hates me’. I had nightmares.
It wasn’t good and it’s wonderful that now that I am
feeling safer and I can get back on the bus. It took
me a couple of years to be able to walk safely and
not keep looking over my shoulder, feeling my heart
was in my mouth, that kind of thing.”
Rehana stopped wearing the niqab three years ago
out of fear.
“I just wish it was my own choice…The choice was
taken away from me. Life is a journey and this where
I am...I just wish it wasn’t forced on me. I don’t like
being put in places where I can’t make the decision
independently. But the timing was right, and I’m
happy with who I am and what I am and where I am
now.”

Caribbean person before, never met a Sikh person
before. I loved learning and having friends that were
all from different backgrounds and from different
faiths. It really helped me develop myself and
understand. But then over the years things like 9/11
and 7/7 have had a massive impact on everybody
here and you start fearing going out … It feels like
we’ve just regressed, and now people are writing
exactly how they feel. Really horrible things they
are thinking are now being expressed in speeches,
verbally, it’s being written, it's on the TV and now
you’ve got well-known people saying it and it’s
giving other people more courage -’Well if they can
do it, I can do it’ and horrible murders.”
“If you really think about it, a lot of people are saying
‘we voted for Brexit to get the immigrants out.’ That’s
what they are saying. And they’re not just talking
about European migrants, they’re talking about all
migrants. And they put me into that as well, even
though I was born here. And they put my children
into it, even though they are third generation here,
but people don’t know the difference. What can you
do? You do your bit and live peacefully.”

Asked about the impact of the Brexit referendum
Rehana replies:
“For me it’s been an ongoing deterioration, to be
honest with you, because hate has always been
there. It’s just you see it blatantly now. It’s quite
shocking. It felt like going backwards. When I was a
child, because I was living where I was living, [near
Dewsbury] there was quite a lot of racism, and like
on a Saturday sometimes we had the National Front
march outside our front door … I can remember
asking Mum about the skinheads marching and
what is this about. I knew they didn’t like us, and I
knew they didn’t like us because we were Indian,
and sometimes you get called names even as a child
growing up. And when I came to Leicester I loved the
diversity. Up to the age of 11 I’d never met an African
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JANE
Jane lives on her own with a small puppy. Two years
ago she retired.
“I was an accountant for one of these multi-national
construction companies and the bit that I worked
for was involved with the generation of electricity.
Basically power stations. They built and maintained
power stations. I don’t know very much about the
technical side of power stations and as an accountant
my job really was to tell them how much money
they were making or not, as the case may be. But
over the course of my career I shifted a little bit
into computer sytems for accounting and probably
the last 15 years of my working life I was involved
in installing a particular suite of programmes. The
company that I worked for decided that they were
going to have exactly the same programmes and
software in all of their offices across the whole world,
so I was part of the project team that designed

the systems and started to implement it in all the
different offices in all the different countries, and that
was quite interesting to start with. I used to travel to
Switzerland a lot where the head office was, but after
a while that became horrible, away from home, living
out of a suitcase and I came to really hate it. So I was
involved in the first couple of implementations and
then I said I just don’t want to do all this travelling
any more and so I carried on with what I was doing
with them in the UK.”
In contrast to her international work, Jane’s focus is
now very much on local issues and on gardening.
“The local stuff is because I’ve now got time, which
I never had before when I was working and it’s
important to me, the environment in which I live.
No man is an island. We all co-exist, and if I walk
down the street and it’s full of litter and fly tipping
that impacts on me, so I want my environment,
my community, to work, essentially. And the
gardening, this house, because of the way it was
built, I’ve actually got two plots of land so unlike a
lot of terraced houses I’ve got a garden. Not a very
big garden, but a garden, and while I was working
I didn’t have a huge amount of time to spend in
the garden but then when I retired that became
something that I enjoyed doing, partly because it was
so utterly different from what I’d been doing for a
living.”
Jane has also created a beautiful garden on the
forecourt of the MKA Venue where the Women’s Group
is held.
“I attend, most of the time, the Ward community
meetings for Stoneygate Ward which are held three
or four times a year and there was a particular set
of circumstances that meant there was a ward
community meeting in March, 31st March being the
end of the financial year for the council, and there
was money that had been earmarked for another
project that all of a sudden became free and at that
meeting, essentially, money needed to be spent. So I
put my hand up and said, without discussing it with
anybody really, if £500 could be made available I
would be happy to set up a little garden in the small
forecourt area between the actual building and the

Jane
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railings which front Evington Road and the corner of
Dashwood Road. At that time that forecourt area was
covered in quite ugly crazy paving and there was an
ancient fuchsia that looked as though it had been
there a very long time and it was just a ‘grotspot’
for litter. And so I put my hand up and said give me
£500 please. And they said yes. So with some help
from the Parks Department at the council they gave
me some information about some very large planters
that contain water reservoirs so you don’t have to be
watering them so often. And so I got a few people,
friends, involved and either grew or bought plants
and the first year, which was 2014, mid summer we
planted up these two big planters. And then we put
a load of stuff on the wall as, well, sort of hanging
planters that went on the outer wall of the building,
and that was very nice. It gave people something to
look at as they passed by and quite often when I was
there and was watering or deadheading or whatever,
people would stop. I remember one gentleman who
owned a shop on Evington Road stopped and said
how nice it looked, and then came back a bit later
with a bottle of water and an ice cream for me, which
was really nice. I was there on Monday this week,
putting some spring bulbs in, and a lady stopped me
then and said that every time she goes past on the
bus in the summer she looks at it and admires it. So
it does get noticed, and it is only just a small area.
We’ve now got a third planter, also funded by the
Ward and when it's all in bloom in the summer it is
quite a handsome sight.”

goodness, where have you come from?’ because
there is just nowhere. If you think, it’s streets with
Victorian terraced houses with yards. The nearest
properties with gardens is probably St. James Road,
quite a distance away, and there was this little
hedgehog and I thought ‘Oh, OK’. I thought I’d leave
him to it, but he then walked underneath the gate,
dropped down onto the pavement and wandered
off down the road and he looked as though he was
heading towards the edge of the pavement and into
the gutter, and I thought ‘no that can’t happen’ so I
picked him up and the only thing I’d got to put him
in, (I take it was a ‘him’ but I don’t know), all I had
was a bucket, and so I popped him in the bucket
and then thought ‘well, what am I going to do with
you?’ So I contacted somebody I know whose garden
backed onto the allotment, Helen, and when I got
home I rang her and said ‘Helen, this is going to be a
very strange conversation. I’ve got a hedgehog. Can
I bring him to you?’ So I took him over there and we
let him loose in her back garden and off he went,
hopefully to potter round among the allotments.”

This oasis is particularly important because there is no
other green to be seen in the area, as Jane explains:
“No trees, no council planters, there’s nothing. The
last bit of greenery, depending on which way you
go, if you go down Evington Road, Evington Lane,
is probably the golf course as you are approaching
Evington village. There are trees there. But that’s it. “
We will finish with a lovely story about a hedgehog:
“One little curiosity, this is going back probably two
or three months. I was there one Sunday afternoon
deadheading, watering, whatever, and out popped,
from between the two planters, a hedgehog! This
was in the middle of the day and I thought ‘oh my

The garden created by Jane
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Shared spaces, where friends, and people who
don’t yet know each other, can come and play
together, are essential for a happy community.

