
 

 

 

 

 

 

Merton’s South Asian Heritage: 

Notable People. 
This display features just some of the many people 

with South Asian ancestry who have contributed to the 

history and development of our borough. 



 

 

Swami Vivekenanda (1863-1902) 

A relatively short-lived but highly influential 

Hindu Vedanta missionary. He stayed at  

21a High Street, Wimbledon in 1899, then moved 

to The Limes, 35 Woodside. 

He is also known to have lectured at 

Airlie Lodge, Ridgway, Wimbledon in 1896. 



Swami Vivekananda - Hindu spiritualist and reformer. 

Originally known as Narenthranath Datta, the Swami was born into a prosperous Bengal family from  

Calcutta. He was educated in the Western style and at university was exposed to Western philosophy,  

Christianity and science.  
 

From his University days Vivekananda became a strong advocate of social reform in India. He joined the 

Society of Brahma, which was dedicated to halting child marriage, eliminating illiteracy and extending  

education to women and people from lower caste backgrounds. 
 

Fascinated by religion and spirituality, Vivekananda was passionate to understand the truth about God , 

questioning many holy men on the subject. He became a disciple of Sri Ramakrishna who believed in the  

essential unity of all religions. Through his mentor’s teachings, Vivekananda followed the same spiritual 

path, teaching and spreading the word to others and eventually becoming acknowledged as a prophet in 

his own right. He became an active spokesman for Hinduism in the West, lecturing throughout the USA and 

England, including a period spent living in Wimbledon. Stressing the universal truth of ancient Hindu texts, 

with a belief in service to others, rather than dogma, he attracted a wide range of followers and converted 

many to Hinduism. 
 

Following the death of his spiritual guide, Ramakrishna in 1896, Vivekananda renounced the world and  

began travelling India as a monk. His compassion for India’s poor led him to seek financial help from the 

West and in 1897 he founded the Ramakrishna Mission at Belur Math monastery near the River Ganges. 
 

His latter years were spent spreading Vedanta religion—one of the six schools of Hindu philosophy, with a 

particular emphasis on self improvement and helping others. Although Swami Vivekananda died in 1902, it 

is said that most of the Vedanta Societies founded in America and Europe before World War II originated 

from him, or those who were inspired by his teachings. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

Abdullah Yusuf Ali (1879-1953) 
 

An esteemed Indian-British barrister, civil servant,  

literary and Muslim scholar, his best known work 

“The Holy Qu’ran: Text, Translation and  

Commentary” (1934-8) remains one of the most 

widely used English versions of the Islamic sacred 

book and has been released in 30 different versions. 
 

Ali lived at 3, Mansel Road, Wimbledon during the 

1930s. 



Abdullah Yusuf Ali, Barrister and Muslim scholar. 

Born in Bombay, India, Adbullah developed a keen interest in Islamic writing, became fluent in both Arabic 

and English and was able to quote the entire Qu’ran from memory. 
 

At 19, he studied for a degree in English Literature and was then awarded a scholarship to study law at 

Cambridge University. After qualifying in 1895, he worked for the Indian Civil Service and later returned to 

the UK as a postgraduate student. In 1900 he married Teresa Shalders in Bournemouth and the couple had 

three sons and a daughter. Mixing in upper class circles, Ali was developing an intellectual reputation and in 

1905 he was made a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and the Royal Society of Literature. His powerful 

mentors, including Lord Meston, who employed him in various posts within the Finance Department of the 

Government of India.  
 

Ali’s marriage suffered due to his constant travel between India and the UK. When his wife bore a child  

following an affair, the couple divorced and the children later rejected their father. In 1914 Ali settled in  

Britain and became a trustee of the Sha Jehan Mosque, Woking. His speeches and lecture tours endorsing 

India’s role in the Allied war effort, led him to be awarded a CBE in 1917. 
 

In 1920 Ali began a short-lived marriage to Gertrude Mawbey. The couple moved to India, where they had a 

son. By now, Ali was a Trustee of the fund to build the East London Mosque. He spent much of the interwar 

era in senior roles at the Islamia College, Lahore and the University if Punjab, publishing books such as  

“Fundamentals of Islam”(1929) and “Personality of Man in Islam” (1931) He also served with the Indian  

delegation to the League of Nations in 1928. 
 

In 1947 Ali returned to a political post in newly independent India - however the move was not successful. 

He returned to London where his health deteriorated. Ignored by his family and the British Establishment, 

he became destitute and eventually died at St.Stephen’s Hospital, Fulham in 1953. As an act of charity, the 

Pakistan High Commission arranged his funeral and burial in the Muslim section of Brookwood Cemetery. 



 

(Left) Jiddu Krishnamurti pictured in the 1920s and (right) on an Indian stamp from 1987. 

Described as one of the most important spiritual leaders of the 20th century, Indian philosopher and 

orator, Knrishnamurti lived at Westside House, Wimbledon during the early 20th century and also 

spoke at several local meetings during the 1960s.  

His book “The First and Last Freedom” with its themes of desire, belief, simplicity and awareness, 

published in 1954, inspired people worldwide, including martial arts film star, Bruce Lee. 



Jiddu Krishnamurti (1895-1986) - Indian philosopher, author and public speaker. 

Born in Andrhra Pradesh province, Madras, Jiddu was the son of an official in the British colonial  

administration. His parents had eleven children, only six of whom survived to adulthood and Jiddu’s  

much-loved mother died when he was just ten years old. Sensitive and plagued by ill-health, including  

several bouts of malaria, young Jiddu was often considered “mentally unstable” and suffered regular  

beatings from his father and teachers. Haunted by the deaths of his mother and young sister, he found  

solace in nature. 
 

In 1909 Jiddu met soothsayer Charles Leadbetter, who believed that the young man would become a 

“World Teacher to guide the evolution of mankind.” By this stage Jiddu was working as a clerk for the  

Theosophist Society of Adyar. (Theosophy was a religion founded in 19th century America, combining 

Europoean philosophy with elements of Hinduism and Buddhism.) He now formed a strong bond with British  

Socialist and Theosophist, Annie Besant, whom he regarded as a his adoptive mother. 
 

In 1911 Krishnamurti was sent to London, as the head and main teacher of the Theosophist Society’s 

“Order of the Star in the East.” Between 1911 and 1920 he was living at Westside House, Wimbledon.  

Through public sermons and published works, he began to spread Theosophical belief and staged a major 

tour around Europe.  
 

After World War 1, Jiddu resumed lecture tours and Theosophical teaching around the world, settling in  

California, where he is said to have undergone a spiritual awakening. Following the death of his brother and 

a short wavering in his beliefs, Jiddu dissolved the Theosophist Order of the Star in 1929. 
 

Between 1930 and 1944 he went on a number of world tours and founded the Star Publishing Trust to  

distribute his written teachings. He also became a friend of writer and philosopher Aldous Huxley.  

In the post-war era, he staged many speaking tours worldwide, attracting a following particularly amongst 

young intellectuals. He also published widely and founded numerous schools in India, England and the 

USA. He died in 1986 but his teachings have continued to influence people around the world. 



 

(Left) Mr.S.Sabapathipillai (1910-1990), founder of the Hindu Association of Great Britain. 

(Right) Highgate Hill Murugan Temple, Archway Road, London. - purchase and construction  

was partly funded by donations and money raised from the Hindu weddings, funerals and services 

staged by “Aiya” Sabapathipillai in Wimbledon during the 1960s and ‘70s. 



“Aiya” Sabapathipillai, Lawyer and lecturer (1910-1989) 

Born in Jaffna, Sri Lanka, Aiya was educated in Colombo, then sent to England at the age of 21.  

Having completed a mathematics degree at London University, he qualified as a barrister at the age of 24. 

After returning to Sri Lanka, he worked as a lecturer at the Law College and a mathematics lecturer at the 

Ceylon Technical College, whilst also practising law in the Colombo courts. 
 

Aiya was greatly influenced by Saiva Siddantham - a religious and philosophical system of ethics practised 

in South India and northern Sri Lanka. He dedicated over 40 years of his life to sharing and practising the 

traditional rituals of Hinduism. He came to England in 1965 at the age 55, determined to share his 

knowledge with people across the UK.  
 

In 1966 Aiya founded the Hindu Association of Great Britain, as a unifying force for migrants from Fiji,  

Malaysia, Singapore, India, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Mauritius and South Africa, enabling their children to mix in 

a positive religious atmosphere so as to encourage them to follow their parent’s religious faith and culture. 

He personally led religious services at private homes, conducted weddings and officiated at Hindu funeral 

rites. By 1974 this work had generated funds to support development of the Britannia Hindu (Shiva) Temple 

Trust, with Aiya as its chairman. The temple was finally consecrated in 1986. 
 

In 1969 Aiya founded the first Tamil school in the UK at Wimbledon - this is still going today and is now part 

of the Shree Ganapathy Temple in Effra Road. The school boasts many talented graduates in dance, drama 

and music. 
 

Aiya also played an active part of the wider community. He was Chairman of the Merton Community  

Relations panel and the Merton & Wandsworth Racial Harrassment Unit management committee, helping 

to resettle hundreds of Tamil refugees who arrived in London in 1985. His work in Merton was recognised 

with the 1988 Cyril Black prize for services to education and the community - sadly Aiya died a week  

before the award presentation ceremony. 



                    

 

 

   

 

 At the heart of our thinking is a     

 Britain where Christian, Muslim,   

 Hindu, Jew, Sikh and others can  

 all work and live together, each  

 retaining proudly their own faith  

 and identity, but each sharing in  

 common the bond of being,  

 by birth or choice, British; in stark  

 terms - in our loyalty to this  

 country, our country.  

 

                     Sir Mota Singh, QC  

Mota Singh QC, pictured at Westminster Abbey for the Judges Service in 2001. 

The esteemed judge lived at Cedarwood, 3 Somerset Road, Wimbledon  

during the 1970s and early 1980s. 



 

 

 

Sir Mota Singh, Q C. (1930—2016 ) 

Born into a Sikh family in Nairobi, Kenya, Mota spent his early career working as a clerk for the East African 

Railways and Harbours, before joining a firm of European lawyers. By the early 1950s he was married with 

a young daughter and continued his legal studies, eventually moving to England in 1953. 

 

After passing his final exams, he returned to Kenya in 1956 and started work as a barrister with his own  

legal practice. He also began a career in politics, first as a city councillor and then an alderman for Nairobi. 

 

Mota moved to the UK in 1965 and joined the English Bar two years later. He made headlines in 1982 when 

he became the first member of an ethnic minority, the first Sikh and the first Asian to be appointed as a UK 

judge. He also made history by fulfilling this role wearing a turban rather than the traditional horse-hair wig. 

 

In addition to his legal role, Mota also worked for the Race Relations Board and was also chairman of a 

London rent assessment panel and the Chelsea Round Table. 

 

He retired from the Bench in 2002 and in 2010 was knighted by Her Majesty the Queen for services to the 

judiciary and charitable works. He spent the latter part of his life in Tooting and died there in 2016. 

 

 



 

“Rather than sulk, I started thinking about the future and what I wanted to do with my life.” 

 

 

 

 Crow                         
  

 There is a crow on the roof              
 looking around for flesh              
 he cares little for mere skin             
 when you see a man              
 looking at your skin, not at you              
 you begin to love the crow 

  
 the crow knows              
 that flesh is better than skin                      
                     

A poem by Yogesh Patel 

 

 

 

 

   Award-winning tri-lingual poet and former Mitcham resident, Yogesh Patel  

being presented to  Her Majesty the Queen.  

He was awarded an MBE for Services to Literature in January 2020. 



 

 

Yogesh Patel, Poet, journalist, writer, activist, accountant and optometrist. 

Born in Kenya in 1953, Yogesh’s family later migrated to Uganda and also spent time in India.  

Having failed to get into medical school, he took a course in optometry. After arriving in the UK, he spent 

time at the Harmondsworth immigration detention facility but tried to remain positive.  

 

Within days of his release, Yogesh found a job at luxury department store Harrod’s, later joining the 

opticians chain, Dollond & Aitchison, where despite being a certified optometrist, he took on a lesser role as 

he had to complete conversion courses to practice optometry in the UK. He then joined the Boots  

pharmacy chain and set up his own optician’s practice at 23 Leopold Road, Wimbledon in the late 1970s. 

 

It was at this time that Yogesh started his poetry career. Although he first started writing at the age of 12, it 

was in 1979 that his first anthology of poems was published. He was then living at 47 Oakwood Road, 

Mitcham. Since then he has published several poetry collections in English, Hindi and Gujarati, a collection 

of short stories, and a Hindi phrasebook. He has also recorded four LPs and written for film and radio. 

 

Yogesh has also been involved in activism, founding the non-profit organisation Skylark Publications and 

the World Masala Project to promote and publish unrecognised writers and poets from South Asia.  

He also founded the Gujarati Literary Academy and has been awarded the Freedom of the City of London. 

 

His writing has won many awards including Poet of Honour at New York University and he has read his  

poems at the House of Lords, Buckingham Palace and on radio and television worldwide. In 2020 he was 

awarded an MBE for services to Literature in the Queen’s New Years Honour list and many of his works 

now feature in the school curriculum. 



“Her contribution to Merton’s community will long be remembered.”   (Councillor Mike Brunt, 1997.) 

 

 

(Left) Lily Khan and the Mayor of Merton, Councillor Peter McCabe, opening Merton Ethnic Minority 

Centre in 1991. (Right) Lily Khan OBE. 



 

Lily Khan OBE 

Lily was born into an Indian family, then residing in the Iraqi capital, Baghdad. She and her family returned 

to India following the outbreak of World War II.  

 

Described as an outstanding student Lily graduated from Dhaka University and then entered the teaching 

profession. Her skill as a teacher was recognised with the Tamgha Imtiaz, the Gold Medal of Excellence for 

Services to Education, awarded by the President of Pakistan. 

 

Lily later attended Harvard University, USA, before moving to London in 1971. Here she resumed her 

teaching career, launching the UK’s first Bengali language class.  In addition to teaching, Mrs. Khan was  

also a Bangladeshi delegate to the United Nations and a representative for the Commission for Racial 

Equality.  

 

Mrs. Khan came to Merton in 1975. She was one of the driving forces behind the opening of Merton Ethnic 

Minority Centre at Vestry Hall, Mitcham in 1991. In her role as Chair, she spent the latter part of her working 

life developing the Centre’s services, helping to expand the number of organisations represented from 12, 

to more than 60.  

 

A dedicated community worker in both Merton and Tower Hamlets, Lily was a respected spokesperson for 

the diverse local population. Her hard work was acknowledged nationally in 1995 when she was awarded 

an OBE for services to the Asian community in Surrey.  She died in December 1997. 



 

Author and teacher, Usha Raje Saxena. 

A Mitcham resident, her books include “Bravas Mein - Living Abroad” - a collection 

of Hindi short stories written about life in Merton. 



 

 

 

Usha Raje Saxena, poet, author and teacher. 

Born in Gorakpur, Uttar Pradesh in 1943. She settled in the UK during the 1970s and has lived in Hill Road, 

Mitcham for many years. Her working life has combined writing, with a teaching career in Merton primary 

schools.  

 

Usha is well known as an overseas Indian writer and has produced a variety of poetry anthologies,  

including “Silver Seals of Faith” and “In Search of the Rainbow” written in Hindi.  She has also written a 

range of stories from “Walking Partner” to “That Raat and other Stories.”  Her anthology of Hindi short  

stories “Bravas Mein  - Living Abroad” was written as part of Merton’s “Forest of Dreams” project. 

 

Usha also edited collections of short stories by fellow Hindu authors and is co-editor of Britain's only Hindi 

literature quarterly magazine 'Purvai.' She has also served as Vice President of the Hindi Committee UK. 

 

Despite having lived abroad for five decades, her fondness and respect for her native country and its  

people shines through her touching stories about the life of Indian people.  



 

Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon, pictured at the House of Lords, having become a life peer in 2011. 

(Right) Lord Ahmad representing the UK at the United Nations, as Minister of State for South Asia 

and the Commonwealth. He was a Wimbledon Park ward councillor from 2002 to 2012. 



 

Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon, British businessman and Conservative life peer. 

Tariq Mahmood Ahmad was born in Lambeth in 1968. His parents were Pakistani immigrants from the  

Punjab. Educated at Rutlish School in Merton Park, he joined the Natwest banking group from university 

and eventually became its head of Marketing, Sponsorship and Branding. He later held senior roles at  

AllianceBernstein and Sucden Financial and is a member of the Institute of Directors. 

 

A member of the Ahmaddiya Muslim Community, Lord Ahmad has a track record of supporting young  

people. From 1999 to 2008, he was Vice President of the British Muslim Youth Association and between 

2001 and 2004, he was a Governor of Wimbledon Park Primary School. He also served as Conservative 

councillor for this Merton ward and Cabinet member from 2002 to 2012. 

 

In 2008, Tariq became Vice-Chairman of the Conservative Party – a post he held until 2010. In 2011 he was  

made a life peer, assuming the title Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon. He was a Government Whip from 2012 to 

2014, followed by a year as Communities and Local Government Minister. As a Transport Minster from 2015 

to 2016, he focussed on skills and aviation security. This post was followed by a year at the Home Office as 

Minster for Countering Extremism.  

 

Between 2016 and 2017, Lord Ahmad served as Minister for Aviation and Trade in the administration led by 

David Cameron and later Theresa May ( herself a former Merton councillor.) After the 2017 election, he was 

appointed Minister of State for South Asia and the Commonwealth Office, with responsibilities at the  

United Nations. He also became the Prime Minister’s Special Representative on Preventing Sexual  

Violence in Conflict and has served as Special Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief. 

 



 

 

Mohammed Adbul Karim MBE 

(1936-2012) 

 

A long-standing councillor for the 

Abbey ward, he founded  

Merton Ethnic Minority Centre and 

was active in supporting local  

residents of all backgrounds. 



 

Mohammed Abdul Karim MBE - Labour councillor and community champion. 

Born in Bangladesh, Mohammed moved to London in 1961 and eventually set up home in Quicks Road, 

Wimbledon. He was elected as Labour councillor for the Abbey ward of Merton council in 1998 and  

campaigned for fairness, justice and equality for local residents, irrespective of race or colour. 

 

Described as a “principled” man of “strong values,” Mohammed was founder and chairman of the Ethnic 

Minority Centre in Mitcham. He helped to address the needs of ethnic minority residents in the borough, 

enabling local people to access council services such as housing and education. He was particularly keen 

to support Asian residents for whom language difficulties could become a barrier, organising a range of 

projects to enable young and old to develop new skills. 

 

His hard work and commitment to human rights was formally recognised in 1996, when he was awarded 

an MBE for services to the community. 

 

Having become disillusioned with the Parliamentary Labour Party following an MPs expenses scandal,  

Mohammed left the local party and served as a LibDem councillor for the Abbey ward. He chose to leave 

the Liberal Democratic Party party following its decision to form a coalition Government with the  

Conservatives in 2010. 

 

As Chairman of the Joint Consultative Committee, he encouraged all ethnic groups to participate in council 

meetings and continued to serve as Vice chairman, after leaving council office. He died in 2012 and it is a 

mark of the respect in which he was held that over 100 people attended his funeral at Garth Road  

cemetery. 

 



 

Najeeb Latif  - civil engineer and Merton councillor. 



 

 

 

Najeeb Latif - Civil Engineer and Merton Councillor. 

A Wimbledon resident and chartered civil engineer, Najeeb has been councillor for the Village ward of the 

London Borough of Merton since 2014.  

 

Not surprisingly, given his professional expertise, Najeeb is passionate about planning and has used his 

knowledge to help local residents to understand the complexities of planning and development.  He is a 

member of the council’s Planning Applications Committee and is currently Vice-Chair of the Borough Plan 

Advisory Committee.  

 

Najeeb played a key role in the formation of the Village High Street Group, which seeks to improve the  

business and street scene of the historic Wimbledon Village high street - a major draw for both domestic and 

overseas tourists, particularly during the summer months. His priority is to attract funding to improve the  

Village—this has involved crowdfunding initiatives and cooperation between the council and the All England 

Lawn Tennis Club. 

 



 

(Left) Merton councillor Laxmi Attawar; (Right) Cabinet member for Women and Equalities, 

Councillor Attwar, pictured with local politicians and community representatives at the unveiling 

of the Rainbow Crossing in Wimbledon Broadway, 2019. The crossing celebrates the LGBT+ 

community and its diversity. 



 

 

 

Laxmi Attawar - Councillor and former Deputy Mayor, London Borough of Merton 

Elected as Labour councillor for the Colliers Wood ward in 2014, Laxmi has held a number of corporate 

posts, including Chair of the Pension Fund Investment Advisory Panel and membership of the Sustainable 

Communities Overview and Scrutiny Panel. She also serves on the Colliers Wood and North East Mitcham 

Community Forum. 

 

Laxmi’s political commitment is also at the heart of her working life as constituency assistant to  

Siobhain McDonagh, MP for Mitcham and Morden. 

 

Councillor Attawar was Deputy Mayor of Merton in 2014/15. Until a recent reshuffle, she held the Cabinet 

post for Women and Equalities. 

 

Laxmi has been an keen supporter of many local organisations and community interests. She is a Trustee 

of the Wandle Valley Regional Park Trust and has been particularly active in the campaign to safeguard  

St.Helier Hospital from cutbacks and downgrading. 



 

(Left) Hina Bokhari, Liberal Democrat councillor for West Barnes and the first Muslim woman to 

serve on the London Assembly. 

(Right) Hina’s father, Syed “Naz” Bokharo dedicated his life to the education and welfare of young  

people. In 1985 he became the first Muslim headteacher of a British secondary school, Beechcroft 

Road School, Tooting. He was later Principal of Ernest Bevin College, where his students included  

Sadiq Khan, now Mayor of London. “Naz” founded the Muslim Teacher’s Association and was awarded 

an OBE for services to education in 2001, in addition to the Honorary Fellowship of the College of 

Teachers. 



 

Hina Bokhari, Liberal Democrat politiian and Merton councillor. 

Born in Enfield, Hina is the daughter of Syed “Naz”  Bokhari, a pioneering and inspirational headteacher, 

originally from Sialkot in the Punjab, who moved to Britain in the 1960s.He suffered racism and poor  

treatment during his early years in the UK, but through sheer hard work and dedication became the first 

Muslim headteacher at a British Secondary School - earning the respect and admiration of generations of 

London students and their families. 

 

Both Hina and her brother, Harris, have followed in their father’s footsteps, with careers in education and 

youth work. Hina has spent 20 years teaching in some of the Capital’s most deprived areas and has also 

established two charities to help young people. 

 

In 2018 she became the first female Muslim councillor for Merton and the first from an ethnic minority to  

represent the West Barnes ward. She also stood for Sutton, Cheam and Worcester Park in the 2019  

Election. 

 

In May 2021, she became one of the first Muslim women elected to the London Assembly - this was the first  

Liberal Democrat gain since 2004. 

 

Hina is strongly committed to give young Londoners a stronger voice and to addressing issues such as 

knife crime and climate change  In her role as a Merton councillor, she sits on the Standards and General 

Purposes Committee, the Merton and Sutton Joint Cemetery Board and is a substitute on both the  

Joint Consultative Committee with Ethnic Minority Organisations and the Healthier Communities & Older 

People Overview and Scrutiny Panel. 


