
Francophone African 
Oral History 
 
Interviewer: Good morning! 
 
Interviewee: Good morning! 
 
Interviewer: I’m going to interview you in the relation to our project “Francophone African Oral 
History” in Birmingham. 
Can you introduce yourself? 
 
Interviewee: My name is Fabien Dimandja.  I was born in Kindu, Eastern Congo on the 1st February 
1963.  I had done my studies in Kisangani, Eastern Congo.  I went to University in Lubumbashi and 
Kinshasa; I have a master in international affair.  I’m married with four children and I have worked 
a little bit in the Congo in Art and Culture department. 
 
Interviewer: Can you describe your primary school? 
 
Interviewee: I did my primary school at Frere Maristes, Institut Champagnant in 1970.  When I had 
finished my primary school I went to secondary school still at Frere Maristes, Institut Tshololo, it 
was a residential school; I did Business and had my diploma in 1984. 
 
After that, I had decided to return in Kinshasa to enrol at the University of Kinshasa but I did not 
have a place because of number of people willing to enrol, so I had a place at ISC (Institut de 
Science Commerciale) but it did not work out well for me due to unrest that had happened, and 
then I had left ISC to Congo Brazzaville at Marien Ngouabi University for a year. 
 
My family had convinced me to left Marien Ngouabi because they use French method of 
education and we use Belgium method. 
 
I had left Brazzaville to Lubumbashi to continue University. 
 
Interviewer: Can you describe your family? 
How many children? 
What was your father and mother occupation? 
Interviewee: There are six children, the first child is a girl and the rest are boys, the one before me 
had passed away, we are a total of five now. 
 
My dad used to be secretary at the University of Lubumbashi where he used to live and had his 
first three children. 
 
When the rebellion had started in Katanga, they were kicked out of Katanga and went to 
Kisangani.  There were trouble in Kisangani as well, my dad had stayed in Kisangani but my mom 
had left and went to Kindu while pregnant with me.  After I was born in Kindu then my mom 
rejoined my dad in Kisangani where I grew up. 
 
My mother was a housewife. 



 
Interviewer: In what position were you born? 
 
Interviewee: I’m the 5th child. 
The first child who is a girl was a primary school head teacher. 
The second is a Doctor, radiologist at Mama Yemo hospital. 
The third is a Journalist At RTNC. 
The fourth had passed away. 
The sixth is lawyer. 
 
Interviewer: Did you have friends when growing up? 
 
Interviewee: Yes, I did have a lot of neighbourhood friends and only started having schoolmate’s 
friends at the college; we used to play a lot of football, singing and cycling. 
 
Interviewer: After leaving Brazzaville, where did you go to continue your University studies? 
 
Interviewee: I went to Lubumbashi; the circumstance was, because my big brother was a 
journalist and due to my family not wanting me to study in Brazzaville.   
 
My big brother was a press correspondent at defence ministry for General Likulia; in one of their 
trip in Lubumbashi, my big brother had meet up with a guy who was a lecturer at Lubumbashi 
University and they had an arrangement to enrol me.   My brother’s friend was my tutor as well. 
 
Interviewer: What did you do as a Subject? 
 
Interviewee: Because in my teenage years, I was dreaming of becoming a diplomat and I came a 
cross of a professional orientation book and had decided to do International Affair as a subject. 
 
Interviewer: How were you spending your spare time? 
 
Interviewee: In Lubumbashi, it was quite difficult to integrate if you come from Kinshasa, so I 
would spend time only with those from Kinshasa. At the weekend, we would go out clubbing 
together. 
 
My tutor had a bar at Ngandalondjo and he had hired me to work at the weekends, my friends 
would come spend time with me, have fun and go back home afterward. 
 
Interviewer: What’s your religion? 
 
Interviewee: I’m born in the Christian family. 
I’m a Christian. 
Growing up, I was Christian Catholic until I was 20 years old, and then I was baptised as a 
Pentecostal Christian.  
 
Interviewer: Let’s go back in Lubumbashi, when did you finish your studies? 
 



Interviewee: My studies in Lubumbashi was very long, I had spent nine years at the University due 
to many unrest in the country under Mobutu’s regime, the last unrest was the one of Lititi 
Mboka.   
 
The University was closed for one year; they had given us ticket to return to our family home and 
had returned to complete my studies in 1994. 
 
I had completed my primary school in 1984 and ten years later I had to complete my University 
studies due to those political unrest. 
 
 
Interviewer: Did you complete your studies in Lubumbashi? 
 
 
Interviewee: Yes, I had completed my studies in Lubumbashi. 
Interviewee: What had happened next? 
 
Interviewee: As my parent was living in Kinshasa, I had to return to Kinshasa.  I was jobless and 
find it really difficult to find a job, until AFDL had arrived, the president Laurent Kabila had 
organised a recruitment of territorial administrators in the whole Congo. 
We had an assignment and I had passed, then I was promoted as territorial administrator in Kivu, 
Mengwe territorial. 
Some of friends that were promoted to Tschikapa, Lubumbashi etc, went to those places but I 
could not go to Kivu due to the unrest in Eastern Congo, but I was still part of the Home Affair 
ministry and I was getting paid. 
 
During that period of time, Juliana was promoted as Art and Culture minister; my big brother had 
a connection with her then Juliana had promoted me as her Adviser in Cultural Promotion Fund’s 
department. 
 
Interviewer: Who is Juliana? 
Interviewee: Juliana Lumumba, she is a daughter of the late Patrice Emery Lumumba.  Laurent 
Kabila wanted to reward Congolese senior politicians, so he had promoted her as Art and Culture 
minister. 
 
Interviewer: How long did you work at Art and Culture ministry? 
 
Interviewee: I had worked until 1999, the salary was very good and I had started having problem 
because they wanted to send me to Eastern Congo but I did not want to go. 
 
I had started having problem with the authorities because they wanted to send me where there 
was a lot of unrest and I did not want to go, that’s what had pushed me to leave the country and 
come to England. 
 
Interviewer: Did you come directly in Great Britain? 
 
Interviewee: When I had left the country, I did not know that I would be in England, like everyone 
who’s having difficulties, the importance thing is to escape, regardless of the destination. 
 



First, I arrived in French, as a French speaker I could communicate easily.  I had stayed in France 
for six months. 
Life was a bit difficult in France and the person that came along with me had told me that we had 
to go England. 
 
I had crossed to England on 31st December 1999; during the festive time, I had stayed in Dover for 
two weeks then we were transferred to Stoke en Trent. 
 
Interviewer: Why Dover? 
 
Interviewee: Dover, because I was advised by the person who had helped me to cross to England; 
in order for me to be safe, I had to ask for Asylum because of the problem I had back home, so I 
had asked Asylum in Dover. 
 
Interviewer: How were you welcome in England? 
 
Interviewee: At first, I did not know how things work in the foreign country. 
When we had arrived in boat, I wanted to walk but the boarder security officers were telling me to 
get on the bus but I had refused and fought that they were about to treat me badly. 
 
The boarder security officers had convinced me to get on bus to Immigration Office.  When arrived 
at the Immigration, a lady assessed me and she was very welcoming and nice to me. 
 
With my little English, I could not really explain my case, I had to speak in French and the lady told 
me to be calm, England is a democrat country and they would protect me. 
 
On that first impression, they were welcoming and I was reassured.  Even the second person who 
came to tell us that due to short of services they had, they could not process our cases, they would 
give us some money and send us to a hostel then come back after the festive time. 
 
People were a bit reserved when we went out walking around the city centre on the New Year’s 
Day, people would just look at us as foreign new comers when entering shopping stores. 
 
We had stayed in Dover until the 7th of January 2000 and we were asked to go to Immigration 
office where we would be dispatched to different places. 
 
At that time if you had a relative in the UK, they would call your relative and they would ask you to 
stay at your relative’s place, it was the case of one lady with children that we had crossed 
together, she had a husband already living in the UK and she went to stay with her husband.  
Those who had relative in London or Kent went to stay with their relatives. 
 
And because we did not have any body, we had to go where they would send us. 
 
Interviewer: Where did you go? 
Interviewee: I was sent to Stoke en Trent; we were about six of us, five Congolese and one 
Angolan. 
At that time, Stoke en Trent was very racist; it was not good at all. Tony Blair as prime minister 
during that period had decided to send immigrants to different places. 
 



So every time that we would enter a store, people would look and stare at us, thinking that we 
would steal but we would just ignore them. 
 
Some friends that we used to leave together had run away from Stoke en Trent, at that time we 
could go wherever we could, as we did not have Nass voucher system, we had benefit system that 
had allowed us to have accommodation anywhere in the UK. 
 
All of my friends had left and I had stayed alone at the share house, after a while I had join my 
nephew in London, I had stayed there but I did not like London then I had return to Stoke en 
Trent. 
 
While staying alone in Stoke en Trent, unfortunately I was informed that my dad has pass away, 
that’s my worse memory living in Stoke en Trent.  I was alone in the house, no one to comfort me 
and I was crying all the time. 
 
I only had to use telephone box to communicate and one day I was using the telephone box and a 
police came to me and asked me what I was doing there, I had explained to him that my dad has 
just pass way but the police would tell me that he would arrested if he comes back and find me 
there; so I had to hang up and I was really upset about that. 
 
I even thought of returning back to Congo because my life was becoming very difficult. 
 
After that I had came across of some Congolese people but they were living far way from me but I 
would go spend time at their places. 
 
One day I had forgotten my key inside the house, I could not get in. 
It was a small hole that I could use and try to break through, I saw a old couple passing by, they 
came to try and help me but the moment they had left, they had called the police on me. 
 
I had managed to get in and just some minutes later, the police had arrived and asked me why I 
was forcing to break the door, I had to show my identity documents and explain to them the 
situation. 
 
The police had told me that I should have called the fire fighter service instead. 
 
I had fought that the police would have leave but they had stayed near my house all night 
checking on me, which choked me. 
 
Then I had started going to college in Newcastle. 
When going to Health Surgery, some women would step aside when they see a black person but 
my GP was very kind to me and was not racist at all. 
 
I started having health problem; I would feel pain in my heart and feel very weak.  I had told my 
GP and he had transferred me to specialist doctors.   
I did not like to stay in Stoke en Trent anymore, one day I went to Gloucester and met a guy; I had 
told him that I always wanted to go to Birmingham but I did not know Birmingham and he had 
gave me contact details of a Congolese man who used to live in Birmingham. 
 



I had contacted the guy and he was the one who welcomed me in Birmingham, then I applied for 
accommodation and had my own place in Aston, Birmingham in 2000. 
 
Interviewer: Let’s go back a little when you had arrived in the UK wintertime, in Dover.   Were you 
familiar with the cold weather in France? 
 
Interviewee: Yes indeed, I had my winter coat that I had bought from France but to be honest the 
cold weather in the UK is nothing to compare with France, I had to find an appropriate winter 
coat. 
 
Interviewer: You arrived in Birmingham in 2000. 
What difference would you make of Birmingham back then and Birmingham 2016? 
 
 
Interviewee: When we arrived in Birmingham, it was just few Congolese and we had a place to 
gather in Lawson, where you could find the majority of Congolese people.   
 
We would meet up, talk and return to our homes at the evening and at that time, there was no 
Congolese woman in Birmingham; no man was married at that time, we were all singles. 
 
We had started getting our own houses from the council.  As a single man, I had double room 
house, it was easy back then to get a council house than it is today, you could even refuse a house 
many times but it would not affect you for getting another house.    
 
Even a friend of mine who was single and he was given a three bedrooms house and he still have 
that house until today, he wanted to refused the house but I had advised him to take it as his 
family might arrived in the future. 
 
Most of us had started working as we had work permits and had started family reunion, I 
remember the first person that his wife had joined him, it was Papy; so we would go to eat at his 
place. 
 
Eventually, each of us had started making effort for a family reunion and some had married to 
Jamaican women, even had children with them. 
 
But me, because I was suffering with heart pain, I had continued with treatment and they had 
discovered that I had heart problem and had started treatment at Birmingham University, even 
the doctor could not believe how I was still alive despite the heart problem.  
 
Doctor had said that it was a congenital disease, it only affect a newborn child and get treated in 
early stage.  I used to go to children hospital for consultation and people were so curious to see a 
man of my age get treated by a paediatrician.  
 
I had problem with blood valves, there are four valves, and two of the valves are for blood 
circulation and the rest get the blood to the brain. 
 
So, the student would ask me, how a man at his 40s would have such an illness?  I would answer 
them that when growing up, sometimes I would have seizure but I did not know why?  And my 
mother had told me that when I was a baby, I would get into a deep coma from 6am to 6pm.   



 
My family had suffered a lot for that illness and because of the lack of good health service in 
Congo; they did not know anything about the disease. 
They used to call me a “ready to die child”. 
 
In one occasion, as my mother was a Christian and could not take it anymore; they had to put me 
inside the coffin and brought me to Church to pray for me. 
After that prayer, I had stopped having seizures. 
 
Back home we did not know that it was blood valves problem, they only discovered it over here in 
England, I was fortunate. 
 
The consultations had took me almost three years, then they had decided to operate me in 
November 2002 and at that time, I was by myself, no wife and no body on my side.  It was very 
difficult time for me. 
 
I was operated at the Queen Elizabeth hospital, at that time the operation last eight hours but in 
South Africa the operation would take up to sixteen hours, so I do not know if in Congo, how many 
hours it would have been. 
 
It was fortunate that my operation went very well and everything was good until when I went back 
to my house, I had felt very dizzy and fell down but I had managed to call the Ambulance.  I did not 
know when the Ambulance came to take me to City Hospital to be reanimated. 
 
Because I was alone, they did anything they could for my wife to join me and my wife came in 
2003. 
 
When my wife came, I had another seizure for the last time and had return to the hospital; since 
then my health is very good. 
 
Once a year, I would go to the hospital for a check and from 2008, I would go every two years. 
 
Until now, I get checked every two years, everything is fine and the operation was well done. 
 
 
Interviewer: Let’s go back a little when you had arrived in Birmingham, you said about Congolese 
people gathering in Lawson; what was it like? 
 
Interviewee: In Lawson, was a sharing accommodation where there was a lot of Congolese, we 
would go there to have good conversation between us, cook good food, have our big fufu and play 
music. 
 
We were not working at that time, that’s why we would go there spend time and socialize. 
 
 
Interviewer: Were there any other Africans? 
 
Interviewee: At that time, there were Africans who could only Speak English; like Ghanaians, 
Zimbabweans and Nigerians. 



 
Africans who could speak English came after, like; Chadians, Cameroonians and Ivory cost people. 
 
At the beginning, it was difficult to come across an African who could speak French. 
 
We had met a Congolese guy that got married to a white woman, he was the one who had gave us 
a lot information about Birmingham, we liked him, he was a good guy but we have not seen him 
for a long time now. 
 
Interviewer: You said that you had work permit, how were you looking for a job? 
 
Interviewee: There was a Congolese guy that had a Jamaican friend; they were working together 
at Carious in West Bromwich, all the Congolese people were working there, and everybody was 
aware of that job, a very difficult job. 
 
Interviewer: What kind of job?  
 
Interviewee: Picking and packing stuff, I could not work a lot because of my health problem, my 
friends knew of my situation, they would not let me work that much. 
 
As I’m a social person, I like socializing with people, one day I went to an agency “Perkins” in the 
city centre to look for a job and was hired to work in Coventry. 
 
It was an easy job for me and because I had a good relationship with Perking agency, they would 
consult me to bring them other Congolese who were looking for a job. 
 
Eventually we had started looking other jobs that we really wanted to do, because at the 
beginning, we had no choice of jobs. 
 
After working in Coventry, I had an Assembling job at “Jaguar”. 
I would do the assembling of Jaguar doors and chairs. 
 
I had worked there until my wife had arrived. 
 
In year 2003, there were no churches in our community, we could only go to Jamaicans Protestant 
churches, and we had decided to start up our own church with Pastor Odon who lives in London 
alongside Pastor Serge of Birmingham. 
 
The church did not work out well, and then Pastor Hugo wanted to come in Birmingham, my 
cousin would put him in contact with me and we had a conversation in how he could run a church 
in Birmingham as we had only one Francophone church back then. 
 
He came to stay with me at my place for a week in order to find a place to start up a church, his 
wife had applied for an accommodation in Moseley and Pastor Hugo had moved in, after a while 
he had started up “Esperance Eternele” church.   
And now we have a lot of churches in Birmingham.  
 
Interviewer: What experience do you have of cohabitation with other Africans and Jamaicans? 
 



Interviewee: Honestly speaking, cohabitation with Jamaicans was not good at all; Jamaicans did 
not like black people coming from Africa.  For them, we are the ones who had traded them as 
slaves.  They did not like us; there was no connection with Jamaicans. 
 
We had a little connection with Indians and it was only for job interest. 
 
I remember having a Jamaican classmate at the College; he would say to me that we are the ones 
who had traded them, that is why they do not like us; I had tried to explain to him that, we also 
had suffered in the same way with western colonisation and the slaves trade was forced by 
western people. 
 
After, he had understood, and he had decided to change his name to an African name. 
 
Interviewer: Apart from other Africans and Jamaicans, how was it like to cohabitate with western 
people? 
 
Interviewee: We did not have problem with western people, we would easily start a conversation 
with them. 
 
Interviewer: Do you have friends outside your community? 
 
Interviewee: Yes! I do have Jamaicans, Indians, Pakistani and English friends.  As I used to live in 
Aston, which is a multiracial area, there was a new deal for community to regenerate depraved 
areas and Aston was depraved as well. 
 
I saw the advertisement from a newsletter and show a white Pastor who was a friend of mine, he 
had advised me to apply for a community voluntary job from the new deal for community. 
 
At that time I was already a member of neighbourhood forum, I was a representative for Africans. 
 
I had applied and got hired as a community representative at the new deal for community board 
which Aston had benefited £50 billions, to be regenerated. 
 
We had done a lot of work on that project around Aston, and that is where I had started having 
Indians, Pakistani and English friends. 
 
Interviewer: Today, where is that kind of socialization that you had in Lawson? 
 
Interviewee: Today, you would find socialization in churches, where we have events such as 
weddings, birthday parties and other events. 
 
Many of Congolese that used to live in Lawson had moved to different areas, so now it more in 
churches where we socialize. 
 
 
Interviewer: Outside churches, where do you socialize? 
 
Interviewee: We had made friends from churches and now we would meet up at each other home 
and go out together. 



 
Interviewer: That’s only Congolese, what about other Africans? 
 
Interviewee: We would meet up with other Africans at bars, restaurants, shops and barber shops.  
As they admire our music, food and our way of life. 
 
Interviewer: How would you describe Integration? 
 
Interviewee: I would describe Integration as, A person living in the foreign country and accepted 
to live in the way of life of that country, the person would obey the laws and rules of that country 
and in the other hand, people of that country would also have to accept the person with his 
differences. 
 
Cohabitation in diversity; it’s hard for a person to change their root and culture. 
 
 
Interviewer: All this time you have been living here, what is your perception on mental health? 
 
Interviewee: Mental health sometimes, it is where someone find it difficult to cope with 
problems.  It may be due to stress or real mental illness. 
 
Interviewer: You had left Congo and came to live in England. 
What do you miss the most from Congo? 
 
Interviewee: They say, “You can only be comfortable where you are from” 
The thing that I miss the most from my country is our Culture and way of life.   
I can’t really live here in the same way that I used to back home; I have to live in the western way, 
which is hard for me. 
 
I miss my culture a lot. 
 
Interviewer: What is more important in your life today? 
 
Interviewee: The UK has given me security; I did not have that back then. 
The UK has given me nationality; I’m British now. 
The UK has given me settlement; I’m we settled with my family, my children are studying. 
Those are important for me, to see my children study, which would give them opportunities in the 
future to become important citizens like myself. 
 
Interviewer: Since you have been in Birmingham, what would you say that it has changed so far? 
 
Interviewee: I’m an eyewitness in how Birmingham has changed. 
First the population has changed, there are more people now compare to 2002.  I remember in 
2005, we did a transport survey and there were not as many buses and bus lines as it is today. 
 
There are also more communities, more African communities and foreign communities in 
Birmingham. 
 



There is also change in infrastructure, I have some pictures of old Birmingham; place like Bullring, I 
saw when they were building it. 
 
I’m an eyewitness of Birmingham transformation. 
Birmingham has changed totally since 2000. 
I have seen building that we had lived in, get demolished and today, they have built schools and 
new houses, in Aston for example. 
 
There are more houses and building, Birmingham has changed completely. 
 
Interviewer: We are almost at the end of our interview. 
Is there any question you think I should have asked you? 
 
Interviewee: You should have asked me if I feel comfortable living in Birmingham or I would like to 
move to another city. 
 
For that, I would say; I feel more comfortable living in Birmingham, it is the city that I had chosen. 
 
Apart from Congo, this is my second place to live; I would even like to be buried in Birmingham. 
 
Birmingham had helped me to integrate and to progress. 
Even my friends who lived in London have realised that I’m more blooming than them. 
I feel completely integrate. 
I feel like an English. 
I feel like a British and I do not have complex. 
 
Interviewer: What more would you like to add? 
 
Interviewee: When we came in England, it was a language barrier for us to integrate. 
As there are always pioneers in every community, with their experience and struggles, they would 
help others for not experiencing what they had come across; in 2004 alongside other friends, we 
had set up a charity “Cité Celeste” for French speaking community. 
 
We had set up that charity to help those coming after us, we had help them to integrate in British 
society, would help them in interpretation. 
 
The charity had facilitated the integration of more French speakers in Birmingham. 
 
Interviewer: What is your job today? 
 
Interviewee: I work as a Support worker. 
I help homeless people. 
I help family to find accommodation. 
I help children find appropriate school and get into education. 
I help people getting jobs. 
 
I’m a floating support worker; it’s the continuity of my voluntary work from our charity. 
 
Interviewer: What languages do you speak? 



 
Interviewee: I do speak English, French, Lingala and Swahili. 
 
Interviewer: With those languages, whom do you speak with? 
 
Interviewee: I speak English with those whom I work with. 
I speak French with Francophone community. 
I speak Lingala with my community. 
I speak Swahili with Eastern African community. 
 
Interviewer: Thank you very much. 
 
Interviewee: Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 



   
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


