
Francophone African 
Oral History 
 
Interviewer: Hello! Can you introduce yourself? 
 
Interviewee: My name is Kaniki Papy Lay; I was born on 24th November 1977 in Kinshasa the 
capital of DR Congo. 
I was born in the family of seven children, two boys and five girls. 
I’m originally from Bundundu region; my father and my mother are from Muyanzi tribe. 
My father’s name is Mupelenge Richard Lay, and my mother’s name is Manzila Marceline Ngolay. 
 
Interviewer: What was your father and mother occupation? 
 
Interviewee: My father was a fashion designer; he used to work at Sofatech in the borough of 
Limete-Kinshasa.  My mother was a tradeswoman. 
 
Interviewer: Where did you do your primary school? 
 
Interviewee: I did my primary school at EP1 Malako in the borough of Kimbanseke-Kinshasa.  I did 
my secondary school at Kwanza belonged to Freres Josephites de Kinzambi and then I would 
spend a year at ISC (Institut Superieur de Commerce) in the borough of Gombe, I did not complete 
my studies over there. 
 
Interviewer: What is special about the Freres Josephites’ School? 
 
Interviewee: They train elites who are doing brilliantly around the world. 
I did Math and Physics at Josephites’ School, which has allowed me today to have the competence 
in what I do, I was well trained over there. 
 
Interviewer: How were you spending your holidays? 
Interviewee: To go a little of bit back from the age of 9, I was already doing small business.  During 
holidays, I would put a table in front of the family house and sell Soap, Biscuits and other things. 
At the age of 12, I had progressed a little bit and set up a Kiosk. 
 
Most of my holidays, I would do my business instead of travelling or visiting families like others 
were doing, I would stay at home and do my business. 
 
I did not have time to go to watch football, play games or go out, I had spent all my youth doing 
business.  
 
Interviewer: You would spend all your holidays doing business, right? 
 
 
Interviewee: Yes, until I got to secondary school, I had combined school and business. 
At the college they did not allowed night trade and my parent did not like that as well but I would 
do my best to do it. 
 



Interviewer: How would you trade at night? 
 
Interviewee: I would sell cigarettes to those coming from work, I would also sell soaps and stay 
open until 10pm, sometimes in the dark, with no electricity, and then I would use oil lamp. 
 
Interviewer: Did you have friends? 
 
Interviewee: I had studied at boys only school, so I did not have female friends but the boys I was 
studying with, they would look down on me because I was doing small business, they were 
daddy’s boys and they were better off. 
 
The thing that had pushed me to start selling, was the 1991 Riot in Kinshasa, so the company 
where my father was working was looted and my father had lost his job, and then life became 
tough for us, that’s why I had decided to do business. 
 
Most of my classmates’ parents were still at work and had good jobs; they could afford pay school 
fees for their children, but my parent could not, so as a man, I had to do something for myself. 
Those who were doing the same business as me, every time I go to Congo, they are still in the 
same business. 
 
Interviewer: What were your siblings doing at that time? 
 
Interviewee: My siblings were all at school; I had to do business because I was the eldest in the 
family. 
 
Interviewer: Where are your siblings? 
 
Interviewee: I had a big sister in Paris, another one in London, my younger sister is here in 
Birmingham and my younger brother is in Ireland. 
The youngest is in Congo. 
 
Interviewer: You have said that, you had started University at ISC but you did not complete your 
studies, why? 
 
Interviewee: The reason I did not complete my studies, was because I was combining business and 
studies.  Working at night as well and I had to pay my own fees and some of my siblings’ fees as 
well, it was very difficult to cope. 
 
Plus, the country condition was not good at all, the work you do is not appreciate and you do not 
get the reward you deserve, that’s why I had planned to leave Congo and go abroad, where your 
skills, talent and efforts would be much appreciated. 
 
Africa has more difficulties than Western world. 
 
Interviewer: Did you get any help on your business? 
 
Interviewee: No, I did not get any help from anybody. 
Like I said earlier, I had started from selling couple of packets of biscuits and eventually had 
opened two shops and hired couple of employees. 



 
I had decided to stop studies and focus in business in the hope that one day I would find my way 
up. 
Especially that, even if you have completed your studies in Congo, there was no jobs vacancies 
available, so I had decided to do business instead. 
 
Interviewer: You have said that, you had opened two shops; can you explain that? 
 
Interviewee: There were more of Stalls in The Congo. 
I had started by selling Biscuits, cigarettes and then I had opened Cosmetics products Kiosk; after a 
while I had opened the first Stall and then the second stall.  My two siblings were working with me 
and I had hired three people. 
 
Interviewee: In what borough was that? 
 
Interviewee: Kimbanseke (Kingasani ya Suka).  
 
Interviewer: How did you come to Europe? 
Where did you arrive? 
 
Interviewee: Everyone dream of coming in Europe, people think that Europe is a paradise but 
that’s not the case. 
As I said earlier on, I could not continue my studies and had focus on my business and I was better 
off. 
If Congo were a stable country, I would not even think of coming to Europe. 
 
I had sold one of my stalls to come to Europe and I was tricked twice with a huge amount of 
money. 
When I came in Europe, I had regretted coming over here, I would have stayed in Congo, but God 
had his plan to make me the person I am today. 
 
I came to Europe in 2003, I had arrived in France, but I could not cope with the reality of life over 
there and had decided to move to England in 2004. 
 
I always have a plan to be my own boss; own my businesses back home. 
When I arrived in England, I saw people owning shops, but I had said to myself “when I would be 
stable, I would do something different”. 
 
I had asked Asylum in 2004 and waited to get response. 
I needed a wife to start the work I do now; when my wife came, I had started business in 2009. 
 
Interviewer: You had started your business in Birmingham? 
 
Interviewee: My first address was in Birmingham, when I had asked Asylum.  After a year, I was 
transferred to Middlesbrough. 
 
After a year and half, I was granted a stay. 
I could not stay in Middlesbrough as it is a small city and I would not progress in the way I wanted.  
I wanted to move to a bigger city where I could progress, like London or Birmingham. 



 
To facilitate the family reunion, I had moved to Coventry and my wife had joined me and we had 
started the business; she knew from Congo the business I do, so she had to support me. 
 
Before we had opened our shop, my wife would braid hair and sell wigs from home. 
 
We had started with 2500 pounds when we start up the shop in April 2009; we had absolutely 
nothing, that money was more to pay rent and to buy Shelves. 
 
Eventually, we had started doing well, and then opened the second store in Birmingham, as I 
wanted to move to Birmingham. 
 
Due to taxes, I had to close the one in Coventry and keep the one in Birmingham. 
 
Interviewer: At the moment you live in Birmingham? 
 
Interviewee: Yes, I live in Birmingham with my family. 
 
Interviewer: When you had opened the shop in Birmingham, was there any other shops around? 
 
 
Interviewee: To go a little bit back, when I started up the shop in Coventry, mama Therese had a 
shop before then, but she was almost ready to close her shop, so I had to work hard and gain the 
clients trust. 
 
The Congolese community in Coventry had really supported me in my business; they had spread 
the news and people from Birmingham would come and do shopping in my shop in Coventry.  
That’s why I had decided to open “Blessing Shop in Birmingham”. 
The competition was there; there was another shop “Patmos” but the competition was loyal 
because we are all from the same country.  I knew that God would help me do well. 
 
Interviewer: Do you have just one shop? 
 
Interviewee: Yes, at the moment my wife and I have just one shop but we hope to open a 
superstore, be able to import goods from Congo and export them in other countries as well. 
 
Interviewer: Does your wife still breading hair and selling wigs? 
 
Interviewee: No, she does not; she helps me in the shop, she supervised the shop when I’m away 
in France, Belgium or Kinshasa.  She works three times a week in the shop, plus being a housewife, 
it would be hard for her to have another job. 
 
Interviewer: When you had moved to Birmingham, what impression you had of the Congolese 
community and Francophone community? 
 
Interviewee: Most of my clients, 80% of them were Lingala speakers; people from DR Congo, 
Republic of Congo and Angola.  They knew me already from Coventry; they knew that I sell good 
quality products with good prices as well.  The store was clean and could attract a lot of clients; 
they had welcomed me with open hands. 



 
I did not expect the shop to be the way it is today, every six months, we change the arrangement 
of the store, the shop is getting bigger and bigger.  The competition is there but I’m doing well. 
 
There are only two shops in the community at the moment, my shop and the one for Papa 
Laurent. 
If my shop is closed, my community would have to go shop somewhere else, which is not a good 
thing, today Chinese are selling Pondu, so we have to be around. 
 
Interviewer: Apart from DR Congo, Republic of Congo and Angola community, Is it there any other 
Francophone shop in your store? 
 
Interviewee: Yes, they do come to shop; people from Cameroon and Ivory cost, we do have their 
products as well.  
People from East of Europe do come to shop in my store. 
I got Portuguese and Brazilians clients as well. 
Not only Africans that shop in my store. 
 
Interviewer: How many days a week do you work? 
 
Interviewee: I work six days a week from 10am to 8pm, except Sundays where we are open from 
1pm to 6pm only at the festive time and summer time. 
We do have other occupations; taking care of the family and helping children with home works. 
 
Interviewer: Outside your job, what do you find interested? Culturally. 
 
Interviewee: I’m interested in Congolese religious music. 
 
Interviewer: What about modern music? 
 
Interviewee: The modern music is not that bad, but I prefer listening to the music that glorifies 
God; it makes me feel good.  The modern music sometimes advises in how to socialize or how to 
respect others but I always like music that praises only God. 
 
Interviewer: Where do you go to church? 
 
Interviewee: At the moment I’m not going to any church for my personal reasons. 
 
Interviewer: Let’s go back in your job, you had arrived in Birmingham and opened a shop and it’s 
doing well.  What about your shop in Congo? 
 
Interviewee: My little brother who now lives in Ireland used to manage the shop in Congo but 
unfortunately no one was there to look after it, so it was closed.  We do not have the Asian work 
ethic, to keep things moving in the right direction.  That’s why I had introduced a scanning system 
and camera security system. 
 
I wish I had a nice person to manage the store in Congo. 
I still have the will of opening a superstore in Congo, Europe style. 
 



I would also like to export goods from Europe to Congo because today we have many families 
from Europe travelling with their children to Congo, they would need to buy products from 
Europe. 
 
Interviewer: How would describe Congolese community in Birmingham? 
 
Interviewee: Congolese community in Birmingham is big. 
Birmingham is the second largest city in England. 
We do get along within the community and support each other in moment of funeral for instance. 
 
In the other hand, we do need to be well organised; since I came back in Birmingham, I do not 
know whether there is a committee or not; but beside that, we help one another. 
 
Interviewer: Does the Congolese community have place where people could gather and hold 
events? 
 
 
Interviewee: We do not have place like that, there is no a community centre. 
 
Interviewer: How were you welcome by the British? 
Was it easy to integrate? 
Did you feel any sort of discrimination? 
 
Interviewee: Integration never been easy anywhere, you have to know what you want in life. 
I did feel discriminated, especially in Middlesbrough.  There were a lot of racism in the North of 
England back then, they consider African as uneducated, but we do have skills and competences 
that would contribute in this country.  The taxes that I pay here do not go to Congo but stay here.  
Maybe Congo would only benefit if I invest over there. 
 
Integration was not that easy for me. 
 
There are advantages and disadvantages. 
 
Advantages: Western people would help you only if they have interest in what you do.  If you start 
up a business, you would create jobs and the country would benefit from it. 
 
They did help me to start up my business; I had received cheques. 
I did not borrow; it was a grant.  You can get a million pounds and do nothing with it if you do not 
have a plan, but you would do better on 500 pounds with a good plan. 
 
I had received a year free tax.  
 
In the other hand in Congo, you would get screw by the authority when starting up a business.  It’s 
still our country; we hope that things would change for the better. 
I would like to see my children continue in the job I do in the future. 
When I came in England, I had to work at the warehouse to get the experience and knowledge on 
how to run business and do what I do today. 
 
Interviewer: English was a barrier for you? 



 
Interviewee: English was not a barrier for me; you can catch up in two months and get a job in 
England, especially if you had studied back home.  English is quite similar to French. 
The family reunion was difficult for me instead.  I needed my wife to join me before I start the 
business; without her maybe I would not be the person I am today. 
 
Interviewer: Why was it important for your wife to join you before you start the business? 
 
 
Interviewee: Because I needed someone with the same spirit as myself, someone who knew me 
back home or it could have been my siblings that worked with me back home. 
 
Interviewer: How was it like with the new way of life, the cold weather and European food?  
 
Interviewee: It was not easy, but I had no choice than to cope with it, and eventually I get used to 
it. 
 
Interviewer: You have an ambition to open a superstore. 
Do you have a plan for that? 
 
Interviewee: Not yet but I have an idea on what to do. 
 
Before I open the Birmingham store, I had an idea in advance. 
When I had opened the Coventry in 2009, after two years, I had started thinking of opening 
another store in Birmingham.   
 
A Congolese brother in the name of Kuju had a store here, elder JV was here, and other shops 
were in Birmingham too but I wanted to be where the elders are in order to measure myself. 
 
Maybe I would not progress if I had stayed in Coventry. 
 
 
Interviewer: How do you cohabitate with other communities here in Birmingham? Pakistani, 
Indian etc.  Are you united? 
 
Interviewee: We are not really united, I do not think if I put Indian products on my store, my 
Indian neighbour would come and shop from me and it’s the other way around. 
 
Interviewer: We are reaching the end of our interview.  Is there any question I should have asked 
you? 
 
Interviewee: I would like to encourage anybody with ambition, to keep striving and never give up.   
 
In my experience, anything is possible.  When growing up, we used to think that our parents that 
owned businesses were using magic but that’s not the case, if you work hard, you will make it. 
 
Those at the University, when you are dedicated to your studies; you would succeed and complete 
your studies. 
 



 
Interviewer: What would you like to see in Congolese community? 
 
Interviewee: In Congolese community, we have those we call “Dreams Killer”; when sharing your 
ambitious, they would discourage you.  I had friend like that before I start up my business.  He was 
telling me that I would not make it in England, he would say, “this is completely different to the 
business you did in Congo”. 
 
People also discouraged me before I opened up the store in Birmingham, they did not believe that 
I would make it. 
But sometimes we do accept advises, it’s not always bad. 
 
I would also like to add this; parent should always encourage their children in what they are good 
at.  If you see your child with a particular talent, you should encourage them. 
Encourage them to be good football player, good mechanic or a doctor. 
 
I would have done great things if my parent had encouraged me from the very young age, so we 
need to help children when they are very young so that they can accomplish great things in they 
30s or 40s. 
 
Interviewer: Thank you very much 
 
Interviewee: Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 


