
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”, today is the 06 December 2016. 
Can you introduce yourself? 
 
Interviewee: My name is Papy Ebengo, in my community, some friends call me Papy 
Van and some call me Papy Condom because I’m a community adviser in sexual 
health, I work for the NHS at University Hospital of Birmingham 
 
Interviewer: Can you tell us where and when you were born? 
Where did you start school? 
 
Interviewee: I’m a Congolese, I was born in Congo and I came here young. 
I had studied a little bit in Congo; in 2004 I had moved here. 
 
My qualification was not recognised, it did not help me at all, I had to restart all over 
again, mostly because English was not my first language.  I had to do ESOL because 
I’m one of the Congolese that did not have any English knowledge whatsoever. 
 
I did not have planned to come to England that’s why I was not prepared in term of 
integration; English was a barrier for me when I came, even my studies were not 
worthy. 
 
When I had finished my ESOL in level two, then I did level two in literacy Math and 
English, as I could understand English. 
 
In 2007 as I had started to integrate a bit, I had enrolled to Mental Health course.  
Friends had advised me that I could go to University; I had to meet the entry 
requirements.   
I needed A level; which is a big qualification to meet the University entry 
requirements, so, I did my A level in French, which had helped me to go to 
University. 
 
Interviewer: Let’s go back a little bit, what had pushed you to leave Congo? 
 
Interviewee: Leaving the Country for me, it was my stepfather who had decided for 
us to leave Congo because he had political ambitions. 
 



When my stepfather started having political motivated conflicts, we were not safe in 
Congo, that’s why he had sent me abroad, and then I came to England. 
 
Interviewer: Can you describe your journey from Congo to England? 
 
Interviewee: It was really difficult because we were hiding.  We took a night flight 
from Kinshasa to a destination that I did not, I did not even know that we would get 
to England. 
 
When we arrived in England, luckily, I did not hold any documents with me, a Pastor 
who had helped us was holding all the documents. 
 
When we get through airport, he had passed us to his people then those people had 
driven us to Solihull; it was a long-distance journey. 
 
When we got to Solihull, they had advised us to go and present ourselves to 
immigration authorities and explain to them what had happened to us. 
 
I had already an idea of what I had to say because while driving to Solihull, they had 
already advised me of the Asylum procedure then I had presented myself and asked 
Asylum. 
 
Interviewer: Did you travel just by yourself or alongside member of your family as 
well? 
 
Interviewee: It was planned to travel with other members of my family but 
unfortunately the Pastor could only travel with me at that point.  He had put my 
name on list of another family.  I had a chance to come on that flight. 
 
Interviewer: What was your asylum case procedure? 
 
Interviewee: Because I was an unaccompanied minor, we were put in the youth 
hostel in West Bromwich, that is the first city I had lived in England; I had stayed 
there for three months with many other youths of my age. 
 
A week later during the festive, we went to meet up with solicitors, as a minor, we 
could not be interviewed; they had only taken our fingerprint then returned to 
hostel. 
I had explained to my solicitor of my situation then he had sent my case to the Home 
Office.  After a month, I was granted a discretional leave to remain. 
 
The Home Office did not accept my Asylum claim because they had considered that I 
was not directly affected by the event and only left Congo by fear of persecution.  
That’s why I was only granted a discretional leave to remain as a minor. 
 



Discretional leave to remain it’s not from United Nations convention but it’s a British 
document that they grant to an unaccompanied child for protection, until they are 
18 years old. 
 
Interviewer:  What had happened when you were 18 years old? 
 
Interviewee: What was good or bad, at 18 years old, you would have all the right as 
someone who have indefinite leave to remain, but they do not grant you a stay and 
not call you for an interview.  At the same time, you would have all the rights of 
studying, health, all social advantages, including the right to work. 
You would be entitled to job centre services or employment; all depends on what 
you would choose to do. 
 
At that point, I had embraced it all, employment and studies. 
I needed to work and continue to study because I did not have any qualification, as 
back home I did not have the opportunity to a good education.  
 
Interviewer: You were not granted indefinite leave to remain but what evidence did 
you have that allowed you to work? 
 
Interviewee: I had an assurance number and Home Office document; it was not that 
easy at all.  Getting a job was difficult because I had only my expired document and 
my assurance number.   
 
You would need to explain yourself at the work agencies of the expired document 
and the Home Office has to confirm in writing about your situation for them to hire 
you, I was quite lucky that most of the time they would accept me. 
In the other hand, I did not have problem getting an accommodation, benefit or 
studying. 
 
Interviewer: Did you ask why the Home Office would not grant you an indefinite 
leave to remain straight away after your discretion leave had expired at the moment 
you were 18 years old? 
 
Interviewee: It was not a special case just for me, the Home Office was in deadlock, 
and even now they still have that problem.  I remember in 2007, in the Home Office 
report, there were about four hundred and thousands of cases to be concluded. 
 
The Four hundred and thousands figure would take 12 to 15 years to be concluded 
as was said on the report. 
 
On that figure, some people would be deported, some would pass away, children 
would be born, and the Home Office would have to work in every single case. 
 
I was among that figure as well, if one Home Office employee had to work on 1000 
cases, they would need 400 employees which is not an easy job to do. 
 



Because those cases were sensible and might have some people with criminal 
record, the Home Office needed enough time to work on each case, so we 
understood that and waited. 
 
That is the way the Home Office works; they do not reply you straight away that’s 
are why we had the difficulty of having a certified Identity document. 
 
Interviewer: Let’s go back a little bit, what was your first impression when you 
arrived in the UK?  
Were people welcoming? 
Did you feel any sort of discrimination? 
 
Interviewee: Personally, in a foreign country, you would face loneliness. 
Going out would not be the same as back home, the atmosphere is different. 
You would need transport to travel while you would walk back home. 
You would face many difficulties that would limit you. 
 
You would have language difficulty, you do not have people to talk to and the only 
people you would have to live with, have the same problems as yourself. 
 
It had felt like your future is getting into darkness for your development. 
Loneliness is facing you and you do not know where or who to turn to. 
You would have to spend the New Year’s Eve just by yourself in your room. 
 
Luckily, there were churches to go to and eventually I had find people to be around 
within my community. 
 
Interviewer: What was your first day at the University like? 
 
Interviewee: It was amazing and difficult at the same time, because at the 
University, English is not the same as ESOL. 
 
The teacher would not know if there are some students that English is not their first 
language, even though you speak English but at the University you would have 
difficulties as a foreign student. 
 
Studies in Congo and Studies in England, there is a huge gap difference, over here 
you have to back up everything in writing and it involves a lot of books to read. 
 
The new system that you get into would makes you feel like you are starting all over 
again; you would feel like wanting to quit but I had no choice than to continue 
striving, especially in those early days but at the same time there were positive 
feeling, knowing that I’m not doing this just for myself but for others as well, to show 
that, we, Congolese people can do better. 
 
With financial difficulties, language barrier, we can stiff strive and do well. 
 



I would have sometimes to translate my notes into French, my efforts were twice as 
much than the other students. 
 
I would ask more help than others. 
I would have to start an assignment three week earlier than the others. 
It would take only three days for other students to finish their assignment but I was 
among those students that would hand over the assignment at the last minutes. 
 
If we have to hand over assignments at 15H30’’ and you are 10 minutes late, they 
would have to take 15 points off from your marks. 
 
You would have to familiar with all those new way of studying which is completely 
different back home. 
 
You would have to stay longer in the library, ask for help and finding tutorials to help 
you with your studies. 
 
It was not easy at all. 
 
Interviewer: How were you getting help? From other students or was there any form 
of help within the University to help you complete your assignments in term of 
language or other difficulties. 
 
Interviewee: At the University, they do have those sorts of help, but it’s limited. 
Because I was living about one hour away from the University and I was not going to 
University every day and there were specific days that you could get help, 
sometimes I would miss help due to my timetable. 
 
I had got most of help from colleagues and other people outside the University. 
 
I would sometimes get help for prove reading from elders in my community, those 
who had experience in studying over here; I would send them my assignments, they 
would prove read them and sent them back to me.  
 
Especially at my first year, it was very difficult, the second year was a bit moderated 
and the third year was much better. 
 
Interviewer: what subject did you do at the University? 
 
Interviewee: My choice of subject was based on my voluntary work at Terrence 
Higgins Trust, one of the biggest charities in the UK. 
They help people who have contracted HIV virus. 
 
As I had volunteered for a while, then I was getting more responsibilities in the 
charity and eventually I had started feeling the will of getting into health service, 
then I had decided to do health and social care. 
 



I did not do nursing because it’s more of health promotion. 
I did health and social care foundation degree for two years. 
 
After my two years of studies and working as a volunteer, gave me some experience 
in health services. 
 
When the NHS was recruiting in Birmingham, with my experience, I was lucky to be 
hired as a permanent stuff. 
NHS needed to hire three permanent stuff and five others with one-year contract to 
work within African community and I was hired as a permanent employee. 
 
When the NHS hired me then I had started University, that’s why I had chosen to go 
into Health services, specifically in health and social care. 
 
Interviewee: How were you welcome at the NHS? 
 
Interviewee: NHS is a big department; it functions differently to other companies or 
factories. 
Managers at the NHS are well educated, they know how to respect and treat people, 
you would feel the difference, it’s another world. 
 
It was a very warm welcome, with their expertise; they needed a new team of 
people with experience and skills to work within the community. 
 
It was very good. 
 
Interviewer: Are you still working at NHS? 
 
Interviewee: Yes, I’m still at NHS but the Trust I was volunteering, is no longer in 
NHS, it has moved to University Hospital of Birmingham. 
 
Interviewer: Can you describe your everyday work at the NHS? 
 
Interviewee: Before I was working with African only but now I’m part of the team 
that work with BME (Black and Minority Ethnic), in other term, new communities. 
 
My everyday role is to identify new communities and help them in sexual health. 
For Sexual health, we give service such as: 
 
- Advising communities in how to protect themselves from STD (Sexually 
Transmissible Diseases) 
 
- Informing them of HIV Screening centres 
- Handing over condoms 
- Handing over leaflets and posters 
- Running workshops 
 



People would invite us to go talk to them and we would invite them as well, we 
would go everywhere that would help reach the target. 
 
We also provide sexual health skills to communities. 
We have communities such as polish, Roman, Asian, Indian, Pakistani, and African. 
 
There are many countries in Africa that makes it even more communities for our 
team to work with; sometimes we do not know their cultures. 
 
That’s why we work close to them and give them skills to help their communities, 
using their mother tongue and work in the way that is comfortable in their culture. 
 
Some communities are open minded, and some have limits and have many taboos, 
so, we would work with communities’ leaders, pastors and charities owners, giving 
them the necessary skills and tools they need to help their communities in sexual 
health. 
 
Interviewer: Can you tell me of your experiences working with those different 
communities of diverse cultures? As many of them have taboos in their 
communities. 
 
Interviewee: It is not easy but because most of the time we work with communities’ 
leaders and owners of charities who are professionals like us; we use a suitable 
language to communicate between us. 
 
We empower them with knowledge and give them tools, which would allow them to 
work within their communities. 
 
We know what can or cannot be used in this particular area, for example when 
working with churches, we know what to bring or what language to use and it’s the 
same when working different communities. 
 
It would be easy for example to interact with people in the Bar, you would easily give 
them condoms and talk to them without problem than it would be at other places. 
 
In men only environment, it’s easy because they do not shy away of conversation or 
picking up condom, the same way in women only environment than when working in 
the mix environment. This logic also applied when working with young people. 
 
With experience working in the different areas, it gives you the knowledge on how 
to take on in certain situation. 
 
Interviewer: What kind of difficulties do you face in your job? 
 
Interviewee: You would have to be outside all the time and try to get in touch with 
each community.  You would not want to feel like you are only working in favour of 



some communities and not really paying attention to all of them, so, you would have 
to balance and try to work with everybody. 
 
You would have to keep in touch with each community and do your best to be in all 
the events within those communities. 
 
In some occasions, you would be asked to attend to an event on your off days, which 
are not paid and it’s difficult for the managers to understand that; which might 
sometimes create conflicts in your work place. 
 
Sometimes, we would work overtime and people expert more from us and it’s 
difficult to satisfy everybody. 
 
I would have to transfer them to the appropriate service if is not my role. 
 
There are so many difficulties that we come across but just gave you some of them. 
 
Interviewer: What sort of culture conflict you personally have between European 
and African culture? 
 
Interviewee: First, we do not have the same culture. 
Africa itself has many cultures. 
Talking about us, Bantus, we have certain limits in our way of life than there are over 
here in the main screen society (Europe). 
 
In Europe, someone can pay for life assurance and be told that they would die in 
cancer, for example; and the person would understand it and take it fairly without 
accusing anybody of a “WITCH”. 
 
Contrary in our culture, we always accuse other people for our misery, we do not do 
self-critics and we do not see our own mistakes. 
 
There, you can see that we do not have the same of way of seeing things. 
 
Personally, in the work I do, sometimes I find it very difficult to work in my own 
community, because of taboos; there are things that I cannot say in front of mothers 
or sisters that I know in my community or friends of opposite sex. 
 
I would have to choose appropriate word or language to communicate with them. 
Eventually, as many of people in my community have been living in the UK for many 
years and they do understand the British culture, they are more open now and ready 
to discuss without any awkwardness. 
 
Interviewer: Is it easy for African community to test themselves for HIV Screening? 
 
Interviewee: HIV Screening is not easy for everybody, as an academic and 
intellectual, I have done researches on HIV Screening. 



It is easy for people to screen themselves for other health check, like diabetes, 
weight or cholesterol than it is for HIV screening. 
 
The difficulties for HIV Screening are linked to gender, age, sexuality and life style; 
it’s not necessary because of nationality or background. 
 
LGBT community is more open to HIV Screening than other people. 
Western women are more open to HIV Screening than Western men. 
Women from African descendant are more open to HIV Screening than men from 
African descendant. 
 
But in general, Western people are more open to HIV Screening than people from 
African descendant. 
 
The difficulty is also linked to the conception of the disease because HIV virus in 
Africa was considered as AIDS, which is the last stage of the disease but in Europe 
people do not get to reach AIDS stage. 
 
In Africa, AIDS is more frequent than HIV virus, that’s what make people scared of 
HIV screening, they do not want to know their status because just knowing that they 
have HIV virus, would accelerate their death, which is a bad conception toward HIV 
Screening. 
 
All those difficulties liked to HIV Screening and AIDS, it’s what we call Stigma. 
 
 
Interviewer: Do you feel integrated in England? 

  What integration means for you? 
 
 
Interviewee: Integration is a big topic. 
I would say I’m assimilated; I know the laws of this country, I work and pay my tax.  
I’m a good citizen; I’m educated and know my contribution. 
 
I would say that I’m one of the people who contribute to the progress of this 
country.  Those are my view on integration; in Physics science, the integration 
means, gathering all the key elements, which would make run the engine. 
 
So, I feel integrated because I fully participate socially, politically and economically in 
this country, it is part of my life now. 
 
 
Interviewer: You had left Africa when you were very young. 
   What do you still remember about Africa? 
 
 
Interviewee: Hot weather, Party atmosphere and family around you. 



 
Bad memories, like not having electricity all day and hunger. 
 
 
Interviewer: What do you miss the most from Africa? 
 
 
Interviewee: I miss my family, the big family because over here for example; when 
having a party, you would have about 90% of people that are colleagues and 
acquaintances, only 10% of people from your family and sometimes not a close 
family, which is in reverse when having a party back home, where you would have 
most people from your family. 
 
 
Interviewer: How do you do to keep in touch with your family back home? 
 
 
Interviewee: With the actual technology, we would talk on the phone. 
We would use social network, whatsapp, facebook. 
We would communicate through emails. 
 
We feel like we live in the same place even though physically, we are far away.  We 
are in contact all the time; the world is a small village now with the help of 
technology. 
 
 
Interviewer: What are your ambitions? 
   What is more important for you now? 
Interviewee: My ambition is to progress in the work I do. Which I love so much, I do 
not work for the money, but I like helping people. 
 
I see in the big picture how much the work I do helps a lot of people and I would like 
to see this work go far and reach Africa. 
 
 
Interviewer: How would you describe African community here in Birmingham? 
 
Interviewee: Congolese community and African community are growing because 
back then, we would know each other faces but today, you may go somewhere and 
only see new faces, people from different cities, from London, Glasgow and 
sometimes people from Europe coming to live in Birmingham. 
 
Community is growing; today we have entrepreneurs who could do well within our 
community in education, health, and in business. 
 
We have more professionals and educated people in our community than before. 
 



Interviewer: We are reaching the end of our interview. 
    What would you like to add? 
 
Interviewee: I would like to insist more in education. 
I would like to see people in my community getting qualifications, skills and modern 
knowledge in what they do. 
 
Even a small qualification is a good thing because education is the key for us who live 
here in Europe. 
 
We should have qualifications in all sorts of field, engineering, mechanics, health and 
Information technology etc. 
 
If we get all those different qualifications, our future would be bright. 
 
 
Interviewer: Thank you very much for your time. 
 
 
Interviewee: Thank you. 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
      
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 


