
Francophone African 
Oral History 
 
Interviewer: Hello 
 
Interviewee: Hello 

 
Interviewer: I am going to interview you in the relation to our project “Francophone African Oral 
History in Birmingham” 
 
Can you introduce yourself and talk a little of your childhood? 
 
Interviewee: Thank you, my name is Papy Nkuli Ngangele; I was born in Kinshasa on 18 April 1964.  
I had started my primary school in Equateur region at a Belgium School called “Saint Joseph” near 
Lisala.  I was studying to both “Saint Joseph Equateur” and “Saint Joseph Kinshasa” 
 
After my primary school, I had started the secondary school for two years in Gemena then I had 
return to Kinshasa where I had had my State Diploma in 1984.  After my college studies, I did my 
master in Science and Banking Techniques. 
I had stated working; we had started up a Business firm in Congo; after couple of years working, I 
was attacked twice in my house following political unrest then me and my wife had decided to 
leave Congo and come over here in England. 
 
Interviewer: Can you go a little of bit back from your childhood, your relationship with your family. 
 
Interviewee: I was born in a very coherent family, dad and mom; we are 12 children of 6 boys and 
6 girls, I’m the 10th child.  It was a good atmosphere in the family, a typical African family; respect 
to one another, respect to parent and adults.  I our dad was really strict, especially for our studies; 
he had put a lot disciplines in the family. 
 
Interviewer: What was your dad’s job? 
 
Interviewee: My dad was an educational administrative, He had worked as sub-divisional, 
divisional, inspector and general secretary; while my mother was housewife, she also had her mall 
businesses.  
 
We would speak in French with our dad but our mother use to peak to us in our tribe’s language 
Lokonda; my mother was a conservative, she would only speak to us in our mother tongue, which 
was very interesting.   
Lokonda language has a lot of proverbs, which had defined my way of speaking until now, such 
wisdom.  We had lived in the very good atmosphere within the family. 
 
Interviewer: Can you say one of the proverbs? 
 
Interviewee: Yes in Lokonda it says “Konko pokende mbula tale nkonso mpio lotiti”, which means, 
“You have to fight for your own life”.  Those proverbs gave us such wisdom that allows us to 



advise our younger generation, especially in engagement ceremonies and marriages.  We pass on 
what we had learnt to our youth in order to keep our culture alive. 
 
Interviewer: Tell me how you were spending your holidays, Christmas or end of term. 
 
Interviewee: I do remember a special date, which everybody of my time still remembers “2nd July” 
because it was the “results day” each year.  We would clean the school desks at the end of June 
and have our results on the 2nd July; it was a date that everyone looked forward to.   
 
My dad was so strict; he wanted us always to be on top 5 and would be there with us when 
getting the results.  If you are on the 6th position, it’s a fail for my dad but I was lucky to be on the 
top 5 most of the time and my dad would ask us before the results day if we would success so that 
he can come along.  My dad would put gifts in the living room for those who would be on top 5. 
 
We would go for a family holidays in other cities, when we were in Equateur, we would go to 
Kinshasa for holidays and when living in Kinshasa, we would rarely go to Mbandaka, I think we 
went to Mbandaka just once or twice, as our Ant use to be the wife of the governor of Mbandaka, 
we would go at her place for holidays.  Holidays were conditioned to good results at the end of 
terms; that is what had motivated everyone to do well at school. No holiday for those who had 
failed. 
 
On the other hand, we would have big party at the end of the year, the “New Year Eve 
Celebration” but for me the party I had enjoyed the most was “Easter” because I was born on the 
Easter day, the whole family would celebrate my birthday on the Easter day and that was a huge 
joy for me. 
 
Interviewer: Where you playing games with friends when growing up? 
 
Interviewee: Yes, it was wonderful, I do not think that this younger generation would have the 
chance to experiment that.  We would have football match all the time.   
 
We had a open air football pitch in our compound, during the holidays we would go play football 
all day long from a neighbourhood to another; it was not like nowadays where children are 
stacked indoors using social medias.   
While in Equateur, we would go swimming in the river and hunt birds in the bush; it was a 
beautiful life.   
 
I would love to experiment that again if I’m lucky enough to live longer, God willing.  
I would like to spend my last years of living back home, go hunting and breathe fresh air. 
We would go to the river without asking permission to our parent but my mother would always 
suspect us every time, she knew that we used to go to the river; parent were concerned because 
some friends had died swimming in the river. 
 
Interviewer: Can you talk about your Secondary School? 
 
Interviewee: I had started with Literacy subject at year 3-4; at year 5 I had a personal issue with 
one of the prefect of discipline and I was kicked out of the school.  I went to enrol at another 
school in pedagogy; I had also played football over there, as they needed a player. I had my state 
diploma in pedagogy and after that I went to do Science and Banking Techniques. 



 
Interviewer: What did you do as a work after your studies? 
 
Interviewee: after my studies, as I had studied Science and Banking Techniques, I did my academic 
internship at the central bank of Congo and after that we had started up our own business firm 
alongside my cousin. 
 
I’m had never work for another person or a company, I’m more of a self employed; we had started 
up with three employees and after 5-6 years later we had more than 150 employees; at the 
moment our firm “Groupe Service” has more than thousands employees in Congo. 
   
I’m someone who works with progress; I always take things to the next level.   
Most of my friends, whom I had studied or grew up with, work in our company.  I’m more of an 
entrepreneur. 
We provide a cleaning serving in our company.  We were providing service to presidential family 
under former president Mobutu’s regime and we had established a special relationship with his 
family; because of that we were victims when the regime had changed, that’s what had pushed 
me to leave Congo but my cousin had stayed and he’s continuing to look after the company.  I’m 
more a Banking technician. 
 
Interviewer: When you had left Congo, did you directly come to England? Or you had transited in 
other countries as well. 
 
Interviewee: We came directly to England, as an administrator and entrepreneur; we had a 
connection with the British Embassy; it was not difficult to get visas for the whole family.  My 
children were traumatised by constant menace from Kabila’s regime and my wife and I had finally 
decided to leave the country. 
 
When I arrived in England, I had felt disqualified, I could not speak England; I had to start learning 
English, I could only speak French, my diplomas were not considered.  I had felt useless, back 
home I use to be in contact with others administrators, executives and entrepreneurs but in 
England I had felt useless. 
 
I remember the first job I had at COCA COLA as a “beer tray loader”; physically, I could not do the 
job, it was very difficult for me.  My manager would give me the hardest work as a beginner; I 
would go spend my break time at the park near by, where I would phone my wife back home.  I 
wanted to quit and in one occasion I even told my wife “I want to go back to Congo, this life is not 
the me”. 
 
I was staying with my brother when I arrived and he had told me to go apply for asylum, I did not 
know what asylum was but I ending up asking political asylum.  The immigration department had 
transferred me outside London but my brother and his wife were not happy to see me go to live in 
the small city because living outside London was like living in hell.   
 
Personally, I did not find the Congolese community in London interested, it was a chance for me to 
escape that environment, and then I had moved to Brighton.  I said to myself “Now I’m in Europe”. 
  
I have to start looking for a job and I remember one day I was at a recruitment agency and I was 
asked about my work experience then I had replied “I’m a manager”, the lady was surprised and I 



ending up being hired in the bakery company.  I went from a manager in the office to a Bakery 
employee; making cakes, breads and so on.  It was the world in reverse for me, I would cry every 
time I put on bakery uniform on. 
 
Interviewer: Why you did not like the Congolese community in London? 
 
Interviewee: It had to do with my background and the way I was living my life back home.  I would 
have meeting with executives, work with high authorities and have interesting conversation with 
them but when I came to England, I did not fit in within the community, they would preferred to 
talk more about music gossip which I’m not into; it was the same in Brighton as well but 
eventually, I would pretend to be interested in a conversation even though I do not find it 
interested.   
 
I use to speak more in French when growing up but when I would try to talk to my community in 
the French, They would call me a “vainglorious”.  I had liked living in Brighton then London, then I 
moved to Birmingham in 2002, I think; I feel comfortable in Birmingham. 
 
Interviewer: Can you describe your experience when arriving in Birmingham? 
 
Interviewee: I had a chance when I asked my asylum, as I was an administrator back home, I 
wanted to wear suit on the day of my interview but everybody else in my community was telling 
me to wear jeans’ and pretend to be a low class person but I had decided to put on my suit and tie 
and that, had played in my favour as the person who had interviewed me at the Home Office was 
Gambian and he was impressed by my appearance; then my case was successful. 
 
Also, it was not easy for my family to joined me over here, being alone was not easy at all.  My 
wife and children in Congo, we had to start making arrangement for them to join me in England; I 
had informed my solicitor about the family reunion while making arrangement. 
 
My wife had an arrangement with a lady whom would apply for travel documents and travel with 
the children to Belgium via Moscow.  Arrived in Moscow, one of my daughters told the lady 
travelling with them “Mom said that we should tear up our passport” she had said it in French; 
and that was a huge mistake because people could hear French as they were in Sabena flight.  If 
she would have said in Lingala maybe it would have been different situation, this is something we 
need to change in our community.  
   
They had problem with the immigration, they could not be returned in Congo because at that time 
Congo was a “No Flight Zone” and borders were closed, as former President Lauren Desire Kabila 
was murdered.  
 
My children got stacked in Moscow almost a year.  It was a difficult time for me, my children in 
Moscow; the oldest was 5, the second was 3 and the last was less than a year; my wife in Congo 
and myself in England. 
 
It was a headache for me, I had to work hard to send money to my wife in Congo and to support 
my children in Moscow.  It was a period that I do not like remembering, it was a catastrophic life.  
All I had worked for, was to support my children in Moscow, luckily my wife was working in Congo. 
I could not see my children, the last one was just 1 year of age; I could only try to talk to her on the 
phone; it was horrible time for me. 



 
Interviewer: During that time have you had your status? 
 
Interviewee: Not yet, I got my papers later on and started family reunion. 
Family re-union in Kinshasa takes a long time, you have to wait.  I had talked to my solicitor and 
we have to wait for my wife to get visa from Kinshasa to enabled the children also get the visa 
from Moscow as they could not give the children visas without they mother. 
 
I had talked to a catholic priest from Birmingham the problem I was having and he was very kind, 
he took my case very serious and he would call the British Embassy in Moscow for my children 
visas.  The pressure was coming from the catholic priests and my solicitor.   
 
Finally my wife had visa, it had took her almost six months to get the visa.  The copy of my wife 
visa was sent to British Embassy in Moscow and my children were given visas then join me in 
England. 
 
When my children came, they could not speak English, I would be their interpreter but three 
months later, my children could speak English and they were the ones to interpret for me; that’s 
the story.  
  
It’s not easy for us Francophone arriving in England, everything is in the reverse; you speak in 
reverse, you write in reverse.  So, everything is in reverse. 
 
When it comes to the culture, it’s a nightmare.  As I said earlier; back home, it’s all about respect 
within the family; we respect the elders, we respect our parent.  You could not respond when your 
dad is talking to you, you would stay still and listen but here it’s the world in reverse.  It’s 
catastrophic. 
But we had to adapt to British culture, I had set myself a discipline for my children. “They live as 
African when At Home and They live European outside Home”. 
 
Children have lot whims over here; my son would come back home at 7pm while in Africa he could 
not.  Here children have their rights and you as a parent could not do anything about it.  Parent 
authorities are undermined in Europe. 
 
Interviewer: What had happened to the lady that travelled with your children? 
 
Interviewee:  I think she went back in Congo now, doing her business. 
 
Interviewer: Where you welcome in Birmingham? 
 
Interviewee: We had a chance in Birmingham, arriving after the others; The Jamaican generation, 
they are the one who started arriving in Birmingham; where racism was frequent.  People were 
physically attacked.   
Eventually, Jamaican had settled in Birmingham and things started to change. 
On the other hand, when looking for a job; you would noticed a bit of racism throughout questions 
when you are a person from African descendant but over all British people are “nice” 
 
Interviewer: How were you applying for a job? 
 



Interviewee: We would apply through agencies and we would have to do English Class while 
working as well; it was not easy. 
At least in Birmingham, we did not experience racism when we arrived because Jamaicans paved 
the way for us. 
 
Interviewer: Do you feel integrated in British Society? 
 
 
Interviewee: OOH! You only feel comfortable at home but we do our best; talking about 
integration at my age, if I have to learn English, it would be different to children.  The food; I’m 
used to Congolese food, like fufu, Kwanga and so on but it’s hard for me to get into chicken and 
chips; I do my best but it’s not my thing, I’m a conservative and I like preserving Congolese way of 
cuisine. 
   
In the other hand, we did an effort in our community, this is something that I would like to 
mention; I came here in 2002, I became friend with the African guy that interviewed me at the 
Home Office and every time we would go out for a drink, he would tell me a secret like; “This is 
how it works”… 
 
I had learnt from that and in 2003 we had set up a charity to help Francophone African arriving in 
Birmingham.  We had worked with refugee council in Birmingham, helping Francophone African 
Asylum seekers.  We would help Asylum seekers in preparing their cases, getting them 
representative and guiding them to appropriate services.  We would accompany them to report at 
the reporting centre in Solihull and we had also encouraged them learn English as most of them 
could barely speak a word in English. 
 
Interviewer: How is your relationship with the rest of Congolese community?  
 
Interviewee: Congolese community in Europe is to be described as United in Diversity; we came 
from different background, each of us has his way of thinking and education but we have to live 
together. 
 
We did an effort from our charity “Cité Celeste”; we had set up a spare time activities for 
refugees, we would take them to Safari park and we would have trips to London just to keep the 
community together. 
 
Congolese people have “love” between them, they do support one another when help is needed; 
this is something really positive within Congolese community overseas.  On the other hand, there 
is “hate”; Congolese does not like to see other progress; so, you have to balance and try to live in 
peace with every body.  
 
We had pushed our community to learn, go to college, do training and had advised them in how to 
interact with the police; also had organised workshop between the police and the community. 
We would organised events to show case our culture in food, fashion, music, art etc. 
 
Interviewer: Do you think that Congolese community is really integrated? 
 
Interviewee: As I said earlier that “You only feel comfortable at home”.  We have problem with 
the weather while back home, we used to a hot weather, which is different to western weather. 



 
Also when it comes to food, language and life style; it’s not easy for us to be fully integrated.   
 
Socially, we have a lot challenges as well, for instance; when living with my brother in London, my 
sister in law had slapped their neighbours’ little girl because she was disturbing them and their 
neighbour had called the police on my brother and his wife which could be different story back 
home; you are allow to discipline your neighbours’ children and it will not cause any 
confrontation. 
 
We miss our culture in all aspect of life and if we had a choice, many would pack their suite cases 
and return back home. 
 
Interviewer: What have you learn as a lesson? 
 
Interviewee: As they say “World is A BIG BOOK”.  By travelling the world, you would learn a lot, 
that’s what is important. 
 
In term of civilisation, science and technology, Europe is far advanced. 
An uneducated person coming from Africa, once in Europe, is automatically considered as civilised 
because of western way of living.  Not every body could afford to buy a car in Africa while here; 
you can have a car from just two-week wages. 
 
Education for children is free over here; it’s a great privilege for us, which is not the case in Congo. 
Way of living is different here than back home; e.g. modern toilet. 
Back home, you would have only 1 shirt for five kids.   
We would wear each other clothes while here every body has their own clothes.  In Europe, you 
do not have to struggle for material things in contrary to Africa but in term of culture and moral, 
we do miss Africa. 
 
Interviewer: What advice would you give to those living in Africa? 
 
Interviewee: I would like to tell them, if they would listen to this interview; Europe is not a 
paradise.   
Europe is not what we used to think of. 
We do not pick up free money on the street. 
You have to work hard. 
Some people have comfortable jobs in Africa but they would prefer to quit their jobs and come to 
Europe, please do not do that. 
Together we could do interesting things back home. 
 
Interviewer: we almost finish, any proverb? 
 
Interviewee: In my tribe, we greet people by “LOSAKO” then the person would have to reply by a 
proverb; my mother would reply “ILO YESE NKATO” which means, “ The pleasure of life is to have 
people around you” that’s a proverb I still keep from my mother. 
 
Interviewer: Thank you very much. 
 
Interviewee: Thank you.  


