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Interviewer: I am going to interview you in the relation to Francophone African Oral History project. Good 

Afternoon! 

Interviewee: Good Afternoon. 

Interviewer: Can you introduce yourself please? 

Interviewee: My name is Dieudonné Mabwati also known as Voyant, I was born in Kinshasa-DR Congo, in 

1966 at Camp Kokolo Hospital, my mother died just after six months of my birth, I was raised by my uncle’s 

wife; my uncle’s wife also gave birth a year later of my birth, so I grew up alongside her son, we were like 

a twin brother. 

My uncle was a soldier, he was very strict, we grew up like in the military camp.  We would wake up at 6 

am and at 7 am we would be on our way to school. 

Interviewer: What about your father? 

Interviewee: My dad name is Mabwati Joseph, he was very old when I was born, I am his last child, he 

was living in Kikwit but sometimes he would come and visit us, we were a total of 11 children.  Myself and 

two of my sisters, we used to live with my uncle. 

Interviewer: When did you start your primary school? 

Interviewee: I started school at the age of 6 at Camp Kokolo school, after a while, we moved to Kisangani 

and then we came back to Kinshasa after six months of mutation.  After that, I went to Ndolo school. 

After that, we moved to Motel Fikin/Kinshasa, the government at that time gave that area to Military 

officers.  We started school at Athénée de Lemba from year 3.  We used to go to school on Faut Ya Mutuka 

Bus. 

Interviewer: Can you describe a typical day at school? 

Interviewee: We would line up at the school yard and sing the national anthem, after that we would start 

the class.  At Athénée de Lemba, we would eat rice and biscuits at the break time. 

After living at Motel Fikin, we moved to Camp Vitamine in Matete borough but still, I would go to school 

at Athénée de Lemba. 

My uncle was so strict in the point that, in other for us to go watch a movie, we would have to pass to a 

test, egg; we would have to recite the Alphabet, conjugation or do the multiplication table. 

When I have passed to year 6, my uncle went to a mutation and he had left instructions to his wife to right 

down every blunder we would do in his absence.  While my uncle was away, I went to holiday at my 

sister’s place but I had refused to return home at my uncle’s. 

My sister was so scared of my uncle, she told me to go back but I did not want to go back at my uncle’s 

place for the fear of being beaten up, so I went to take shower pretending that I wanted to go back at my 

uncle’s, but I jumped over the compound fence and run away. 



I started sleeping rough at Wenze ya Gambela, Veve Center and Visa-Vis; long time ago.  To survive, we 

would help the saleswomen by carrying their belongings, sweeping the stands and doing the Carrier. 

Interviewer: You decided to run away from home and you said that you were living in Matete borough at 

that time. How come you ended up in Gambela Market? 

Interviewee: I could not stay around Matete borough because it should have been easy for my family to 

see me, also most of the Buses used to go to Gambela from Rond Point Ngaba. 

I missed the start of the school term and my uncle was so furious, my family started looking for me but 

they could not see me. 

One day, one of my sister saw me around La Creche Bar, and she asked me what I was doing there and 

then I lied to her that I was accompanied by my uncle, unfortunately she already knew that I was lying to 

her.  The day after most of my family came around Victoire area to try to catch me and take me back 

home.  They caught me and brought me back were my other brothers and sisters were staying but I told 

them that I would not return to my uncle’s house for the fear of being severely punished due to what I 

had done. 

From that day, I started living in Ngaba borough and I started school in year 5 instead of year 6.  I was a 

brilliant pupil, I passed to year 6 and went to Saint Theo School in Lemba borough. 

After that, I went to secondary school until I reached year 2. 

One day, one of my sister gave me some money, and I decided to start small business with friends, we 

went to Zando (Kinshasa’s big Market), we bought some stuff which we would have to resell.  We would 

walk around the Kinshasa borough, Lingwala borough and until 24 Street; the youngers would cover 

certaing areas and the elders would cover certain areas.  But even when I was reselling, I was still going 

to school, I did not want to disappoint my relatives. 

I met up with young people of Camp Lufungola, as I was also reselling in that area as well, at that time I 

was in my year 3-4 at the College. 

And then I started reselling at Beach Ngobila alongside those guys from Camp Lufungola, they asked me 

if I could go with them to Brazzaville and I accepted and they told me to help push the chair of the disabled 

guy that was among us.   

I bought some beauty products and I had 4 bottles of Simba cooking oil of 5 litters which we used to sell 

for 5500 FC CFA in Brazzaville, which would give me around 22000 FC CFA. 

Sometimes I would get 10.000 FC CFA from the disabled guy for pushing his chair.  Those disabled people, 

they used to buy a lot of double Wax Fabrics and sell them at Wangata’s Wenze ya 5 heure, they would 

sell them to Saleswomen from Zando Market. 

I continued selling alongside disabled people, through Kinshasa Beach Ngobila and Wenze ya Popo-Poto 

in Brazzaville.  Sometimes, we would stay at beach waiting for the boat and then we would have to jump 

in the water, swim to get to the boat and carry the saleswomen goods too get paid some little money. 

I would hustle like that every weekend, Saturdays and Sunday and go to school Monday-Friday because I 

did not want to disappoint my family, my uncle was very angry at me. 

I would work a lot during holidays; I also started learning to cut the hair with my friends and practicing by 

cutting my nephews hair at home. 



After that, I went to continue my studies at UT Ndjili College at year 3; I was supposed to move to year 5 

but I obtained 53% and I had to repeat the class because I had failed in Mechanics course; at the same 

time, I was thinking a lot about doing my small business and getting some money, so I had changed the 

subject and then I went to do Math-Physics at Sebeso College at year 5 and then move to year 6 and got 

my diploma. 

After getting my state Diploma, my sisters tried to convince me to go to University but I did not want to 

as I was more interested in doing business.  I came from a very poor family, even though I was wearing 

quite nice trainers at School but my family was poor and none of the students knew that I was hustling 

reselling goods.  But one day one of my classmate saw me selling on the street, she used to live in Yolo 

neighbourhood. 

We would go around different areas selling and we would go eat at a restaurant in Kipwanza 

neighbourhood; when I went back to Kinshasa from England, I went to Kipwanza and I was recognised by 

many people there. 

After walking around selling stuff, I would catch the Bus from Yolo Ezo to return home, that where I was 

seen by one of my classmate; she went to tell the rest of the class about me being “Prix Mangondo” 

(People who walk around the city reselling cheap goods), it was a shame to be called “a prix mangondo”; 

nowadays it quite different and it is no longer a shame and they are now called “Chayeur”. 

Interviewer: So now.  What made you come to Europe? 

Interviewee: At that point, I did not even thing of coming to Europe, when I finished my studies, I started 

going to sell in Pointe-Noire; when Pointe-Noire was terminated I came back to Kinshasa and I supposed 

to go to Angola but first, I had opened a shop in Kasavumbu borough around Ethiopie/Eyala, I used to sell 

Polos, Shits and Jeans from Brazzaville and just imagine that I was not paying tax. 

I had a guy who used to keep the shop for me while I was away, one day I came back from Brazzaville and 

He told me that He had started his own shop and he could not work with me anymore. 

A lady that we used to sell in the same area told me to go and try selling in Angola; even myself I saw a 

lady who came back from Angola and she was doing very well and then I decided to go to Angola as well.  

I took all my products and went to Angola. 

Halfway to Angola, I was arrested, it was around November 1989; they brought me to a nearby jungle and 

questioned.  I was quite a big guy with muscles, they brought me to Bonita for a military training, I had 

spent 3 years over there, I went to Bengela, Ndolo, baelondo, wambo and Iye by foot wearing one of my 

boots.  But I had managed to run away from them. 

I arrived at a Market in Kibala/ South of Angola; people would sell smoked fishes from Empela.  I met 

some guy speaking Lingala, we used to live in the jungle, we had made a tree room and we would spend 

night there. 

I approached those guys that were speaking Lingala, they were four guys, I introduced myself and told 

them that I was from Kinshasa, they asked me to come to their house.  After the market closed, I went at 

their place, they cooked a lot of food but I could not eat much because used to eating just a small portion 

of food from the military camp. 

Those guys had only four days left before they leave and return to Luanda, I would go at they place every 

day, we would eat together and they would give cigarettes.  A day before they leave, they told me that 

they were going, they gave me a jean’s and couple things. 



They supposed to leave at 4am, I woke up early before 4am and then I started following them from the 

back; I had left my gun in the hole. 

They had to get a canoe to cross a river, they got into the canoe, I threw away my stuff and took off my 

clothes, I just kept a boxer that one of the guys gave me, and I stared swimming behind them.  I did not 

care about the danger of the river but I even reached the other side of the river before them.  People used 

to fear that river, there were hippopotamuses but I did not know it. 

When those guys reached the other side of the river and saw me, they were in choc! They asked me “How 

did you come here” and I told them that I was following them, but they could not believe it.  I told them 

that I wanted to come with them but I did not have any gear to wear.  Because I run away from military, 

police could have catch me if they see my body scars, so I had to cover up. 

There were six police barriers to go through, we got into the car and starting our journey.  We had passed 

the first and second barrier but the third barrier was the toughest one, everyone must get out and be 

checked, we passed through all the barriers and reached Luanda. 

I did not know Luanda at all, those guys used to live in Mobore, we went to Petra Ngore, they gave me 

$50 and show me a market where I can start selling. 

I bought 2 dozen of necklace and sunglasses, I started walking around Luanda and selling them; I made a 

lot of money, I could not believe it myself.  And I would do the same repeatedly until I had a good working 

capital. 

I met other guys, they used to sell at Bengela Lubitu, they told me that it was a very nice place to make 

good money, we went there and I bought about 15 dozen of necklace and sunglasses, resold them and 

made a lot of money again. 

Sometimes I would buy different type of product, like second hand clothes and trainers, which I would 

resell around the city centre; at one point, I had almost 2 large plastic bags full of trainers, I would buy 

them at Bongolo and bring them to Luanda, then to Lunda where I had made a huge amount of money.  I 

would resell a single trainer from 100$ to 250$. 

In 1994, after I made a huge amount of money, I switched my business to Diamonds business; I bought 

my Diamonds and sold them and returned to Kinshasa. 

When I was arrested at the checking point in Angola, the rumour had spread in Kinshasa that the car in 

which we were traveling with was burnt down by Angola police, and all the passengers inside the car were 

dead including myself, so people in Kinshasa thought that I was already dead, even my late sister who just 

passed away could not believe that I was alive, people would run away from me when they see me 

because for them I was already dead, but eventually they get used to me again after I had explained to 

them everything. 

After a while, I return to Lunda and then I return to Kinshasa in 1996 and I had decided to arrange a trip 

to Europe.  I gave some money to a senior man to arrange my trip but unfortunately, he was a crook, I 

supposed to travel from Kinshasa-Zurich-London but my passport was seized in Zurich and I was sent back 

to Kinshasa. 

I arranged another trip from Kinshasa-Duala-Paris. When I arrived at the checking point in Duala, we were 

told to wait to be seen by a specialist, and they told us that Zaire Passports are not accepted in Duala, we 

had to bribe 250$ to board, we did not have money and we were all sent back again in Kinshasa.  I had 

spoken to that senior man who arranged my trip that “I had risked my life in Lunda searching for 



Diamonds, I even fall into a hole trying to find Diamonds, I should have died, that why I had decided to 

stop that business and travel to Europe, even today I still have many scars all over my body”. 

I had told him that he should have taken my trip very serious because I had sacrificed my life trying to 

make money.  I told him to give me back my money but my sisters had convinced me to try again. 

After that, I bought fuel tanks to go back to my business, my sisters did not want me to go, they wanted 

me to stay with them but I had decided to go regardless. 

Interviewer: Where did you go? Luanda or Lunda? 

Interviewee: I went to Lunda, I sold my fuel tanks and came to Europe from Luanda.   

In 2001, I met a man who worked at the Foreign affairs office in Luanda, I gave him money and he arranged 

my trip, he did a legal procedure, he got me all the correct documents to travel with.  He got me a Poland 

visa; he told me to take a flight to Moscow and then take the train toPoland; he took a Moscow transit 

visa, a journey from Luanda-South Africa-London and then Moscow. 

When I arrived in London at Heathrow airport, I was late to take another flight to Moscow, the gate was 

already closed.  They gave me a telephone to call someone I knew who lived in London.  I called a guy I 

knew that lived in London at that time, he advised not to continue my journey and stay in England, he also 

advised me to ask asylum. 

I threw away my passport and all the documents I had, I went back to waiting room and stay at the airport 

for 3 days, we were eating just sandwiches and juices. 

The borders security officers checked me but they did not see anything suspicious, I had all the technics 

from Lunda in how to get away with things, they did not see the money I had. 

The third day, I was called at the UKBA office, they got me an interpreter and asked me if I had money on 

me, I told them I had 10.000$, they took the money, counted the money and after that we were brought 

to a Hostel and fill up some forms. 

My case became a little of bit complicated because I had money on me, I told my friend and he told me 

that I should have not told the UKBA that I had money because they would not support me; he told me to 

tell them that the money was not mine. 

They told me to prove that the money was not mine, I asked my sisters back home to send a fax testifying 

that the money did not belong to me, after the UKBA received the fax, they told me to send the money 

back to Congo and provide the evidence. 

I called a friend of mine who used to live in Central Walthamstow, he came and brought me to Kin Service 

Express Agency, we transfer 500$ and gave the receipt to the UKBA. 

That guy stated to trick me with my money, he had convinced me to give him the rest of the money so 

that he can keep it for me in the fear that the UKBA would see the money and I would get into trouble.  

He took the money and I was sent to Birmingham afterward; but he never gave my money back in full, we 

fell out because of that. 

I arrived in Birmingham in 2002, I met up with a senior Congolese man, Alain Tshamala at City Road, we 

used to do business together in Lunda.  I went to see him, they had big house and most of the Congolese 

people would gathered there, everybody knew that house in City road. 

Interviewer: Where is City Road? 



Interviewee: Where the Bus 11 goes, in Edgbaston. 

A guy in the name of Baby (the light of Birmingham) asked me if I knew how to cut hair, I told him “Yes I 

know how to cut hair” he gave me all the equipment and cut his hair and everybody loved it, and I stared 

cutting people hair. 

In 2003, Senior Julo had lunched a Barber Shop and the same guy, Baby told me to join them alongside 

another guy Guyguy, when Guyguy went to Belgium, I stayed by myself in the Barber Shop. 

And now we have a lot of Barber shops in the community but back then it was only this one. 

Interviewer: Your Barber shop started in 2003? 

Interviewee: Yes, in 2003, we were the first to start. 

Interviewer: When you arrived in Birmingham, Where there many people in the community? 

Interviewee: We were not as many of Congolese people in Birmingham, people would come and gathered 

here in Salon, but eventually people started to move to Birmingham, and today we have a lot of shops 

and more activities within our community. 

Interviewer: Where there any other African community? 

Interviewee: Yes, even the first ladies that worked with us in the salon were Cameroonians, 2 of the ladies 

were from Cameroon and 1 of the ladies was from Ivory Coast; Emily, Angela and Yollande. 

Interviewer: What has changed, back then compare to now? 

Interviewee: Many things has changed, all the kids you see in these pictures, they are all grown up, back 

then we would organise football matches, we had 3 teams, Les Aigles, Les Aces and Lisanga, the youngers 

one wanted to join the teams as well. 

From that, we started having a lot of problems and polemics within our Congolese community. 

Interviewer: Those teams exist until now? 

Interviewee: No, split up long time ago, only our youth still play football but not as much as we used to.  

We were more organised, we would go play in Manchester, London and all over England, but today there 

is no much enthusiasm.  The police would come here because there were so many people around when 

we used to play football. 

Interviewer: Do you have a family here in Birmingham? 

Interviewee: Yes, I do have a family, I have a wife and kids. 

Interviewer: We are at the end of our interview.  Thank you very much for your time. 

Interviewee: Thank you.  

  

  

 

 

  


