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Within the context of migration the sharing of stories is a healing process. It serves both as
an escape from the present - a salve to feelings of homesickness, a remembrance of the past and loved
ones back home or no longer with us - and a connection with the present and with those listening,
celebrating together both the good times and the bad and in so doing coming to terms with life’s
journey.

When I began work on this project I knew very little about the experiences and realities of
Moroccan female migration to the UK. Having spent time in Morocco, I was familiar with Moroccan
culture and the daily realities for Moroccan women in their home country; but despite having worked
for two years at the Al Hasaniya Centre for Moroccan Women, I realised that I knew much less about
the lives of Moroccan women living here in my home city of London.

It was thus that I embarked on what was to be a remarkable journey with these women. I
felt truly privileged to gain their trust and bear witness as they shared their experiences with me. The
stories they told revealed to me a world I had not previously known. I can only imagine what it is like
to be forced, for economic reasons, to leave behind your loved ones and everything familiar; to arrive in
a strange land, where you not only have to make a living and attend to practical matters, but you also
have to shape for yourself a new emotional and spiritual life and build a future for your family. This is
not a choice which is ever made lightly.

From the D arda.Sha. Proj ect Leader These testimonies are very moving and humbling. Each individual story stands alone and
speaks for itself and together they tell a collective story. Most of the women who shared their stories in
Dardasha are illiterate in both Arabic and English, having received little or no education in Morocco.
Dardasha has given these women a voice for the very first time. As one of the women said to me during
the course of our conversations, ‘I never learned to read or write, so I have to speak my story. If I could
write I would have written my story long ago. Thank you so much for giving me this opportunity.’

I would like to thank these wonderful women for their honesty, courage and generosity. Let
the stories now speak for themselves.

Dardasha Project Leader

I am a great believer in stories, in our ability to see them, our desire to create them and their
extraordinary power to heal both narrator and audience.

The oral tradition is inherent to all cultures in Africa and storytelling is at the very heart of
Moroccan culture. Families gathering at lunchtime to share a tagine, strangers who find themselves
sitting together in a bus or taxi, women at work weaving carpets or harvesting henna in the fields -
whenever and wherever Moroccans come together, they will share stories.

Moroccan women enjoy telling stories and the women who tell their stories in Dardasha
carried this ancient tradition with them in their migratory journey. Here in the West we seem sadly
to be losing the art of storytelling, but we all have a story to tell. When we tell the story of the life we
have lived so far, our sense of our individual identity comes from knowing and remembering: where
we have come from and who we have been. Without this we cannot hope to move forward and onward
to our future lives and future selves.



Moroccan Women's Voice in the UK

The Arabic word dardasha means chat, but this project is about more than women chatting
to each other. The gathering of women in a relaxed environment chatting, exchanging news, giving
or receiving advice and so on is reminiscent of the oral tradition that lays the cultural foundations of
African societies in particular and the Arab world in general.

The women on whom this project is centred are representative of the so-called first generation
of Moroccan female migration to the UK (although some of the interviewees in this project pertain to
the second generation). Statistics show that some Moroccan women arrived in the UK as early as the
1960s and throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Their presence in the UK was mainly due to the mere fact
that most of them followed their husbands who preceded them here. This is often the case in the history
of migration, where the man (as head of the family) leaves his homeland to seek a better life in Europe.
Once settled he applies to the host country’s authorities for his wife and children to join him. In such
a scenario the woman hardly has (or is asked to have) an opinion as to whether she would consider
uprooting herself and her offspring tojoin the main bread-winner thatis man. However one of the main
features of Dardasha is that it highlights another aspect of Moroccan women'’s migration to the UK.

Indeed not all the women interviewed for this project represent the example mentioned above, but a
good number among them opted to leave their home country on the basis of a personal and individual
decision and choice.

As the included interviews illustrate, crossing the border into a culture which is totally
different in all aspects to Moroccan culture did not come without emotional and/or physical trauma to
the women concerned. It is fundamental that one does not underestimate the extent of disorientation
and confusion a woman, who never ventured outside her native town or village or country, encounters
upon her arrival in a new surrounding, where everything appears strange and unfamiliar to her.
Culture shock is inevitable when an individual moves from one culture to another and is met with
cultural patterns that are completely alien to her/him. As a consequence the individual will find
herself/himself in a state of confusion, loss and most importantly alienation.

The interviewees of this project are no exception and as they entered a country and culture
previously unknown to them, their disorientation resulted in the inevitable retreat from the host
culture. This is a natural human behaviour when one encounters the unknown. Retreating from a
culture that seemed alien to these women could, in general terms, be defined as self-protection. Not
only is this self-protection directed to the woman herself, but most generally to her family and her own
culture that is an integrated part of her.

Culture is partly what defines a person’s identity, so it is understandable that these women
take it upon themselves to become the gate-keepers of their culture. Eager to maintain their cultural
heritage, they would often display a strong sense of conservatism in relation to the customs of their
origins, and in a number of cases this results in their isolation and loneliness. One of the major points
that are common to most of the interviewees is their sense of dedication and self-sacrifice for the
benefit of their children. While they endeavour to bring up children who will be well adjusted to the
norms of the host country, this is often achieved at their own expense. Most of these women expressed
a sense of seclusion and separation from the outside world, as often their daily routines were within
the confines of their private sphere that is home.

In 1985 Souad Talsi took the initiative that would provide these women with an arena where
they could meet and extract themselves from the closed space of their homes. Thus the Al Hasaniya
Women’s Centre was founded, to equip Moroccan women in the migrant community with a platform
that caters for their needs and allows them to re-appropriate their voice.The help provided by the
professional team of Al Hasaniya ranges from legal advice to matters related to personal life, such as
domestic violence. Most of the older generation of Moroccan migrant women in the UK have very little
or no literacy and consequently have no educational awareness of how to deal with personal issues
from a legal angle for instance. The resources lent by Al Hasaniya go beyond helping to resolve some of
these issues. While it is in Al Hasaniya’s capacity to represent Moroccan women in the public sphere,
the former realised that it would not accomplish its agenda if its relation to these women remained
at the level of representation. Empowering women and providing them with the adequate means to
voice themselves became an essential target Al Hasaniya aimed to reach. Dardasha stems directly from
this concern.

Representing another is, in its very sense of the word, not void of controversies. The very idea
that one can speak for someone else carries a fundamental problem suggesting that the former has no
voice of his/her own. Speaking for others is contested as being unethical and politically illegitimate.
Dardasha aims to address this debate by redressing the balance of the power of speech. Representation,
as argued by Edward Said (Orientalism London: Routledge 1978) is an act of violence in itself; because
it has the power to select, include, exclude, translate and interpret the needs of the other, denying the
latter all chances of an authentic voice which expresses authentic views.



The testimonies in Dardasha are carefully presented so as to minimize any interference with
the authentic voices that they carry. Moroccan migrant women, whose voices are by no means absent
but rather silent, are in charge of voicing their own stories. Not only do they take the responsibility of
expressing their thoughts in their own words, but they also find solace in speaking out loud what for
the most part has been suppressed. Dardasha thus becomes the medium whereby these women can
exorcise themselves from the consequences of the hardship that are closely linked to their life journey
from Morocco to the UK. Heartache, loneliness, homesickness, poverty and sacrifice are but a few of
the hurdles that most of the interviewees encountered throughout their migrant experience.

The poignant testimonies of these women invite the reader/listener to witness scenes of
self-observation to self-discovery. The voices one hears while reading these testimonies tell stories of
social injustice, discrimination, rape, domestic abuse and so on. Other voices remain mute however,
for the stories they could tell are relegated to silence and imposed self-censorship. This is often the case
when prostitution is at the centre of a woman’s life experience. Female migration amongst various
communities has resorted to prostitution as a means for survival. Where this is the case, the sense
of shame that the cultural background of the women involved entails means that traumatic past
experiences are kept silent.

What Dardasha has achieved is to empower women to regain their voices and speak for
themselves. As Aicha L one of the interviewees eloquently put it: “I couldn’t read and write but I could
always speak”. Dardasha is about the opportunity for Moroccan migrant women to seize the power of
speech which, in essence, belongs to them alone.

London Metropolitan University

We wish to express our thanks to the Heritage Lottery Fund, Kensington Housing Trust,
the Ministry for Moroccans Resident Abroad and the Council for the Moroccan Community Abroad.
We would also like to thank the Guardian Charity Awards 2010, Kensington and Chelsea Central Library,
Media Trust and the design team at epitype. Finally we would like to express our thanks to all of the
women who took part in the project, generously giving of their time, testimonies and photographs.



Stories from Women
who arrived in the 1960

10

A Pl ol

1'. i of dimss [: ;. 'l i

Vst Whssvtgoms Bael b Wi W 0 '\."rllil

Fasifanl n il o b ey pad i
|'.:"r'-]u-- 5{--411 ha Fh g F
rndel o Tt ian w47

LT T el |a

'!

[l Hrﬂ"‘“‘
Aot pil Sl
ANNULE ,ﬂ.l 1. AN?QN'NU
SALE 4NN¢M 2 l: 56 .U'E_r

pas 5i JEEC .l'l-'-l-.-i
| B

,q | A

<l | Rl

/. " it
TR
"“ = “ _,-_,?j.g,

e 8t e

NP ORIIE 3




Arrived in the UK 1968

12

I was born in 1938 in the Berber region of Sous in the south of Morocco. As the only daughter
among five boys, I was quite spoilt by my parents. When I was sixteen a young local landowner asked
my parents for my hand in marriage. Both myself and my parents accepted the proposal and my
husband and I went on to have a very happy marriage.

In 1960 we moved to the town of Agadir and my husband opened up a shop there. Unfortunately
Cod did not grant us any children, but we accepted our fate and were content with all that God had
bestowed on us. We had good health and good fortune and lived very happily.We had grown to see our
nephews and nieces as our own and enjoyed spoiling them and loving them.

Then in 1962 an earthquake struck the city, causing utter devastation. Many lives were lost
that day, amongst them those of my husband and three of my brothers. My family took what they
could salvage from the wreckage of our home and we moved north to Tetouan.

On arrival in Tetouan I looked around for work. I'd had some experience helping out in my
late husband’s shop, so I was more able than some women to find work. My brothers and I did any work
we could find, so as to make a living and take care of one another. Compared to many others, we were
very lucky indeed.

I continued working until 1967, when there was an exodus of Moroccans leaving for a place
called England. I had no idea where this place was or what it was like there, but I knew that it offered
opportunities to work and earn a decent living. So I paid a small fee and was given a work permit to
come here to work as an auxiliary nurse.

In January 1968 I arrived at Heathrow, to be welcomed by bitterly cold and foggy weather.
Itravelled in a group of three women and two men. When we arrived we were met by another Moroccan,
who was already working here and showed us what to do.

Three months later I was working at St Mary’s hospital in Harrow Road and living in the
nurses’ home there. I wore a pink uniform and spent my days helping the patients and keeping the
hospital wards clean. I had never done anything like it before. The job was hard, but we were looked
after very well. We had two days off a week, but if we wanted to work these days we were paid double.
So I worked as much as I possibly could.

I therefore spent most of my time working, but occasionally I would leave the hospital
grounds for a day out. I look back on those days with affection and have some wonderful memories.
We were all very happy, despite the little we had. I was working with women from Spain, Portugal,
The Philippines and the West Indies. We spoke very little English, but nevertheless we all got on and
worked well together. We felt very welcome in this country, no matter our race or religion. We never
discussed our religious faiths, we were just human beings who respected one another.

A few years later my English had improved and I felt much more confident. I got a job
working as a chambermaid at Claridges Hotel, where the pay was much better and the work felt more
glamorous. Sometimes the tips were four or five times our weekly wage!

I had by now moved into a shared house in St. Ervans Road. I had my own room, which was
quite spacious, but the kitchen and bathroom we shared were dirty and old. It was a good location, as
the rent was cheap and it was close to work. Many other Moroccans settled here for the same reasons
as1did, just as the Portuguese and Spanish had before us. In 1979 we were all moved out of our homes
in the area, so they could knock down the old buildings to build the new Swinbrooke estate. When the
work was finished I moved back into the area and have lived here ever since.

Although I was tempted at times, I never remarried. I kept on working and sending money
home to my family. Every couple of years I would go home to visit my family in Morocco. I still have
very fond memories of those visits. Months beforehand I would be preparing for the trip and buying
presents for everyone. I could never afford to pay for my airline ticket all at once, so I would have to pay
in instalments. The day of travelling to Morocco was always a happy one. I would arrive at the airport
very early in the morning, regardless of what time my flight was, for I didn’t want to risk missing it!
I would always wear my best clothes and take extra care to style my hair. It was my reward for all the
years of hard work.

I have now retired and no longer travel to Morocco as much as I would like, because of my age.
My brothers have all passed away and so my family now is my nephews and nieces, who have become
grandparents themselves. I have devoted my life to helping my siblings and their families. I have no
regrets about that, but it would be nice if they asked after me and looked after me when I visit them in
Morocco. I feel like they only want me for the little money I have left, which is very sad.

This country has given me the opportunity to work and be independent. I have met and got to
know so many good people. For that I will always be grateful.

13



Arrived in the UK 1969
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Until the age of fourteen I lived with my parents in the countryside surrounding Meknes.
My father worked as a farm labourer and my mother helped him in his work. My father earned enough
to keep us all fed and clothed, but not enough for me to go to school.

In the summer of 1963 the landowners came for their annual break in the countryside. As was
the custom every year, everyone in my family worked for the landowner’s family. I helped out with
domestic chores in their large house.

One day when the landowner’s wife had gone out and I was alone in the house with the
landowner, he raped me. He warned me not to say anything about it, but three months later my
pregnancy showed. When my parents saw me they were horrified. They gave me a severe beating,
saying I was bringing shame on the family. My father instinctively knew who the father was and went
to confront him. The landowner raged at my father and threatened to sack him from his job. Without
my father’s work, we would have been homeless and living in the street. So my parents decided to keep
quiet, until they could decide what to do.

Late one night a woman I hadn’t met before came to our house and did something to me
which made me abort the foetus. I bled heavily and can remember the pain to this day. For the next six
months I was very ill, I couldn’t go out as I was still bleeding and in pain.

Eventually an aunt took me to Meknes to live with her. When we arrived I found she had
brought me to work as her maid. I spent six long years working for her, cleaning and cooking and doing
anything which needed doing. In those days there were no washing machines and I had to wash in the
courtyard with cold water.

Then a friend of my aunt returned from a trip to Tangiers and told me that a country called
England was taking on young Moroccan men and women to work in their hospitals. I begged my aunt
to try and help me get to England. I promised to look after her and send her money from my wages,
if she could lend me the money to get me to this land of fortune.

She did just that and in 1969 I arrived in Dover. I was in a group of about twenty men and
women from Morocco, Spain and Portugal. From Dover we were taken by bus to London and to an
agency in Piccadilly. After a couple of weeks spent trying to familiarise myself with my new home,
I was taken to St Mary’s Hospital in Harrow and told what my duties would be.

The responsibilities of my new job seemed beyond me. I couldn’t speak any English and had
never learned to read and write in Arabic. The machines, the materials and all the instructions were
impossible for me to understand and I just sat and cried.

But I was lucky to have been placed in the same team as another Moroccan woman, who had
been working there for about a year. She was a godsend and showed me how to use all the machines
and products. I quickly learned everything I needed to know - without needing to read or write!

I soon lost the fear of my new job and felt proud to be wearing my uniform. I looked like a
proper nurse working in an English hospital! I had my own room in the nurses’ home, I was earning
my living and I had no one else to answer to.

Soon afterwards my aunt wrote to tell me that I had to pay back the money I owed her. So for
the next three years I spent all the money I earned paying for my room, sending money to my family
and paying back my aunt. At the end of the fourth year I was given indefinite leave to remain and felt
ready to visit Morocco again. My family was no longer ashamed of me, as I was working and regularly
sending them money.

The whole village celebrated my arrival! I handed out gifts to everyone in my family and
gave a sum of money to my father. I felt so happy and was looking forward to making this my regular
annual holiday.

Then my father told me that I would only be able to see them again if I did so as a married
woman. He said he did not want any more shame brought on the family. I was devastated. I didn’t
want to upset my father, but I had grown used to the freedoms of my life in London. Of course the
husband had already been found for me, he was a young man from the village whom I had known
since childhood.

I eventually surrendered to my father and said yes. My husband and I didn’t bother with a
party, but simply went through the legal ceremony to get our wedding certificate. After which I hurried
straight back to London. My husband eventually followed and I had to leave my room at the nurses’
home because I was now a married woman. A friend of mine found a bedsit for us in Swinbrook Road.

When we started living together I found it very difficult to get used to my new lifestyle.
We tried for a baby, but after two years we had had no luck. One day I confided in a nurse who worked
at the hospital with me and she referred me to their gynaecology department for tests. There they told
me that I had been damaged by the abortion and would never be able to have children.

15
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On hearing this I felt my life had come to an end. I felt inadequate and incomplete, as though
Iwas not like other women. But my husband did not seem to mind so much and he helped me to slowly
accept that I would never have children. Our life settled back down and I was able to return to work.

Then my husband began to change towards me. Shortly after he got his indefinite leave to
remain in the country, he insisted we go to Morocco for a holiday. As soon as we arrived in Morocco
he went to the local magistrate and brought him to my parents’ home, demanding that I be given my
divorce papers. My father was furious and accused my husband of marrying me for the sole purpose of
getting to England. My husband replied that I was a no-good woman, who lost her virginity before we
were married and was unable to give him children.

The trauma of this made my father ill and he never recovered, God rest his soul.
The humiliation was so great that my family had to leave the village. I rented a home for them in
Meknes and promised to devote the rest of my life to my family. I worked very hard and eventually
bought a house for them. I also helped my brother to come to this country.

A few years later I was on holiday in Morocco when my mother asked me to help one of the
girls in the village. She had suffered a rape just like I did all those years ago. I went straight to see the
poor girl and brought her to my parents’ home. I asked them to let her stay with them until she had
her baby.

She did just that and the son she gave birth to eventually became my son. I called him
Abderahim. He joined me in London when he was a toddler and I was devoted to him. He was
everything to me and for a while we lived a very happy life. But when he became a teenager he began
to mix with some local boys who were involved with drugs and crime. It saddens me to say that my son
ended up in prison on more than one occasion.

Isuffered so much. Our home was continually ransacked, as Abderahim would take anything
he could find and sell it to feed his habit. I felt desperate and had no one to turn to. At the time I was
seeing a legal advisor at my local Citizens Advice Bureau, who was helping me with some housing
and tax issues. One day I found myself telling her all about it. She immediately wrote a letter to my
CP explaining the situation. Soon Abderahim got the help and support he needed and things slowly
started to get better.

I have since become a grandmother and I thank God for the immense happiness my grandson
has given me. Life has been very testing for me and the years of stress, the hard work and the trauma of
the rape still live with me. I think it has probably affected my health and today I am living with cancer.
I have no idea what the future holds for me. ButI do know that I am very lucky to be in England. I have
everything that I need here and I am very grateful for all that God has given me.

Arrived in the UK 1969

I think I must have been about six or seven years old when my father decided to migrate.
My father left in 1968 and my mother and my two siblings and I stayed behind for a year.

My father made the decision to migrate because he was a man of little means. He earned very
little working as a barber and odd job man and his decision was made because of poverty. He wanted us
to have a better life. I went to school and I remember feeling very sad. I missed my father very much.
I don’t remember being happy, until he sent for us to join him in the UK.

We traveled by plane and I remember feeling overwhelmed by the idea of flying. All the family
came to Tangiers airport to say goodbye. I remember the sound of the roaring engine and having to
put the seatbelt on. My youngest sister was sitting on my mum’s lap and we all held onto our seats in
excitement. My sisters and I all wore the same outfit: a tartan skirt and pink cardigan with long white
socks and black shoes with a bow, which my father had sent from the UK especially for the journey.

17
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I remember landing and going through the arrival lounge. We were escorted by
some airport officials and after a short wait we were reunited with my father. I remember a
television screen in the airport and lots of green plants. It was wonderful to see my father again.
He and a couple of his friends took us to a waiting car and we set off on what seemed like a very
long journey. I remember it was snowing and it was freezing. I had never seen snow before.
Imust have fallen asleep, because the next thing I remember was being woken up by my mum. We had
finally arrived at our new home in Trowbridge in Wiltshire.

I knew nothing about Britain or the British way of life. All I knew was that we would be living as
a family again and I felt very happy to be living again with both my parents and my sisters.

My dad had worked very hard to save enough money so that he was able to buy a house for us.
He worked in a frozen foods factory. I remember feeling that I was the luckiest person alive to be in such
a lovely house. Although at the same time it felt strange, as I was not used to living in a house built
with bricks or having glass in the windows.

We were already enrolled in the local primary school. I remember being treated very well by
all the teachers and having lovely new clothes with warm coats and shoes. It was extremely cold but I
loved it. Both myself and my sisters settled down and started to learn English.

I think the first few months were a magical time. But as time passed I started to realise that
Iwas in a totally alien environment. Ireally wanted to learn the British way of life and the language,
I was so impatient. I did make friends, but as I began to understand the language I also began to
understand that I was different and that people treated me differently. I spent most of my formative
years in that small village in Wiltshire trying to belong, because as far as I was concerned this was
my home. But it was not easy and my siblings and I suffered racial abuse and hardship in our quest
to belong. However I still recall wonderful memories of being in such a beautiful part of Britain.
Those experiences have made me the person that I am today.

It was ten years before we went back to visit Morocco, because during that time we didn’t have
a home to go back to. My father had sold the wooden huts which had been our home, in order to pay
off the debts that he had incurred financing our journey to the UK. So my father had to build us a new
house to come home to.

Morocco was still the same and the people that we had left behind were still the same.
Iremember feeling very sad for my cousins who were still living in poor conditions, the same conditions
thatIhad lived in before. I remember feeling guilty and at the same time relieved, thatIno longer lived
like that. I think being here in Britain had changed me, although I didn’t yet feel that I belonged or
understood everything here.

It took me some time to reconnect with Morocco as a teenager. At first I didn’t like going back
there and felt that I had nothing to go back to. I didn’t understand the culture or the people and I think
I had disconnected from that side of myself.

It wasn’t until I had children of my own that I was able to reconnect and explore my Moroccan
side. Imade sure that I visited Morocco every year with them. I think my children consider themselves
to be both British and Moroccan. I was very conscious of bringing my children up to feel that they
belong to both cultures.

I now think of myself as both British and Moroccan, I can’t separate the two. I do feel
very British when I am in Morocco and recognize that I have developed many British habits.
I'm still trying to understand what being a Moroccan is and I have started to feel a sense of longing for
more of a connection with Morocco and wanting to spend more time there. I suppose it’s an ongoing
process of exploration. But I would say that the UK is where I feel most at home.

Arrived in the UK 1969

I married when I was very young and by the age of sixteen was working. I had two boys with
my husband, Mohamed and Ahmed, and then we divorced. After that I took any job I could find to
support my children and my mother. Over the years I worked in various factories and shops and as a
farm labourer. I then married again and was the happiest woman in the world when we had our baby
girl Rachida.

One day I went to the labour office to look for work and I found that contractors in Germany
were looking for Moroccan labourers to work in their flower fields. At exactly the same time a friend
of mine who was living in London sent me a contract to go to work in a London hotel! I had a decision
to make and so I went home and prayed. I asked God to guide me and make the choice for me as to
which country would be best for me and my children. London was the chosen place and so it was here
thatIcame.

19
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I left my three young children with my mother and arrived at the end of 1969. I came by boat
via Spain and arrived at Victoria with my work permit and the address of where my friend was living.
There were hardly any Moroccans in London at that time and I didn’t speak a word of English. Arriving
at the station I had no idea how to get to my friend’s home. When I saw a Sikh man standing nearby,
I thanked Cod that I had found another Arab Muslim and started speaking to him in Arabic! He was
neither of course and didn’t understand a word I was saying. So I took a taxi and showed the driver the
address of where my friend was living.

My work contract was for six months. I was paid £10 a week and my rent was £2, so I saved
every penny I could to send back home. As my visa was coming to an end I asked my manger if he could
give me a letter to extend my visa. But he refused and told me I had to go back to Morocco.

I was very upset when he said this and went for a walk around London, walking down all
the streets that I had come to know. As I was walking I saw the sign for Charing Cross Hospital and
remembered that my friend Rhimo worked there. I walked up to the hospital entrance, where there
was a man putting out the rubbish. I spoke to him in what I thought was simple English, but he
replied to me in Spanish saying he didn’t understand my Chinese!!

I jumped for joy when I heard him speak in Spanish. Though I had never been to school,
I had picked up Spanish from our Spanish neighbours when I was young girl. In fact I learned to speak
Spanish before I learned Arabic.

I told him that I was looking for my friend and he asked me if I wanted a job. Of course I said
yes. So not only did I get to see my friend, but I also found myself a new job, which came with its
own accommodation.

For the first few weeks I was terrified of being seen by my ex-employer, as I thought if he did
so he would send me back to Morocco. Until one day I broke down at work and through an interpreter
I was able to tell them my fear. I was so reassured to learn that as I was now working for the hospital,
I couldn’t be forced to go back home.

Although I was happy to be able to stay on in London, my mother and my children were never
out of my mind. I loved them all very much. Especially my daughter, who was very special to me
because she is a girl. It broke my heart to have to part from her. But I wanted to be able to work here so
that I could help and support them.

I was very hard-working, which earned me respect at work. It took some time for me to get my
papers, but eventually I managed it. I was now regularly sending money back home to my mother and
also I started visiting my family every year for a two week holiday.

In December 1975 I received a letter from my mother telling me that she was very ill.
She asked me to come to Morocco to collect my children and bring them back with me to London.
My mother died soon after and I brought Rachida and her father - my ex-husband - back with me.
Unfortunately at first I couldn’t bring my boys here, as I didn’t have enough room for them. But I got
help from a social worker and in time I was able to move into bigger accommodation and bring my boys
to live with me.

My life then started to settle down. My children were in school and my ex-husband was
working. For myself I was working three jobs and learning English at Wornington College. When I was
then able to speak English and Spanish, I started to help out interpreting for my local housing advice
centre. The work was unpaid, but it was a great help to the many Moroccans who were living in bad
housing at that time.

It was then that I came across an advert for a toilet attendant in Westminster. I applied and
got the job and worked there until all the public services were privatised eighteen years later. The job
was less gruelling than many I had done and I enjoyed working with the public. I worked at several
different sites from Queensway to Duke Street, staying at each site for fourteen weeks at a time.

My happiness did not last however, as my ex-husband started to drink and beat me.
I could take the abuse no more and went to see a solicitor. While he was dealing with my case, the firm
he worked for asked me whether I could help them interpreting for their Arabic and Spanish speaking
clients. I told my solicitor that I couldn’t read and write, but I could always speak! And so the factory
girl ended up working as an interpreter. The work empowered me and I felt encouraged, as I did not
want others to have to suffer as I had done.

My boys have since done well. Mohamed was very clever and became an architect. Ahmed was
naughty and often played truant from school, but he managed to turn things around and he now has
his own business and four grown up children of his own. Rachida studied hairdressing with Tony and
Guy and is now a grandmother herself.

I am so very proud of my and my children’s achievements. We are now four generations
living here. I am a Moroccan and a Muslim, but this is also my country. I cannot separate this country
from Morocco.

London has changed a great deal during the time I have lived here. Life here was much easier
when I first arrived, a few pounds went a long way back then. Today the city is overcrowded and it
seems to me that people do not respect each other so much. I feel sorry because I don’t feel the city is
safe any longer.

I wonder what the future holds for my great-grand-daughter. Her parents are very strict
observers of Islam, they have their own life and will make their own choices. Just asI made mine. I am
very lucky that my grand-daughter is good to me and takes care of me. She says I was always there for
her when she was young, so she is here for me now in my old age.
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I arrived at Victoria Station on Thursday 23rd November 1970. I have never forgotten the
date. I thought I would only be here for one year, perhaps two at the very most. But forty years later
and I am still here!

I came to the UK with my husband, God rest his soul. At home in Meknes we found a letter
in our post office box. It was an invitation to apply to come to work in the UK. We both applied and
five days later we each received a contract. We took the contracts to Rabat to get them stamped at the
British Embassy and twenty eight days later we were sent our passports.

We travelled here with several other married couples just like ourselves, who came from
various towns in northern Morocco. We travelled by boat and train and were met at Victoria Station
by the manager of the factory which had employed us all. He took us to the city of Bath, where our
accommodation had already been arranged for us. There we started our work in a chicken factory.

Bath was a beautiful city, with handsome buildings and parks filled with flowers.
But from the beginning I wasn’t happy working in the factory. I didn’t like the work we had to do and
the stench in the factory was horrible. I only managed to stay there four months.

My husband and I both found work at Newlands, a private school in Maidenhead. I worked
as an assistant cook and my husband worked as the gardener and caretaker. But we felt very isolated
there. There were no other Moroccans and we felt lonely. So we returned to Bath. My husband returned
to work in the chicken factory and I found work in a tennis ball factory on the outskirts of the city.

Then I managed to get a job working as a chambermaid in the Francis Hotel in Bath.
I much preferred hotel work to factory work and stayed working there for the next nine years.
We were paid by the room, so I would work as hard and fast as I could, to complete as many rooms
as possible.

My husband and I were very happy and had a good life. We enjoyed living in Bath.
By now we were renting a beautiful apartment and had furnished it ourselves. We had bought a car
and at weekends we would drive to the coast. There we would have a picnic and laugh together and
sing songs.

We enjoyed our life. We had made good friends, both Moroccan and English. This country
was very different then. We had been asked to come here to work and were made very welcome by the
English. I realised as soon as I arrived here that we women were all the same, whatever our cultural or
religious backgrounds. We all had the same concerns in life and we all got on with one another.

During this time my husband had left the chicken factory and gone to work in the tennis ball
factory where I had previously worked. But after a while he was made redundant. So we decided to
follow the other Moroccans and head for London.

Coming to London from Bath was like coming from the light and stepping into darkness.
But we all have to go where the work is. We came to Kensal Rise and rented a flat, which we filled with
all our furniture. We both immediately found work in the Lancaster Gate Hotel, I worked again as a
chambermaid and my husband worked in the restaurant.

I spent the rest of my working life working in hotels in London. Over the years I worked at
the London Hilton, the Savoy, White’s Hotel, Hyde Park Court Hotel, Hospitality Inn and the London
Metropole Hotel. I would work at each hotel a couple of years or so, until I became unhappy with the
working conditions or my wage. Sometimes friends would tell me of better work or pay at another hotel
and so I would go there to ask for work.

I always carried with me the written reference they had given me from my first job working
as achambermaid at the Francis Hotel in Bath. As soon as any manager read it, they immediately gave
me work! I always worked very hard and wherever I worked, they were always very pleased with me.
My managers would tell me that they didn’t need to check my rooms, as they knew that they would
be perfect.

My husband’s last job was in the Cafe Royal at Piccadilly. He died a few years ago, God rest his
soul, and I feel as though my life stopped when he died. We never had children and so I have been left
here all alone. I come from a large family in Meknes and I am the only person from my family to have
left Morocco. I feel very lonely these days.

Since my husband died my health has also become very poor. It always improves whenever
I go to Morocco, as though being in Morocco lightens my heart. But then after a little while I start to
miss London and my home here. I have lived in London a long time and know England much better
than I know my home country. But then as soon as I am back in my flat in London, I start to miss
Morocco again!
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All the time I have been living in this country I have been thinking about returning to live
in Morocco. I think the building of mosques in this country helped us to stay and make our home here,
for we no longer needed to return home if we wanted to practice and celebrate Islam. But now I would
like to die in Morocco if I can, God willing. I thank God for the good life I enjoyed with my husband, for
so long we were blessed with our health and we were very lucky to have the marriage we had. I thank
Cod just the same for my life today, for we can’t be young again! But I miss Morocco much more now
that I am alone and want very much to return there. Here I spend most of my days on my own, butin
Morocco there is no such thing as a house which is empty of people.

My future is in God’s hands, it all depends on what God has planned for me. If I am meant to
go back to Morocco I need only to pack my suitcase. I would like to die there if I can, butI can only wait
and see.

Arrived in the UK 1972

I came to this country with my two young daughters. My husband was already working here
and we came to join him. Our intention at the time was to stay here working for a few years to save up
some money and then return to Morocco.

I was very lucky, for after only ten days I found work in the Hotel Britannia working
as a chambermaid. I worked there for a year until I became pregnant. I left work and thanks to
God I gave birth to my third daughter. I didn’t have to wait long before I found some similar work
in the Kensington High Street Hotel. Once again I worked there until I found myself pregnant.
I left work and thanks to God I gave birth to a healthy son.

Iwas blessed again and found work quickly and without difficulty, working as a chambermaid
in the Selfridges Hotel. I loved working in that hotel and ended up working there for twenty years. I felt
completely at home there. My manager was a lovely woman and we got on very well. She appreciated
how hard I worked and was always praising the high standard of my work.
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Thanks to God I was very happy in my new life. From the very first day hereIloved this country
and it wasn’t long before I knew that I wanted to stay. [ instantly felt at home and comfortable. I found
in this country a freedom and rights which I had never known before. When I first arrived I only knew
my husband, butI soon met a lot of Moroccan women through my work and I got on with women from
all different nationalities.

I worked hard for the sake of my family, both at the hotel and at home bringing up my
children. Every day I would take the bus to work and back home again. One day I was travelling along
in the bus coming home from work. As we neared my stop I got up and stood by the doors waiting to
get off. But the bus didn’t stop and so I rang the bell. AsI was getting off, the doors almost shut against
me. I tripped and fell from the step and banged my head against a metal post.

I passed out. When I came round my head was bleeding heavily and there was blood all around
me. The bus driver called for an ambulance and I was taken to hospital. There they stitched the wound
in my head and kept me in overnight. I rested another day at home and then Ireturned to work. I didn’t
say anything to my manager about the accident, until she noticed some dried blood on my head and
asked me aboutit. When I told her what had happened she immediately sent me home to rest for a few
days. I did rest until I felt better and only then returned to work. But I always felt that from the day of
the accident there was something wrong with my blood.

A short while later I went to Mecca with my husband to do Hajj. It was a deeply moving
experience and the memories will always stay with me. Thanks to God we returned home safely. But
I came back feeling very tired and started to suffer from headaches. I decided to rest for a short while
and took a year off work.

When Iwentback to work I worked for another couple of years, butI was finding itincreasingly
difficult. Every day I was suffering from very bad headaches and I kept feeling dizzy. I tried to keep
working but the pain grew much worse and I became very ill. In the end I went to the hospital, where
they did blood tests and examined my head. They found thatI had a brain tumour and said they would
have to operate.

It was a very frightening time. I didn’t know if I was going to survive the operation, I didn’t
know if I was ever going to see my children again. I had to say goodbye to my son and daughters, which
was heart-breaking.

Thanks to God the staff in the hospital were wonderful people. They gave me the best treatment
and worked so hard to reassure me and ease my worries and fears. Thanks to God the operation was a
success and they managed to remove the tumour. I was in the operating theatre for seven hours and
afterwards I was unconscious for three days. When I came round I was very ill indeed. I remember the
nurses and my daughters washing my face for me and combing my hair. I had to stay in hospital for
quite a while, until I was able to stand and walk and take care of myself a little. When I left hospital
I rested at home for about a year, but I still didn’t feel that I had the strength to go back to work. So I
decided to retire. Thanks to God they rewarded me for all my years of work and gave me a good pension.

I really and truly love this country. I have never encountered any problems here.
This country has fed me and my family and provided us with work and a home. With the passing of
time I feel it has become my country. It has taken good care of me and my family and for that I will
always be grateful. I have been very blessed. When I was ill I received the best treatment and didn’t
have to pay for it. Whenever I have a problem I know I only need to pick up the telephone and there
will be help for me at the other end. The people of this country are such good people. I have wonderful
neighbours who always ask after me and my family and wherever I go I feel a sense of community.
I thank God and I thank them all. May God reward them.

Arrived in the UK 1972

I was born in Algeria in 1940 to Moroccan parents. At the time Algeria was known as French
Algeria. Igrew up amongst the French and the Algerians, but I knew somehow that I was Moroccan.
It is one of those things that you cannot explain, how your cultural identity is always a part of you and
follows you wherever you go.

I grew up in a modest family and my father worked for a French company. This gave us the
opportunity to go to school and receive an elementary education. It was of course in French and so sadly
I never got to learn to read or write Arabic. I am nonetheless grateful for my education, for I have since
learned that most women of my age born in Morocco had no education at all.

However my education came to an abrupt halt when my father became ill with throat cancer.
His health rapidly deteriorated and he died. My siblings and I were left without a guardian to help and
support us, for my late mother never worked and did not know how to. I was the second eldest of my
siblings and so at the young age of twelve my sister and I had to work to support the family. Most of the
work available at the time was working as a domestic in private French homes, but my mother would
not let us do that. So a job was found for me as a child minder in an affluent French family.
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My job entailed looking after a one year old boy. I was very aware that I was being employed
to take care of him and keep him safe, when of course I still needed someone to take care of me. It was
hard to accept and I have never forgotten the feeling. My whole life was turned upside down and so
suddenly too. I was never able to grieve for my late father as a child, because the responsibility to feed
my family was thrust upon me. It caused me to become withdrawn and bitter. I realised I did not like
the coloniser!

A couple of years later my father’s cousin came from Morocco and joined us in Algeria.
Life became somewhat easier, as my uncle had boys who could now support us. My working life
came to an end and it was a good feeling. One of my cousins was at least seven years older than
me and he appeared to me to be very angry and agitated. As I got to know him I learned that it
was because he did not like living under occupation. He wanted freedom for Algeria and more
importantly he wanted the French out of his home country Morocco. At the time I didn’t know
much about the French occupation and certainly was not aware of the situation in Morocco.
I had been told that Morocco was my country of origin, but I had yet to visit the country.

In 1955 [ was duly married to this cousin. He gave me a different perspective on my identity
and instilled in me a feeling of wellbeing and pride. Later he passed this on to our children and I pray
to God to offer him His blessings in Heaven.

We had to wait a year to receive our official marriage certificate from the French-run
administration in Algeria. But once we had secured this my late husband refused to spend another
night in Algeria! And it was thus that I made my first journey to Morocco. Morocco was and is my
country; but when I arrived there I felt like a stranger. I was far away from everything and everyone
I had known. Despite what my late father and late husband had told me, Morocco was a foreign land
to me.

In September 1957 I gave birth to my first child Yahya. My late husband was very politically
active against the French occupation of our country, and whilst he was busy with his political campaigns
I relished being a mother. My son brought solace and comfort into my life and was everything to me.
Three years later his sister followed and she was an instant hit with her father, he was totally devoted
to her.

When a job offer came our way, we moved back to Algeria. Algeria was by now changing and
it was changing for the worse for the Moroccans who lived there. The Algerians had regained power
and did not want anything to do with foreigners, not even the Moroccans who had suffered and fought
with them for their independence. Things went from bad to worse and in 1965 we returned to Morocco.

On our return my late husband opened up a shop. Business was good and I thought we were
going to settle down at last, bring up and educate our children and live a quiet life. But it was wishful
thinking. My late husband was not happy with the way the new powers in Morocco were dealing
with the Moroccan citizens. He was often angry and felt as if he had taken on the country’s problems
single handedly.

One day in 1968 he told me that he was going to Tangiers for the weekend to see some of his
friends and then he would return home. One month later I received a letter from him with a foreign
stamp on the envelope! He was in England, the land of fog. My fourth child was thus born in 1969 while
his father was in England. In 1970 I eventually agreed to join him in his journey into the unknown.

Our first home in England was not as comfortable as the one we had left behind in
Morocco, but it was much better than those occupied by many others who later became our friends.
We were living in North Kensington and the area in those days was grim. The houses were old and
dilapidated Victorian buildings and many had outside toilets. Landlords took advantage of the
workers arriving from Morocco, Portugal and Spain and divided up their old houses into multiple
bedsits, in which they would house large families. They were living in dreadful conditions.
Yet the landlords who were doing this were themselves migrants who had once come here from Italy
and Greece.

There was so much for me to see and learn that I didn’t have time to be homesick; and I
wonder now which country I would have been homesick for, as I am of Moroccan origin but was born
and brought up in Algeria. I quickly became accustomed to the English way of life. My children were
enrolled in the local schools and they just got on with their lives.

We found out shortly after my arrival that my youngest boy had poor eyesight and so he was
transferred to a specialist school for the partially sighted in Shepherds Bush. My youngest daughter
was then born prematurely and I was in hospital for several months.

My husband always encouraged me to seek work and be independent. So I was able to
learn English and communicate with the outside world. At no time have I ever felt homesick.
This is my home. My children have done quite well in their lives and I'm privileged to be a
grandmother to the eleven grandchildren of my five children. They are, quite simply, my life.
The one thing we have held onto very strongly over the years are the traditional family values
and ties.

The UK is a wonderful place to live and we are indeed privileged to be here. It is a society that
is welcoming and makes you feel comfortable whoever you are. I just hope that the recent events in
the world and their impact on our lives as Muslims can soon pass. It would be wonderful if during my
lifetime I could once again see a tolerant society, where everyone can live alongside one other without
hatred, racism and prejudice.

I am blessed nonetheless for what I have, the family that supports me and the country
that accommodates me. This is my home just as much as Morocco, the country that gave me
my identity.
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I came to this country when I was quite young. I came here to look for work after the death
of my husband, may he rest in peace. At the time I was living in Casablanca with my three sons and I
didn’t have any work or money. I don’t have any qualifications, so it was very unlikely that I would have
been able to find work in Morocco.

I came to this country alone and when I arrived I didn’t know anyone here. A friend of my late
husband met me at the airport and brought me to London. When I asked around I found that there
were some girls here who I’d known in Casablanca. I moved in with them and began to look around
for some work. But it was incredibly difficult. I looked everywhere, but there was nothing I could do.

I had no family to help me out and I soon found myself in a very desperate situation.
I had to accept the position I was in. I knew how the girls were earning their living and so I followed
them down ‘the bad path’ in order to survive.

I had left my children with my mother in Casablanca and I missed them terribly. I wanted to
bring them to this country so we could all be together, but I didn’t know how the legal system worked
here. Then the friend of my late husband introduced me to a Moroccan woman who worked as a legal
advisor. She explained to me that I would have to find some legitimate work before I could apply to
bring my sons into the country.

I thank God for the day that I met this woman. She supported me through everything from
that moment and helped me to move away from the life I was living. It wasn’t at all easy. I lived
through a very difficult, very painful time. I had to change every single thing about my life. Eventually
the strain of it all caused me to become depressed.

I thank God that my religion saved me. During the time I was walking ‘the bad path’, I never
thought about religion at all. Of course I was born and brought up a Muslim and used to pray and fast
Ramadan with my late husband. But after I came to this country I was no longer living a religious life.
Until it came about by the grace of God that I started to pray again.

Through prayer my heart was changed. It took a long time, but slowly I was able to leave
behind my old way of life and distance myself from the girls. Then the Moroccan advisor helped me
get a job working as a chambermaid in a hotel. There I found myself working with Moroccan women
who knew God and prayed. I enjoyed the company of these women and I was happy in my new work.

I was working in a hotel when the war between Iraq and Kuwait broke out. Most of the clients
who stayed in the hotel came from the Middle East and they stopped travelling abroad because of the
war. So the manager of the hotel had to lay off some of the staff and unfortunately I lost my job.
ButI thank God because once again the advisor helped me and found me a job in a hospital.

It was when I was working in the hospital that I started to feel unwell. I kept feeling dizzy for
no reason and sometimes I found that I couldn’t move my neck. When my legs became paralysed I went
to see the doctor and he sent me for tests at the hospital. When I returned to see the doctor he told me
that they had found a brain tumour.

I was in a state of shock at what he had told me. I came out of the surgery feeling scared and
dizzy. I was clutching in my hands some papers about my treatment which the doctor had given me
and I went straight round to see the women who work at Al Hasaniya. I thank God, for those women
helped me and supported me through a very difficult time. They went with me whenever I had a
hospital appointment, for it was another seven months before they operated to remove the tumour.
When I came out of hospital, they took me back home and looked after me until I regained my health.

Thanks to God a couple of months after my operation I was able to go to Hajj. I have a sister
who lives in Saudi Arabia and she arranged everything for me. My friends here were all worried about
me. They thought I was taking a great risk, because Hajj is hard even for a person who is in good
health. But by the grace of Cod it all went well. I asked God simply for my health and faith and I
returned home safe and well.

Today I thank God for I have everything I need and I am alive. Each year I go for a scan on
my brain and I thank God that so far the cancer hasn’t returned. The struggles and hardships I lived
through have taken their toll on my health, but I don’t look back on those days. I thank God that when
I left behind ‘the bad path’ I said goodbye to my darkest days. I managed to get permission to bring my
sons to this country and we were given a place to live. Thanks to God my sons now have children of
their own. Today I spend my time with women who are living a good life, we go to the mosque together
to pray and study the Quran. I live now for my children and my grandchildren and their future.
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Iwas born in the city of Kenitra. Then at the age of seven my eldest brother’s work took him
to Tangiers and my family moved there. We have lived there ever since and so I consider Tangiers to be
my home town.

I was educated from primary level right up to Bacalaureat, where I majored in literature.
I completed my first year, but then I started to think about the circumstances of my family. I had one
brother and he was supporting the whole family, as our parents were both old and our sister was still
young. I felt thatIwanted to help out too and so I decided to leave my studies and look for work. I was
nineteen at the time.

Ifound a job in administration, working for an agricultural organisation based in the town of
Laraache. I worked there until I got married. After I married my department moved to Tangiers, which
is where I gave birth to my children.

My husband died not long after, when I was twenty five years old and two years later l married
again. My second husband was a cousin of my first husband and he was working abroad in London.
Even though I was married, I continued to work. I lived and worked in Tangiers, while my husband
lived and worked in London.

But as time passed our children were growing up and they needed their father as well as their
mother. I too needed help with the responsibility of bringing up our children, as I was also responsible
for looking after my mother and my sister. It was a heavy burden and it was growing. My mother was
old and ill and I was on my own trying to take care of everyone. I began to feel a great pressure weighing
down on me. I was working both inside and outside the home and assuming the role of both mother
and father for my children.

So I decided to move to London to be with my husband and lighten my load a little. I brought
my children and my mother with me. But the move was too much for her and she couldn’t cope with
the life here. She said she was too old for change. This was during the 1980s and London was very
different then. There was no Islamic culture or religious life here at that time.

So my mother went back to Morocco to live and I gave birth to my youngest son a few years
later. I then brought my other children here so we could all be together and enrolled them in Holland
Park School.

I fully intended to continue to work here in London just as I had in Morocco. But when I
arrived my husband and I talked at length about the Moroccan families we observed around us and
the problems we could see them experiencing. I saw that the migrant Moroccan families already here
seemed splintered and fractured. There did not seem to be a focus on the children’s upbringing. Their
goal in life was to visit Morocco and save money so they could build a home there. We all thought we
would be here in London only for a short while and for this reason many families had focused on their
life in Morocco, ignoring their life in London.

I heard the gossip about the community’s problems, children ending up in prison or having
problems with drugs. At that time we didn’t have the mosque, where we could meet and our children
could get together. The women, God forgive them, were influenced by European customs and were
forgetting our Moroccan traditions. The majority of Moroccan women who were here at that time were
uneducated and had come from rural villages. They suddenly found themselves in one of the largest
capital cities in Europe and there was no help or support for them. Many found they had problems in
their married and family lives, myself included.

When I saw this it scared me. My husband was very aware of this, as he had been living here
for longer. He felt that here in London I would have to choose between working outside of the home
or taking care of the children. If I chose to work professionally then he feared that our children would
suffer and we wouldn’t be able to guide or control them. I felt that I wanted to be able to educate my
children and make a home for them. I wanted my children to find me at home when they came home
from school.

So I thank God that I decided to stay at home with them. For I did encounter problems with
my eldest son during his teenage years. But we got through these difficult times and things were easier
with my other children. I thank God that all my children studied hard and my eldest daughter helped
her siblings with their work.

I was also lucky that I had good neighbours. The Moroccan families here have all come from
different parts of Morocco and when I first came here I didn’t know anyone apart from my husband.
I felt scared. Like everyone else I thought I might be returning to Morocco to live. But gradually I came
to know my neighbours and began to go out and see people. One woman in particular became like a
sister to me. We helped each other bringing up each other’s children and we learned from each other’s
experiences.

Thanks to God in later years the mosque and cultural centre was built. I go there to meet with
other women, study the Quran and Hadith and help others in their studies. I also do sports and attend
my local gym. This last year I wasn’t able to go out, as I spent my time looking after my late husband
when he was sick. I devoted all my time to taking care of him and making his last days as pleasant as
they could be, God rest his soul. ButI thank God for all the advice you can find at the mosque, they will
help you with any problem you take to them.
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I thank God for my life has gone well. Morocco is my mother country and my roots lie there,
I couldn’t live here in London and never see my home country. But we must look after this country
which has been so good to us. We must endeavour to bring up our children to look after this country
and to respect its laws and customs. This has became our second home. It is where we live, where we
have settled and made our home, where we live out our lives.

We thank God that we live a good life here. When I visit my families in Belgium, Holland or
Spain, I thank God for the freedoms we have in this country. We live our lives freely and in peace here,
we are allowed to practice our different religions. I am now sixty years old and have never encountered
a problem or insult for wearing hijab.

It was very hard when my husband passed away and it has of course changed my life greatly.
Today I help my grand children learn the Quran and Arabic and I thank God that I have a role with them
and a new life. I must now think about how I move on from here, how to complete my life’s journey.

Arrived in the UK 1981

I was born in 1954. My father was a grocer and my mother helped out doing odd jobs in private
households. In 1959 my father was killed by French soldiers who mistook him for an independence
fighter. After his death my mother was suddenly responsible for all of us. What little money she had
she spent on educating my two brothers. Education wasn’t considered to be important for girls, so
instead I started working to help out my mother. But it wasn’t enough and my mother felt she had
no choice but to give me away to a middle class family. She thought they would be better able to take
care of me.

However as soon as I arrived at the new family I realised that I was in fact here to work. My
day began at six in the morning and I would never finish working until all the family went to bed. I ate
and slept little. When the family had visitors  wouldn’t get to sleep until two or three in the morning.
Yet I would still have to wake at six to start work again the next day.

The next time I saw my mother I was eleven years old. I never understood the arrangement
which had been made between my mother and the family, but I never received any money for the work
1did. When my mother turned up at the house one day, I was sent back home with her.
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Back at home I continued to work as a domestic worker. When I was sixteen a friend found a
job for me working for a family in Casablanca. I didn’t realise it at the time, but my mum was ill with
cancer and she died not long after I started my new job. I thanked God for giving me the opportunity to
make some money to help my siblings. My brother would come once a month to the back garden and I
would hand over my wage.

One day Madame’s brother came to live with the family. He was tall and handsome
and I found myself attracted to him. I enjoyed working for him and he gave me a reason for
getting up in the morning. Until one night when the family threw a large party. Everyone
drank until the early hours of the morning and when they finally left I went to my room to get
ready for bed. Suddenly Madame’s brother came into my room. I had no idea what he was doing
and asked if he needed something bringing to his room. His intentions were very different.
Istruggled as he came towards me, but he was too strong for me. He said that if I resisted, he would tell
Madame to sack me. I had no choice but to give in to him.

A few months later I realised I was pregnant. When I told the family what had happened they
denied everything and kicked me out of the house. I knew that I couldn’t return home unmarried and
pregnant. No one would believe I had been raped and I would have been considered shameful.

So I slept on the street that night. I spent most of the night crying and praying.
I was about to become a mother and had no idea how was I going to support my child. Eventually
I fell asleep and was woken in the morning by an old woman. Her name was Lalla Rgiya and she was
a beggar. I told her everything and she took me back home with her. Six months later my baby girl
was born.

I worked cleaning shop fronts while Lalla Rgiya stayed at home with my daughter. Then I
found work as a chambermaid in one of the city’s hotels. There I met a guest from Saudi Arabia who
was looking for a Moroccan cook. I jumped at the opportunity. I planned to leave my daughter with Lalla
Rgiya and send her money so that she could look after herself and my little girl.

I left for Saudi Arabia excited and full of hope that finally I would be able to make enough
money to look after myself and my daughter. But I was also scared at the thought of working in a
household again.

The house was very grand and had a lot of servants. My work was confined to Moroccan
cooking. Sir worked for the Saudi government and Madame did nothing all day except shout at her
employees. One of the nannies told me that the husband was also married to a Moroccan woman and
so Madame held a grudge towards Moroccan wormern.

I kept my head down and got on with the job of cooking. Then one day Madame
accused me of spying for the Moroccan wife. She said that I was casting magic spells when I
prepared the food, so that her husband wouldn’t go near her. She began to watch over me while I
worked. Then she took to shouting at me for no reason and pulling my hair and beating me.
I began to feel suicidal. It was only the thought of my daughter that kept me going.

Then Sir was sent to work at the Saudi embassy in Germany and I went with him and
Madame. We arrived in winter and the cold and snow that greeted us seemed bleak. On arrival
Sir told me that in addition to doing all the cooking, I would also be the household cleaner.
He increased my wage and I sent all my savings back to Lalla Rqiya and my daughter.

But I missed my daughter very much and slowly a depression descended over me.
I started smoking and drinking. I would steal alcohol from the house. Fortunately I was never caught,
but in time I became addicted to the drink. It felt like my best friend. I had no way out of this life, I was
doing this for the sake of my daughter, so that she could have a better future. It was thus that I resigned
myself to my existence.

Then Sir announced that we were all going to London. He had become ill with heart problems
and was going there for treatment. London felt like a breath of fresh air. We lived in a large flat close
to Cromwell Hospital, where Sir was being treated. Madame was kept busy visiting the hospital and
shopping at Harrods, so I didn’t see too much of her.

One day Sir asked one of the embassy chauffeurs to take me to the Regents Park mosque.
I hadn’t left the house since we’d arrived and was excited to meet so many Moroccan women. I asked
Madame to let me attend Friday prayers every week and she agreed to let me go every fortnight.

I looked forward to those days very much, as there I could speak my native dialect and talk
about home. Cradually I began to drink less and stopped smoking. I made friends and got to know
some of the community of Moroccans living in London. My culture and people helped me to cope with
the life I was living.

Until the day came when I could take no more. Madame began accusing me of using witchcraft
again and one day she rushed me to the bathroom, yelling at me that I had to scrub all the Moroccan
filth out of the bathroom. She pulled out every bottle of detergent and ordered me to pour all of them
into the bath tub. When I did as she demanded I choked with coughing, my eyes streaming, as the
chemical mix of all the detergents was toxic. The fumes burned my face and my eye lashes disappeared.

Eventually I could no longer breathe and I collapsed. The next I knew I woke up in hospital
with my eyes bandaged. The doctors had been told by Madame that I was an obsessive cleaner and had
mixed all the detergents in a bid to improve my cleaning. I couldn’t tell them the truth, as I couldn’t
speak English.

After two weeks the bandages were removed. I had lost a significant amount of sight in both
eyes and it took a long time for my eyesight to improve. My eyelashes never grew back.

My eventual escape from this hell came very suddenly. I was in my room when I remembered
that a friend from the mosque had given me the telephone number of a Moroccan woman who had
helped her. I waited until the next day when I was alone in the house and rang the number. When the
woman answered I poured my heart out to her. She told me to leave the house immediately and getina
taxi. She gave me the address of her office and told me to bring any papers that I had with me.

I did exactly as she said. It was a difficult thing to do, but this woman was indeed my saviour.
She found a family to take me in and immediately told the police about the abuse I had suffered.
The police returned my passport and eventually I managed to obtain permission to remain in the UK.
I was also given compensation from the Saudi Embassy.

Today my eyesight is slightly better and I can speak English and write a few words. Lalla Rgiya
passed away, God rest her soul. But with time and help I was able to bring my daughter here to be with
me. My daughter graduated and is now working as a social worker.

I have no doubt that my daughter shares her story with many others, whose mothers
suffered abuse just like I did, simply because they too were poor and at the mercy of others.
My hope for her is that one day her father will make amends by recognising her as his daughter, to give
her some peace of mind.

41



Arrived in the UK 1981

42

The day that I left Morocco I had no idea that I was going to stay on in this country. I came
to spend my Summer holiday with my cousin’s family in London. [ was working at the time teaching
tailoring and dress making in the town of Kenitra in Morocco. But it was my destiny that I should
spend my future here and so I found myself captivated by the country in those first few days. I wasn’t
yet thinking of staying here indefinitely, but I decided I would stay on a little while to learn English.
My cousin’s family took care of me and helped me to get an extension to my visa. I kept deciding to stay
on a little longer and the more time that I spent here, the more I got used to the culture here. I slowly
started to feel at home. So I applied for British citizenship and with God’s grace and the help of my
family, I was granted it very quickly.

I had always worked in Morocco. Before I learnt tailoring, I volunteered for the Red Cross,
taking care of the sick in hospitals and helping the victims of floods. Later on I taught dress making
to girls and women in prison. Here in London I went to work as a hospital cleaner in Saint Mary’s
hospital. I was very lucky, as my accommodation in the hospital grounds came with the job. I worked
shifts in the hospital and in my spare time I continued to study English in college. But it became too
much for me, working and studying at the same time. Eventually I decided to abandon my studies and
concentrate all my efforts on work.

I continued to work in the hospital until the Department of Health closed the hospital
down. They found me a new post working for a private company and this too came with its own
accommodation, which is where I still live today. I continued working there until I became ill and
had to go into hospital for a stomach operation. When I'd fully recovered from the operation I looked
for another job and found one in an old people’s home in Baker Street. I worked there as a nursing
assistant every morning, looking after the patients who came from all different parts of the world.
After a little while I also got a second job, doing similar work in a private hospital in Harley Street.
I worked there in the afternoon, after I'd finished my shift in the old people’s home.

Once I felt settled in my new life, I decided to bring my younger sister over from Morocco to
live with me. But shortly after she arrived my father fell ill. So I had to leave my sister in the care of a
friend, while I went back to Morocco to see how my father was.

I found him very ill indeed and I had to take him to the hospital. I had hoped that I would be
able to bring him back with me to London, so that I could take care of him myself. But his health was
just too poor and I had to return to London alone to resume my work. My father died not long after,
God rest his soul.

My father’s death affected me very deeply. I had lost the person most dear to me in this life.
They were very difficult days for me. I lost interest in everything and was unable to continue working.
Eventually I became physically ill and had to see a doctor. It took me a long time to get well again and
work through my grief. But thanks to God I was patient and slowly started to feel better. Eventually I
was ready to return to work and face my future.

Once again I looked around for a job and found one in the Regent’s Park Hotel working as
a housekeeper. I worked very hard, because I was now financially responsible for my sister who was
living with me and at the same time I was also sending money back home to Morocco every month to
help out my brothers there.

Before my father died he had said to me: ‘You must never abandon your younger brother,
he needs always to be close by your side. You and your brother and sister must never be parted.
So I brought my younger brother over here to join us and enrolled him on an English course at college.
But the very same day that he arrived, I suffered a nasty accident in my home. Some council workers
were working on the central heating and that particular day they had left the house in a terrible mess.
I was only calling in at home before going on to meet up with my brother. When I opened the front
door I slipped and fell straight through a hole in the ground. I fell from the first floor of the building
to the ground floor.

I was very badly hurt and my whole body was in pain. I went straight to the hospital, but
when I arrived there I was told that there would be a four to five hour wait before I would be able to
see a doctor. I couldn’t leave my brother on his own, so I left the hospital and bought some painkillers
from a chemist. I met up with my brother and brought him back home, where he helped me to clean
and tidy the place.

I kept taking salt baths and painkillers, but time passed and I still wasn’t recovering from the
fall. Instead the pain in my back and legs had grown worse. I was no longer able to work in the hotel,
as I couldn’t walk up the stairs. When I went to see the manager of the hotel he told me that I should
consult a doctor, as my condition was serious. So I went back to the hospital where the doctor treated
me. He explained that the council were responsible for my accident, as they been at fault. He advised
me to see a solicitor and I thank God that I did, for eventually I received compensation.

I was very sorry that I'd had to leave my work, for I had been happy there. However my health
slowly got better and after a while I was strong enough to return to work. I began to look for something
part-time.

But it was then that my brother became unwell and started to suffer from mental health
problems. I had to stay at home with him and couldn’t return to work, as I was too scared to leave him
alone. I was responsible for him and have never forgotten the words of my father.
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Unfortunately my brother’s health has not yet improved and over the years his problems have
had an effect on my health too. I have taken care of and looked after my siblings for a long time. I have
supported them and worked hard for them and I thank God, for I was happy to do that. But perhaps I
haven’t taken such good care of myself and the strain has weakened my health.

The important thing is that we thank God every day. Whether we come across a blessing or a
difficulty in life, we always thank God. Everything is in God’s hands. This earthly world is nothing, it
is simply the path to the hereafter. We try to do good and help others whenever we can.

Whenever anyone asks me what has kept me in this country and why I have never thought
of returning home to Morocco, I always answer ‘because of the people I have come to know here.
Any and every country has good people in it. We are all of God and from God and in the end we all return
to Him. Thanks be to God.

Arrived in the UK 1981

I came to London from Casablanca on a one month visa with a friend. We only came to
celebrate the New Year holiday, but straightaway I knew I liked it here. I wanted to stay on and learn
the language, so I enrolled on a language course and got an extension on my visa to study.

Initially I only intended to stay here six months or so. I continued to study and kept getting
extensions on my visa whenever it ran out. But eventually I needed to make some money, as my
studying was expensive. I found work as a cleaner in a restaurant kitchen and then as a housekeeper in
the private houses of various Arab families living in West London.

I realized that I liked living in London and did not want to return to Morocco to live. But the
studying was becoming too expensive, so I had to stop it. I continued to work, butI no longer had a valid
visa. Like many Moroccan women at the time I had been issued with an Irish passport that later proved
to be invalid, and so had not bothered to renew the visa in my Moroccan passport’.

But before I could even start to sort this problem, my Moroccan passport was stolen from my
bank safety box. Everything that I possessed of any value I had stored in that box - both my Moroccan
and Irish passports, my gold, a watch and most precious of all, the last photo ever taken of my dead
sister God rest her soul - and they were all stolen.
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Life was very hard for me for a long time. The Moroccan consulate refused to renew my visa
or issue me with another passport. For twelve years I didn’t have any papers or anywhere to live.
I had to sleep on friends’ floors and keep moving on from one friend to another. I could only take work
that paid me cash in hand.

Eventually I managed to get legal aid and with the help of my lawyer was able to get another
Moroccan passport issued by the Moroccan consulate. I went on to marry an Algerian living here in
London. I would dearly love to have had children with him, but it wasn’t to be. I suffered several
miscarriages and spent a lot of time in hospital after each one. One time I came very close to death and
my friends thought they would never see me again.

Eventually we separated and divorced and I was left with no money and nowhere to go.
I became very depressed and had to leave my job. I was subletting the flat where I was living and when
I stopped working the landlord kicked me out. I felt alone and desperate and didn’t know where to
turn. I honestly don’t know how I would have survived had I not come across the Al Hasaniya Centre
for Moroccan Women. They helped me to declare myself homeless so that I could be housed in a hotel
and they helped me sort out some benefits.

During all this time, for a period of twenty five years, I wasn’t allowed to go back to Morocco
to visit my family. To this day I do not know the true facts, but someone had falsely entered into the
airport computer system that I was a convicted criminal. This meant that if I entered the country I
would be arrested on arrival. It took a long time and a lot of help and support from legal advisors to
finally sort the problem. When I eventually landed once more on Moroccan soil, I was still arrested at
the airport and briefly detained, while they received final confirmation thatI was in fact allowed entry
into the country.

But despite all these problems, I had been looking forward to that day for so very long and felt
such happiness to be in Morocco again. AsI walked out of the airport I literally felt like I was being born
again. But my happiness was short lived. For when I went home to be with my family, I was shocked to
find thatI felt like a stranger. I felt such love in my heart for them, but my parents and siblings treated
me like a guest in their home. I had expected to feel so happy to be with my family again, but instead
I regretted that I had gone back to see them. Since that day I no longer feel that they are my family and
I have never seen them again.

Many Moroccan women who had enjoyed total freedom of movement in the UK as Irish nationals, suddenly found themselves
in serious breach of UK immigration laws and facing deportation. This is because the Irish authorities declared such marriages
unlawful and their acquisition of Irish nationality was withdrawn. The passport officer at the Irish Consulate involved was
subsequently jailed for 21 months for his part in the scam.

Itis very sad. All these years I have been living in London, I have been sending money back to
my family. I still do, even though I no longer feel to be a part of the family. I could never afford to pay
for my own education and yet I have financed the education of my sisters back in Morocco. My family
is still poor, but I managed to buy a house for them. It is very sad to think that it is my house and yet if
I were to return to Casablanca I would have to stay in a hotel.

But I like this country very much and have no intention of returning to live in Morocco.
Even though I consider myself to be one hundred percent Moroccan, this country has changed me and
I have become used to life here. I greatly value the freedom of the West. Here a woman can go out alone
without people staring at her and gossiping about her. She can walk down the street without covering
herself. It isn’t like that in Morocco. There are of course girls in Casablanca who live such a free life,
but it wasn’t so in my family. Even in the height of summer I couldn’t walk down the street with my
arms showing.

Even Islam isn’t the same here as it is in Morocco. In Morocco it is ever present and all
pervasive, with everyone seeming to pray five times a day. Eid is celebrated by everyone and you can
feel it when you walk down the street during that time. I do feel myself to be a Muslim and thoroughly
so, but sometimes I don’t pray. I always fast Ramadan, but sometimes Eid passes and I don’t even
know about it.

It is difficult to be a Moroccan woman without children. Moroccan society very much
revolves around the family and children. All the Moroccan women I know have children and they
are focused on their families now. When I opened my eyes to the world and saw it for what it is,
Irealized that I hadn’t known how things were. I never had anyone to tell me right from wrong and so
never knew if I was living a good life or living my life correctly. But I can’t help thinking that if I had
lived my life well, I wouldn’t find myself alone today.
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ElHajja". If you happen to see um maghrebiya® who travelled to England for a better life a whole
lifetime ago, please tell her from me that she raised a good, independent daughter, mother and wife
and that she has nothing to apologise for. Please tell her that although I spent my childhood without
her, I have a few happy memories which keep me grounded and which I often used to ease myself
during troubled times.

I remember the day she left me as though it was yesterday. Although I was too young to walk
or talk, I remember you carrying me on your back as the rain was falling like ropes from the sky. I can
see her tortured face, a face which only a mother leaving behind her young child could have. I can see
it even now, so many decades later.

When you talk to um maghrebiya please make sure that you sit her down, as she needs to be
sitting down when you read this letter to her. Don’t let her appearance deceive you, for she is not as
young or strong as she once was.

a woman who has undertaken the pilgrimage (Hajj) to Mecca
a Moroccan mother

Tell her that I know she worked from dawn till dusk to provide for me after she had gone. She
left me with her nearest and dearest and thought that she left me in good hands; but they could not
love me as one of their own.

This is a tale that can only be shared by two people and she and I will share it when we sit
together in that still hour of dawn, as we have done so often before. Please tell her that from the very
first moment that we were reunited, no one could have felt more love from a mother.

If she happens toask you whether Iam happy, tell her thatIam happiest whenIam challenged
and am working to help save a soul. I may be talking to the lonely old lady who lives down the road
or driving a mother a hundred miles to see her forgotten son (the son who has long disconnected
from her in his quest to find the answers to his life and does not realise that the answer to life lies in
his mother).

Tell her how I love her wild psychedelic colours and the unconventional style she has, which
I have learnt to love as part of her personality. If the truth be told, she and I are so alike. How sweet
it is when I remember how alike we are and know that her genes will live through me and my own
daughter for generations to come. Her quiet intelligence sustained me through my early years, when I
came to live with her as a ten year old and had to learn how to live a new life in a new country.

I had many heroes to sustain me in my troubled early childhood. Iremember when my father
complained because I had a picture of a man on the wall of my room. ‘A boyfriend?’ he asked. You eased
the misunderstanding between us, as you had done so many times in those early years, and protected
me from the onslaught of his harmful words. You understood the importance of the picture and we
compromised by moving it to a place where my father could not see it.

If I have never told her before, I am telling her now that I am grateful to her for allowing me
those childhood heroes. I wanted to understand the great words written and spoken by my heroes.

The boyfriend my father suspected was in fact Mr Martin Luther King. His speech about his dream
formed the basis of my own dream and inspired me in my determination. Mr Kipling also saw me
through some difficult times, whilst in my most sombre moods it was Lord Tennyson who sat with me
long into the dark hours of the night. These heroes where the reason I toiled such long hours to pay for
my education (tell her that it was not my father’s harsh methods which spurred my determination).

Above all please tell her that when she walks down the road, she must hold her head up high,
because she is the mother of a Moroccan woman who bears her scars and heritage proudly. This is very
important, so explain it to her in her in words which she can understand. Her life’s sacrifice for her
children has not been wasted. There is a word al murdiya, which encompasses the purest unconditional
love and utter pride and satisfaction in one’s child. I have often heard her say this word to me. I am not
sure that I have earned its use, butI have always strived to do so. Please tell her that she is myal murdiya.

I have many pictures of such richness and colour stored in my mind’s eye. Sharing them as
mere photographs would not do them justice. Instead I hope that my words have shown her the colours
and images of my mind and the remembrances which are important to us both. Our memories span
the distances of time and remain unchanged. Like the church which sits along the road from our
home, they have stood for over a century and will doubtless stand for another. I think of the road which
I used to take to my uncle’s farm as a child and the long solitary walks I enjoyed down country lanes.
These were some of my happiest times.

So please tell her that her journey to leave her home and her own beloved mother has not been
in vain. Tell her not to regret the choice that she made, for she has two generations that are indebted
to her sacrifice.

Last of all, don’t forget to give her flowers. Be sure to make them look like they have been
picked from every field across the world, so they truly represent all of nature’s pride and joy.

Chair of Al Hasaniya Moroccan Women'’s Centre
Arrived in the UK 1979
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The media’s continuing assumptions about who I am and how I think, because I am a Muslim
woman, never fails to astound me. If I am outspoken and independent then I must be Westernised.
IfIadhere to a strict Muslim dress code then I must be oppressed. This is an assumption that completely
ignores a heritage wherein the first university in the world was not only built in a Muslim country-
namely Morocco - but was founded by a woman - Fatima Al Fihria.

We all need to learn more about each other in order that we can connect better. The world is
increasingly becomingasmaller place, with everyoneand everythinginterconnected and interdependent.
This is seen nowhere more clearly than in the increasing number of journeys of migration across
the globe.

Men and women have now become equal partners in moving around the globe for economic
reasons, to work to improve their lives and those of their loved ones. Neither tradition nor religion
has ever prevented women from making such courageous journeys. Moroccan Muslim women are no
different from any other women migrants who leave their loved ones in search of a better life for the
very families they left behind.

Moroccan women have throughout the centuries stood alongside their male counterparts
and worked for their country. They fought in Morocco’s wars and played an equal part in the
struggle for its independence in 1956. Yet they always remain the silent breadwinners, their voice
traditionally muffled.

These women have historically and traditionally maintained their financial independence,
working both inside and outside the home as weavers, couturiers and cooks. In the last 50 or so years
this tradition has been changing and we have witnessed an increasing number of female migrants
from Morocco. These women are no longer content to only work within the confines of their homeland,
but indeed have braved the waves as it were and ventured out into the unknown. Such courage is seen
in their migration to Britain, where they have come in equal number as their male counterparts and
many of them as sole breadwinners.

As we have seen in these stories, the early migration was far from smooth or free from
obstacles and difficulties. Most of the women were illiterate, they couldn’t speak English and they
weren’t familiar with the customs and traditions of the UK, which meant they had a huge amount of
difficulty in settling (just as their male counterparts did). Bringing their families to join them later on
added to their burden and difficulties; and yet they remained focused in their determination to bring
up successful generations and make a home in the UK, whilst always maintaining their close ties with
their homeland Morocco.

I am thrilled that the voices of these women can finally be heard. I am deeply grateful to
each and every woman who has taken the time to give her story and tell her journey. In some cases
we have found the journey to be a blissful one and for others it has been quite distressing and heart
rending. Yet they all show unique courage and a selfless determination to do well by those they love
and cherish. Each story is poignant in its own unique way. These women are true heroines and it
has been an honour to know them. Thank you for sharing your stories with us before you left us and
trusting us to do justice to your struggle. We hope we have managed to do just that.

And finally one last thank you to a special lady, whose relentless endeavours, perseverance and
meticulous and diligent eye to detail have made the dream become a reality: our very own Samantha
Herron. She never failed to amaze me with her energy and enthusiasm and love for the all that Al
Hasaniya does. Thank you Samantha.

Founder of Al Hasaniya Moroccan Women'’s Centre
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Samantha Herron studied English literature, theatre and dance before working as an
independent visual artist. She went on to study Arabic and spend time in Morocco, before joining the

Al Hasaniya Moroccan Women'’s Centre.

Dr. Laila Ibnlfassi is Senior Lecturer in Postcolonial Studies and Applied Translation at the
London Metropolitan University. She has published extensively on North African literature and

culture, with a particular focus on women’s issues and the notion of the voice.

Souad Talsi studied law at Birkbeck college and worked as an immigration specialist at the
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