
To mark  

international  

women’s day...  

AngryWorkers would like to share five 
stories of working women in the 
sprawling city of London in 2018. 
They are from a cross-section of 
people that we have met in our neck of 
the woods: the western suburban 
hinterland that is home to many 
migrants, new and old, who bust their 
asses at work and at home, who are on 
the frontlines of austerity and brexit 
policies, but who all live in relative 

obscurity. The papers are full of stories 
of scroungers, thieves, murderers and 
rip-off merchants. They are bleeding 
this country dry, apparently. But the 
people who keep the economy going – 
those doing the low-paid jobs, those 
doing the lionshare of caring work – 
are rarely given any meaningful space 
to articulate their own experiences, 
needs and desires. We hope this series 
plays a modest role in giving some 
space over to them.  

5. Kemi 

“I was born in the Netherlands. My 
mother is Jamaican, she was only 
sixteen at the time. My father is from 
Nigeria. I soon moved to Lagos in 
Nigeria with him. My dad had kids from 
different wives over there. I know nine 
of my half brothers and sisters. My dad 
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soon left the house we lived in and I 
stayed with my 
stepmother. It 
was a bit the 
Cinderella 
story then, to 
make a long 
story short. My 
stepmother 
abused me 
mentally and 
physically. As a 
kid, I almost lost my confidence. As a 
result, I would always be out of the 
house rather than at home. 

I finished high-school and went to 
university. I studied Industrial 
Relations and Personal Management. It 
was a five-year course, but it took me 
seven years to complete it, as the uni 
was often on strike. I had my own room 
at that point, it was not too bad. I would 
always be with friends and liked 
partying. I always had a rather 
independent mind, I did not want to be 
trapped in the traditional ways of 
thinking, especially about women. 

I did not really try to get a job in Nigeria 
with my degree, as it would have been 
an office job, and those are not really for 
me. Anyway, many people in Nigeria 
can't find a job even though they have 
plenty of degrees. There are so many 
problems over there – poverty, 
corruption... Life is hard. There's no 
infrastructure. For example, every 
house has its own generator, otherwise 
you have no electricity. There's nothing 
like benefits either. But you can't eat 
sand, right? There, if you've got nothing, 
you can only beg. My people are 
suffering over there. I try to help them, 
but life is hard here too. 

I've got family in the US, in Canada and 
in the UK. I decided to try it in the UK 
because I think it's more female-friendly 
here, and in general less violent than 
North America, and especially than the 
US with all those guns off the street and 

heavy racism. So I came to the UK and 
lived with family at first - I've got uncles 
here, extended family you know. I lived 
in Essex to begin with.  

My degree was not worth anything here 
and I did not want to go back to school. 
I found a job as a nanny. For over a year 
I worked for a family and lived in shared 
housing. I found a room in a 2-bedroom 
house. The landlord lived in the other 
room. He was a British guy in his sixties 
with a fat belly. I mostly did not interact 
with him, I would go directly to my 
room. But one day he did not like the 
way I answered to his 'Good morning' 
and he pulled a knife on me! I stayed 
very calm. I left the house two weeks 
later. That was my first experience of 
accommodation outside of the family.  

After that I got another job as a nanny, 
but this time I was housed. I slept in a 
room with the two kids. I was paid only 
£100 per week, cash in hand. What 
could I do with that? Sure, I did not 
have to pay a rent, but I did not want to 
stay in the house with the kids over the 
whole weekend either. I could not have 
my own life. 

In 2014, I began to do care work. I 
registered with an agency and only had 
a brief induction – one day or 
something like that. But for me, care 
work is not a problem. In Africa, we live 
in close-knit extended families. There 
are always young nephews and nieces 
around that will be sent to run errands; 
we take care of the old people at home; 
etc. People piss and shit the same way 
here, right?  

I worked in domiciliary care, where you 
go to the house of people for half an 
hour maybe three or four time a day, for 
breakfast, lunch and in the evening. 
You've got to do everything: do the 
laundry, cook, make sure they took their 
medicines, etc. I was always paid at the 
minimum wage. Then the problem is to 
get enough hours, because as you have 



to travel back and forth to people's 
house, and you're not paid for the 
travelling time, you can hardly get more 
than six paid hours a day – and that's if 
you're lucky.  

I never wanted to work in a care home. 
It's too much stress. All these people 
together in the same place, that's just 
too much. If I go back to care work, as I 
might do, I would like to be a support 
worker – you stay at disabled people's 
house for twelve hours in a row, for 
example, then you don't have this 
problem with going here and there.  

But in general, I think carers should be 
paid more. It's very demanding. We 
have to do everything. We might have to 
clean the shit. We expose ourselves to 
many diseases. Sometimes we also have 
to do 'end of life', this means we go to 
people that are about to die but are able 
to stay at home. It's tough. We risk our 
lives and they pay us peanuts. 

I could not make enough money with 
care work, so I looked online and 
registered to a couple more temp 
agencies. I was sent to a food factory in 
west London. It was the first time I 
worked in a factory, and it was tough. 
First of all, it was really far, as I lived in 
east London. When I worked late shift, 
which was from 5pm to 1am (or more if 
there was overtime), it would take me 
forever to get home, as I had to take 
night buses. Then, it was again a 

minimum wage job. And finally, in this 
type of job you have to stand all the time 
– on the production line or in packing, 
it's all the same.  

There's lots of tension also in the 
factory. Actually, the first day I worked 
there, it was hell. The team leaders were 
impatient and rude. They looked at you 
as if you were in the wrong line of 
profession. I saw people being sent back 
home for various reasons, like being five 
minutes late or having an argument 
with a fellow worker. There was also a 
language barrier between us workers, as 
many Indians and Eastern Europeans 
can't speak English very much. As a 
consequence, the permanent staff would 
get impatient trying to explain how to 
execute a certain task to the newcomers. 
This ultimately led to altercations, 
verbal and sometimes even physical.  

When I was transferred to the packing 
department, it did not get better. From 
the moment I walked in, I got funny 
stares and funny looks. A young man, 
young enough to be my first born, kept 
ignoring me whenever I tried to speak 
with him or ask a question. He would 
look past me and ignore whatever was 
coming out of my mouth. It was very 
frustrating and I was not quite sure 
what to make of it. Another time, a 
fellow worker and I got into a verbal 
altercation and he called me a monkey 
and said my family belonged to the 
zoo... At this point, a line manager 
moved me from the line I was working 
but did not ask any questions.  

Finally, I worked in the hygiene team 
for a while. It was better as there is 
minimal interaction with the team 
leaders or managers – and they do not 
bark orders at you, they simply tell you 
to clean this or that and you do it. There 
are still tensions though, and I had a few 
altercations with fellow workers that 
were not respecting my work. In this 
case, there's usually nobody to support 
you, and as you are a temp worker, they 



can get rid of you 
any time without 
having to give an 
explanation, and 
without you having a 
chance to defend 
yourself. 

Now I found a 
permanent job in 
East London. I clean 
offices for a big 
company. It's much 
less stressful and I'm 
paid a bit more than 
the minimum wage. 
But somehow, I'm not really happy. I'd 
like to get something better, because I'm 
still always borderline with money. And 
I've got my people in Nigeria. I want to 
help them. Hence I'm thinking of going 
back to care work, if I could find a 
support worker position, with a better 
pay. Let's see. 

I mostly lived in shared houses in east 
London. Generally, it was ok, but I 
never made friends with my housemates 
either. It's more like every one minds 
his own business. I lived in a 6-bedroom 
house with Italians. Two of them were 
students, the others were workers. They 
were cool, but I would say I spent 99% 
of the time in my room. I noticed that 
when the Italians would meet randomly 
in the kitchen, they would have a little 
chat and maybe sit together for a while 
in the living room. But it never 
happened to me. I think because they 
were all Italians and spoke the same 
language, they had a common ground.  

In the house I live in now, there is 
one British guy, and all other are 
Black folks (one boy, one girl, one 
couple with a new-born baby and 
me). We do not socialise. Anyway, 
there is not even a space were we 
could sit down, and you don't 
necessarily want to invite people 
to your room when it's already so 
hard to have a little privacy. But 
it's true that living like this makes 
you a bit antisocial. You get used 
to isolating yourself from the 
others, and then you will behave 
the same way in the bus, in the 

tube, at work, etc. 

I do not socialise much here. I was very 
different back in Nigeria, but now I 
don't feel like it. When I finish work, I 
want to go home and lock myself in my 
room. Of course, it's not easy to meet a 
partner this way. I am single at the 
moment, but I would like to meet 
someone serious and build a family. I 
would really like to have at least one 
child, because if not I would feel like I 
leave nothing after me when I die. But 
you know, the clock is ticking. I do 
online dating, but it's got its’ problems 
also. You've got all those funny guys 
online, you don't know what they're up 
to. 

At the moment, I still want to stay in the 
UK. I still hope I can find love here and 
build a family. But if it does not work 
out, I would try Canada, where I also 
have family. Not the US, as I said, I 
would never want to live there. But 
Canada might be an option.”

 AngryWorkers are a political collective based 
in west London. We get jobs in the bigger local 
workplaces and see how we can organise with 
our co-workers. We encourage workers’ self-
activity and mutual help. We run weekly 
solidarity network drop-ins and distribute a 
local workers’ newspaper. Get in touch! 
www.angryworkersworld.wordpress.com 
www.workerswildwest.wordpress.com 


