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Mr WHT 84, arrived from
Sai Kung, Hong Kong in the 1960s

In the early 1960s | joined the Royal Hong Kong Police Force. But | felt life as a policeman was rather
dull and repetitive. After 5 years in the force | thought it might be better for me to come to the UK.
One day, | asked my mother if she was happy for me to come over here.

| worked in South Kensington for two years in a Chinese restaurant with no experience and learnt on
the job. At 23, life was a tough challenge and found the restaurant business too hard and pay was not
good at £5 a week. | resigned and went to work for the Hilton hotel in Park lane, my temporary waiter
position didn’t last long and left for a job in Limehouse.

In those days, Limehouse was a busy place. There were dozens of Chinese restaurants along the road
where the Church stood, each having probably just two or three tables, serving dinners to eat-in
customers. Fights broke-out rather frequently, regardless whether it’s day or night. Fights were more
likely to break out on Friday and Saturday nights. | was a waiter working there then; you can see a fight
breaking out any minute. Sometimes we’d have to defend ourselves with arm wide wood sticks. We'd
get involved in the fight as soon as things got nasty. No nonsense! Just fight! Then the police would
come; and after some talking, things would get back to normal! OK! They would have cleverly covered
this for you in the weekly wage. Anyway, the wages we got were peanuts. You know, the highest wage |
got was £7.50 a week!
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Mrs KKH 62, arrived from
Hong Kong in the early the1980s

| arrived in the 1980s. | was what people called “A bride from another town”, my husband went to
Hong Kong to look for a wife. We got married and had a daughter the year after, we lived above my
father in law’s takeaway for 3 years. Well, let me first of all explain a bit about the hardship | endured
in the UK. When we moved out [of the takeaway shop] and later gave birth to my son, an incident
happened resulting from an error made by a hospital. | almost died from it.

We didn’'t know how to fight for our rights. We didn’t know how to lodge a complaint. That was how |
found myself at a disadvantage. Then, we came home with our son, three years later, my husband did
not make it home after an operation for thyroiditis. The operation had some signs of errors made by
the hospital. It was caused by negligence. There were hospital staff shortages at that time. After my
husband’s operation, he was transferred out of the operating theatre, eight hours later he died because
he couldn’t breathe.

| was new to the UK, | didn’t know any English. | had no relatives or friends here. What else | can do?
The only place | might get some help was the Chinese community centre in Chinatown. Staff there gave
me a lot of help, translating things for me, advising me on welfare benefits and so on. Subsequently |
became a volunteer as a receptionist.

| continued to learn, to update my knowledge. | got to know many new friends. Without being involved
in the setting up of the Newham Chinese Association and working as a volunteer for the Chinatown
Chinese Community Centre, | wouldn’t have been able to meet so many new friends, many of whom are
still in contact to date. Without them, | wouldn’t have a single friend. Since | came to the UK, | think for
me the biggest achievement is that | was involved in setting up the [Newham] Chinese Association. And
also, I've got two lovely children.
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Mrs WWS 70 from
Mainland China in 1982

| grew up in Guangzhou City. During the period of the Shangshan Xiaxiang Movement (go to the
countryside) proposed by Mao Zedong, | was sent to the countryside after middle school. Later in the
1970s, we crossed the border illegally to Hong Kong. In Hong Kong, | got married then came to the UK
as a bride. Living condition in those days was very poor [in China] so we had to leave; but having left
there, things hadn’t changed much either. | married someone who at that time was working in the UK.
| had not known him previously. | was introduced to him by others. There was no true feeling of love. |
married him just because | wanted to make a living. | wanted to come to the UK to make a living.

| asked myself: How on earth could | get myself into this strange situation? The surroundings were

so unfamiliar to me. | looked out the window, watching birds flying in the sky, cars passing by. After a
while, | thought | shouldn’t stay like this all the time, I'd do something about it. But then, | didn’t speak
English. We found a [takeaway] shop and started our business; the family lived on the shop’s upper
floor. Even so hardship continued through our working life. There were lots of things we did not know
how to deal with, and money was a problem, too. We had to borrow money. We borrowed all the
money needed for the business.

| think the air here is fresh. It feels very comfortable here. The surrounding can make you happy. When
| was still in China, though, | felt pressured. There was this mental kind of pressure. Because of the
things up there; because you can’t talk about the things you want to talk about; you can’t do this or do
that... There was this kind of invisible pressure. But here, you won’t have such feelings. You have more
freedom here.
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Mrs H C 85, arrived from
Haiphong, Vietham in 1980

| was born, went to school and grew up in Haiphong, Vietnam; later | got married. | was a primary
school teacher in Haiphong. Then in 1980, [Vietnamese Government] drove the ethnic Chinese people
out of the country. In 1979 | was in Hong Kong. Later in 1980 | came to the UK.

| have been involved in volunteering activities in community centres [when | was younger]. | tried my
best to help others who needed support. | did what | could do to help. | have been a refugee myself.

| know what the experience of being a refugee is like. Because | have gone through such hardships
myself. It’s a horrible experience. When in a boat travelling in the rough sea, you never know where
you may end up. You may end up in the stomach of a big shark. So, you’d be lucky to have survived the
journey and get your life back.

Although our life Vietnam was not terribly hard, had we stayed in Vietnam, our children would not have
been able to see the Western world, the life style, the scientific advancement and so on in the West.
The culture, life style, the science etc. these are all advanced and progressing. Now | have brought my
children here, they are able to see the advanced civilization in the West, the society, the welfare, the
culture, politics, and so on and so forth. There are lots of big things that they are seeing but would not
have been able to see and learn had we stayed in Vietnam. This is how | feel. How could you see and
experience all these had we still stayed in Vietnam? Where would you learn all these things? A basic
survival existence of two meals a day would have been the most desirable hope [had we stayed in
Vietnam]. Whereas in the West, everything is progressing, everything is on the move.
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Mr JL arrived from
Hong Kong in 1974

| was employed by Chinese Information and Advice Centre (CIAC) based in Chinatown as a community
development worker. The strategy of the CIAC community development is to develop local Chinese
organisations, so that they can respond to local needs and take part in local affairs and serve the
Chinese community in the local area. And we, before Newham, have set up the Haringey Chinese
Centre, Islington Chinese Centre, and the London Health Resource Centre.

| started when | was a student in 1976. | was at the time an overseas student. We were self-financed.
You don’t get grants. | worked in a big restaurant in Chinatown as a waiter on weekends, and | was in
touch with the waiters, waitresses and chefs. The 1970s was a decade when a lot of Chinese immigrants
came to the UK. These were predominantly male members of the family who came to work to earn
money to send home to support their wife and children at home. For many of them, the intention was
that when the situation improved they’d return to Hong Kong or their territory.

When they had problems about housing, services, education, dealing with authority, they’d come all the
way to Chinatown to see us at CIAC and as said, the focal point for people to come together is nothing
special but rather it was because the desperation that people faced everyday. They had problems
needed to address but didn’t know how. With this service, people come and share their information
and you prove yourself that you are able to advise, assist and give guidance that is helpful for them in
addressing the problems. Then you see the usefulness of a body.
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Mrs MF 72, arrived from
Malaysia in 1974

| was born in Penang, Malaysia. At 20 years old | came over here in 1974 as a nurse. | was already an
auxiliary nurse in a private hospital in Malaysia, we had very good training there, so when | came over
it wasn’t so daunting for me. | came to East London, my training has always been in East London, and |
stayed in East London.

| went back as an agency nurse at St Andrews Hospital and within a year, they got me back as a staff
nurse, and then | got my Sister’s job, first post. | didn’t like the same one specific area of nursing so

| branched from medical, chest, then geriatrics, then from geriatrics, | went to district nurse training,
became district nurse for eight years. And after that, | did my course in palliative care, | didn’t want to
go into palliative care, although | did the course.

When | first came and saw East London at St. Andrews, | came out Bromley-by-Bow station, walked
down the pathway, | thought, my god, is London like this, all drab and old, really old?

I've always lived in East London. We were living in the nurses’ home until | finished my training, because
I met my husband through - mum. She was a patient in the ward, so it was her that you know pulled us
together.

Yeah, one bedroom. And then when | had my second son, we got a flat. Second one was a maisonette,
also in Bow, yeah. It was only after that, after my second son, eighteen months later- when he was
eighteen months, we bought our own house in Newham. | was involved in the Chinese community in
the late-80s, early 90s. | was also the chair of the Newham Chinese community centre (NCA) for a few
years, and then | came out of it.
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Mr SBF 71, arrived from
Hong Kong in 1967

| have been in London since 1967. | came to be trained as a mental health nurse in Chartham, Kent. It
was just before my 19th birthday that | arrived here. It was one of the very big mental hospitals of the
day.

| was a stateless person, so | left with my family from China to Hong Kong at the back end of 1949. We
were not Hong Kong citizens and we were not the People Republic of China citizens, we were stateless
and we lived in a shanty town for a long time, from 1949 until the shanty town burned down in 1963.
Then we lived in a cardboard shelter in a disused football field, until the Hong Kong government
resettled us in one of those resettlement blocks, there was no running water and electricity. In the
shanty town there is absolutely no facilities, no sanitary stuff, no electricity, no water, no law and order,
and so on.

| left school when | was 17. Growing up in a tenement block in Hong Kong, | was the first one in the
whole estate to leave for England so it was quite a big deal when | left.

Leaving for England was very good way of getting financial independence. My father died the same
year when | left. He had been ill for some time. | still have a sister and two brothers, none of them
finished secondary school, they all worked to support mum. So that was hard. | had no chance of
getting into any further education in Hong Kong because competition was very high, so the nursing
route was a very good way to come, in those days England was very, very keen to recruit workers from
the Commonwealth or the colonies.
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Ms LWH 60, arrived from
Hong Kong in 1974

| was born in 1961 in Hong Kong. | came (to the UK) when | was about twelve and a half in 1974. My
parents came first and then me and my siblings joined them, a year or so after.

| was brought up in the new territories where English is hardly ever spoken, | couldn’t speak a word of
English so at twelve it’s actually very tough. I still remember the things that | had learnt about the UK
before | came: was that they eat sweet rice, now | know it’s rice pudding, | thought how do you eat rice
sweet? So, | came, and it was really tough because | couldn’t speak a word of English. | wasn’t a very
bright student as it was, let’s put it, | wasn’'t a very keen student, even back in Hong Kong. So not being
able to understand a word at all about what’s going on in school was very difficult.

| didn’t have any friends, but luckily in those days, because we couldn’t afford to rent a place of our
own so we just rented a room in a house with many Chinese families who live in the house; so to a
certain extent we weren't so isolated. But in in those days, there were only five Chinese students in the
school [that | attended].

My parents were quite keen on our education, | remember the first summer holiday | was sent away to
a summer school for English. My parents did quite a lot to help and support me. | think I'm the most
difficult one among the four children, my two other sisters who are younger picked up English pretty
easily, and my older sister was in secondary school already in Hong Kong, she already had a basic level
of English. The only thing | can say was my name, in the beginning | actually carried a piece of paper
saying my name, and | got bullied for it.
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Mr YKY, 56, arrived from
Hong Kong in 1988

| was born in Hong Kong’s countryside. | came from a poor family so | had to find work after finishing
Middle School in order to support my parents. In 1988, at the age of 24, | immigrated to the UK. It was
my first time travelling by aeroplane. | entered the UK with a Work Permit. My first job was working in a
Chinese restaurant in Gravesend, Kent.

| remember, at first, when the restaurant was closed, I'd always have to buy a meal from McDonalds;
and for every meal, I'd always eat a hamburger, plus a soft drink. Once my boss came in and saw me
eating a hamburger, he commented: “Wow--- You are addicted to hamburgers!” | said: “No. Not really”.
He said: “But | see fastfood wrappings in the bin all the time”. | explained that | wasn’t particularly fond
of fastfood and that it was because my English was too poor to order anything else. | couldn’t read a
restaurant menu in English, but somehow | was able to say “Hem-Berg-Gar” at a McDonald shop.

Gradually, my English improved. | became more confident with my English. Some years later | got a
job as an assistant chef for an international hotel based in Gatwick Airport, where | met new friends of
different nationalities and acquired new skills. Later | got my hands on a small business in east London.
Over the years | have been involved in a number of charitable organizations, helping people in need.
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