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‘African Queen – Stuck’ 

By Shamser Sinha 

The first time we met African Queen1 was in March 2010. 

Wearing clothes she had made herself, she was dressed 

prominently in the colours of red, yellow and green representing 

the flag of Ethiopia which is where she is from. She had made her 

own clothes: 

And then I’m design clothes a little bit, not proper, 

professional.  But I love any art things, I can do it, but 

just I want art. 

Her two and a half year old daughter sat quietly while we talked. 

African Queen fled to the UK from Addis Abeba when she was 16 in 2003, originally on a 

student visa organised by her aunt since this was the easiest and safest means of escape. 

Her mother had left for Rome four years earlier also because she was fleeing Ethiopia but 

additionally due to the need of specialist medical treatment. African Queen has not seen her 

since. The closest she came was when her plane touched down in Rome en route to London. 

The nature of her visa arrangements limited her spatial movements. It meant she could not 

pass border control and enter Rome to see her mum, while others with Italian, EU and other 

appropriate passports and documents were able to leave the plane.  

After arriving in the UK, African Queen applied for asylum. Now 22, she has had five 

solicitors in seven years. Her last solicitor is seemingly responsible for much of her 

immediate problems. These came to light after a crèche attendant, rang through African 

Queen’s entrance number to the Home Office who said they did not know of her: 

And then I’m shocked because I have proof that my solicitor said he 

sent my document to the Home Office and that he await the answer.   

It transpired that what had happened was that after her indefinite leave to remain ran out 

when she was 18, her solicitor did not apply for any form of further stay for her like he was 

meant to and like he had written to her and told her he had. Consequently, African Queen 

did not know for a while that she had no immigration status.  That a crèche attendant, like 

healthcare workers, lecturers and other workers is responsible for immigration control 

illustrates how immigration checkpoints exist not only at the edge of the border but within a 

nation itself. 

African Queen’s immediate problem is the health and safety of her two year old baby.  She 

lives in local council provided emergency accommodation that has no heating and is damp. 

                                                           
1
 African Queen was the name the informant gave to herself to be referred to in this study.  
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Upstairs from where she lives is a crackhouse. African Queen has to carry her pram and her 

baby up 12 stairs because the floor is dirty with needles and drug paraphernalia and smells 

of urine. Like others in our study she makes reference to how she contemplated suicide. 

Conditions are so bad that: 

The midwife they come, health visitor they come, they said to me they 

want to take my daughter.  They know I’m a good mum but because 

the house they don’t want her to stay there. 

African Queen refused and her baby still lives with her. African Queen has two aims for her 

life in the UK. In the short term she wishes to improve her accommodation situation and in 

the longer term she wants to secure a legal residence status in the UK and to be able to 

provide for herself and daughter. Her immigration status is a barrier to both. African Queen 

applied, and was accepted for, alternative housing by the council but when she went to pick 

up the keys she was bitterly disappointed when they asked for her passport. Being 

undocumented, the circumstances of her case are such that she does not even have an 

asylum ID, which they would have accepted as a form of ID and proof of eligibility for such 

housing. She says: 

and then when I get the house, after I accept the house and then after 

I finish sign on everything like, when I go to pick my key and then they 

ask me a passport.  I said I haven’t got a passport, I’m waiting. 

She would like to alleviate the position she is in by accessing education and the labour 

market. However, apart from the free English Language lessons and rudimentary IT course 

she was registered on, she cannot. African Queen talks about how the Connexions Link 

worker rings her to invite her onto certain job schemes but she remains barred from these 

because of her status. She would like to work in art or fashion and used to paint and draw a 

lot. Despite the extreme difficulties she encounters in the UK, she wants her daughter to 

grow up here because:  

they have chance here what they want to say, and then what they 

want to do, that’s why we can’t get that chance, we come different 

country, we go to Europe do you understand what I’m saying?  For her 

it’s the best in her country here.  That’s what even her dad said, 

wherever they send you I can’t let my daughter to go there, because 

you come here for peace…  

Although, African Queen is positive about the opportunities and freedoms in the UK, she and 

her baby had to survive without child benefit for two years: 

When I applied they said because I’m refuse from this country she’s 

not allowed to get the benefit. 
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The father is a UK citizen and so he tried to apply for benefits for the baby but they said to 

him: 

Because we separated here, and they said she’s not your responsibility 

African Queen and the baby’s father successfully applied for UK citizenship for the baby and 

so now the baby receives some benefits although African Queen continues to receive 

nothing because the Home Office suspect that when her visa ran out she went into hiding to 

escape detection, as they received no further legal application from her to stay.  

Because African Queen is an undocumented migrant the spaces she can move through are 

limited. She cannot access college, crèche facilities, move into new state accommodation or 

work. African Queen does not get welfare benefits and the material impacts that this has 

further restricts her resources and therefore potential movements. Her immigration position 

locks her out, at least for the moment, of the positive future she wants. African Queen 

aspires to work in art, design or the fashion industry but finds these future possibilities 

blocked off for her. When she is with some of her old college friends she says: 

My dream’s different, when you tell your friend oh I want to be this, I 

want to be, you know.  Sometimes you’re not living like your dream 

isn’t it?  It’s hard … 

Her present circumstances and the difficulty she has in seeing positive future possibilities 

sour the memories of what were good times in the past. Talking about Christmas and her 

birthday she says: 

Everyone know that I hate that time, I just shut my door, switch off my 

phone, be quieter.  Because like it reminds me a lot of things like 

sitting with family and just celebrate everything, be happy, it’s not the 

same isn’t it?  

The limits on what she is allowed to do because of her status limit her movements meaning 

that she is often at home. Describing this she comments, 

I don’t do nothing, just writing the letter, reading the letter, you think 

yourself something, you start crying and then it’s hard when you 

haven’t got no one. 
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When African Queen meets friends then ‘you feel a little bit better’.  Another thing that 

helps her feel a little better is painting. In the following picture African Queen places the 

names of family members on a heart with the Ethiopian flag in the corner. 

 

  

 

The painting portrays the locking out of the possibility in present times of reconnecting with 

the family outside of the place in her heart that she has for them. It is a type of 

imprisonment given that prison is designed as the categorical denial of the present and its 

possibilities leaving only the past and possibly a contemplation of the future. 

Africa Queen contemplated suicide as a way out of this and her painting and activities like 

going shopping, taking her daughter to nursery and visiting church are all attempts to live in 

a present that is not totally locked out of. She painted a copy of a painting by Cezanne 

because the picture of the man to her chimed with how she feels because she cannot go 

forward with her life as she wants. On the right of the picture are the words she uses to 

describe how she feels.  
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