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MYRIAM CHERTI 

Reconstructing the History of Moroccan Migration 
to the UK: An Oral History Approach 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Rarely does one hear of the presence of Moroccans in the UK, yet one has just to walk 
down Golborne Rd in London, commonly known as >Little Morocco<, to see Moroc
can-owned cafes, restaurants, grocery stores, mosques, supplementary schools, and 
several community organisations, that all attest to a thriving Moroccan community. 
Moroccan migration to Western Europe, in general, has been the subject of much re
search, especiaUy in France and the Netherlands, which represent the first and the sec
ond countries of destination for Moroccans. However, very litde academic research 
has been done on Moroccan migration to the UK, even though the main waves of mi
gration to the UK, France, and the Netherlands started in roughly the same period, 
that is, during the early 1960s and into the 1970s. The purpose of this paper, therefore, 
is to shed some light on this lost migration history and to discuss how oral history can 
he used as a method in its reconstruction. I argue that an oral history approach is valu
able not only in capturing the living memory of thc first generation Moroccan migrants 
and in highlighting their respective personal experiences, but also in revealing aspects 
of the migrants' lives that could not have been depicted through other research 
methods. 

11. THEORETICAL DEBATES ABOUT THE RELEVANCE 
OF ORAL HISTORY 

Oral history has been variously defined, and the name has been used to describe a num
her of different activities. For the purpose of this paper, oral history will be defined as 
information transmitted oraUy, in a personal exchange, of a kind like1y to be of his
toricalor long-term value1. Oral history is used here as a method to challenge the top
down approach of having researchers speaking on behalf of the community. Oral tes
timonies are vivid, personal, and direct and their use is an acknowledgement that 
individual people's perceptions are equally valuable to other, more traditionally 
accepted methods used in gaining understanding of their societies and their priorities. 

Anmony SELDON, Joanna PAPPWORTH, By Word of Mouth, Elite Oral History, Cambridge 1983. 
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Not only this, but oral his tory, as it will be diseussed in the ease of Moroeean migra
tion to the UK, can provide eompletely new information about whole areas of our past 
which is unavailable from documentary evidenee in written sourees. 

As Alessandro Portelli2 argues, oral and written sources are not mutually exclusive. 
They have common as weIl as autonomous characteristics, and specific functions, 
which only either one can fill (or which one set of sources fiUs better than the other). 
Therefore, they require different specific interpretative instruments. But the under
valuing and the overvaluing of oral sources ends up by cancelling out specific qualities, 
turning these sources either into mere support for traditional written sourees, or into 
an illusory eure for all ills. The first thing that makes oral history unique, therefore, is 
that it teIls us less about events than about their meaning. This does not imply how
ever that oral history has no factual validity. Interviews often reveal unknown events 
or unknown aspeets of known events; they always cast new light on unexplored areas 
of the daily life of the non-hegemonie classes3• 

Oral sources are credible with a different type of credibility. The importance of oral 
testimony may reside not in its adherence to facts, but rather in its departure from 
them, as imagination, symbolism, and desire emerge. Therefore, there are no >false< oral 
sourees. Once we have checked their factual credibility with all the established crite
ria of philological criticism and factual verification which are required by all types of 
sources anyway, the diversity of oral history consists in the fact that >wrong< statements 
are still psychologically >true< and that this truth may be equally as important as fact
ually reliable accounts. However, having said that, this does not mean that we accept 
the dominant prejudice, which sees written documents holding the monopoly on 
factual credibility. Very often written documents are only the uncontrolled transmis
sion of unidentified oral sourees. Yet, many historians who turn up their noses at oral 
sources aceept these legal transeripts with no questions asked4• 

Referring back to the case under study, and in the words of Ghada Karmi5 ,. The Mo
roccan community in Britain represents a fascinating subject for study yet, not so easy 
was the task of studying Moroccans in London, and previous workers had abandoned 
the attempt. They were reported to be an inward looking, isolated and suspicious com
munity, fearful of authority and largely inaccessible«. lt is therefore through an oral 
history approach, interviews with more than 40 first generation men and women liv
ing in London that I will attempt in this paper, to reconstruct part of this reeent his
tory that remains to this day unavailable in written sourees. Choosing oral history as 
a method to fill in this historie al gap, serves at least two purposes: first, coIlecting in
terviews and individual memories that eould be gone forever as the first generation is 
slowly fading away; and second, restoring a sense of self-worth to older people who 
often feel their lives are of no interest, and who fee! marginalised and excluded by both 
the host society and their country of origin. 

2 Alessandro PORTELLI, What makes oral history different, in: Robert PERKS, Alistair THOMSON (eds), 
the Oral History Reader, London 1998, pp. 64-74. 

3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ghada KARMI, The Health Status and Health Beliefs of Two London Migrant Communities, in: Inter

national Migration Vol. 29, No 1, March 1991, pp. >-10. 
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A thematic montage of extracts is used here, where several interview extraets are 
used representing the various phases of Moroccan migration from: motivations to mi
grate, to settlement itse1f, and then the challenges of integration. Building this multi
dimensional picture by using typicallife histories allows the stories to be used more 
effective1y in constructing a broader historical interpretation. The reconstructive mode 
of analysis is adopted here instead of a narrative approach simply because it remains 
doser to the most characteristic method in published oral history. As Paul Thompson6 

explains, it also remains dose to the >ethnosociological< approach for which Daniel 
Bertaux argues in his» Les Recits de vie«. The objective is to use life-story interviews 
to reconstruet in detail how social context or elements work and change in this ease of 
a specific migrant community. The ethnosociologist seeks to understand these contexts 
in terms of testimonies of day-to-day practice and knowledge, and so on, gathered 
through reflective accounts of practicallived experiences7• This clearly echoes the aims 
of many social historians using oral evidence. It is therefore not surprising that there 
is much in common between such social historical and soeiological forms of analysis. 

IH. THE >BLINDINGLY VISIBLE< MOROCCAN COMMUNITY 
IN THE UK 

Before discussing the more recent Moroecan migration to the UK, it is wonh mention
ing that the roots of this exodus go back to the 19th century. According to Fred Haliday8 

the first Moroccans who came were merchants trading in silverware and textiles from 
Fes. At some point in the nineteenth century, as English cotton goods entered Morocco 
via Gibraltar and Tangier, Fasi merchants began to setde in large urban centres such as 
London, Liverpool, and Manchester in England, and Cardiff in Wales. 

In the 1960s a more significant migration staned, where Morocean workers came 
to the UK after being hired by Spanish patronage so as to work in the service indus
tries such as hotels and small businesses that staned to prosper in the climate of eco
nomie growth during this period. 

Based on my interviews, Moroccan migration to the UK in the 20th Century ean be 
eategorised into four phases: 
• The first wave, which is the most significant one, staned in the 1960s and was char

acterised by the emigration of unskilled labourers who originated mostly from the 
nonhern pan of Morocco, more specifically Jbala region ( Khmiss SaheI, Beni Gar
fet, Beni Arouss), Larache, Tetouan, Tangiers and the surrounding areas, with a 
smaller community from Meknes. 

• Family reunification followed from the early 1970s onwards; this was the second 
phase. 

6 Paul THOMPSON, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, Oxford 2000. 
7 Danie! BERTAUX, Les Recits de vie: Perspective ethnosociologique, Paris 1997. 
8 Fred HALIDAY, The Millet of Manchester: Arab Merchant and Cotton Trade, in: British Journal of 

Middle Eastern Studies Vo1.19, No. 2 (1992) pp. 159-176. 
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• The third wave started in the 1980s, with young semi-skilled professionals and 
entrepreneurs, mostly from Casablanca. 

• The fourth wave started in the early 1990s with the emigration of highly skilIed Mo
roccan professionals both from Morocco itself and France. A large majority of these 
most recent immigrants currently work in the finance sector in London. 

An exact estimate of the real size of the Moroccan community at present living in 
Britain is not available, mainly because British government census data does not in
clude a question of nationality; therefore, one has to rely on the census table which 
gives the number of UK residents by their place of birth. Another shortcoming of the 
census data relates to the fact that it is impossible to reach an es ti mate of the number 
of UK born Moroccans, because second and third generation mi grants who are born 
in the UK do not appear in the census as they are grouped under >born in the UK<. 
Because of this, researchers are faced with areal challenge in reaching a conclusive 
pieture regarding the number of Moroccans and their geographical distribution in 
Britain. The Economist published an article on the Arab communities of Britain in 
1988 in which the number of Moroccans was estimated to be 50,0009• 

The inadequacy of the national census, coupled with the scattered statistics of other 
government departments and the guesswork of the migrant's voluntary organisations, 
only help us to point out that the Arab community in general, and the Moroccan com
munity in Britain in particular, remain veiled as far as policy makers are concerned. In 
fact, their invisibility could weil be interpreted as a significant indicator of an und er
lying problem facing the majority of Arab migrant workers. Lack of visibility at this 
level means lack of recognition of the group's presence and an absence of commitment 
to its interests, grievances and problems1o. However, this statistical invisibility cannot 
hide the reality of established mi grant communities in this country. 

IV. MOTIVATIONS FOR MIGRATION TO THE UK 

Similar to other migrations to Western Europe in the late 1960s, Moroccan migration 
to Britain was mainly a labour migration, influenced by the traditional push and pull 
factors (i.e. high rates of unemployment in the horne country, better job opportunities 
in the host country). The majority of Moroccans in this first migration phase were re
cruited to fill job vacancies in the British labour market, mainly in hotel and catering 
businesses, and to so me extent the National Health Service. In other words, it was 
mainly for economic reasons and the attraction of >Eldorado< that convinced a num
ber of Moroccans to come to Britain, as the following quote from Hajj Mohammed il
lustrates: 

9 Al-Rasheed MADAWI, Invisible and divided communities: Arabs in Britain, in: Riad al RAYESS (ed.), Arab 
Communities in Britain, London 1991, pp. 1-13. 

10 Ibid. 



Reconstructing the History of Moroccan Migration to the UK 173 

I was born in Laraehe. I carne to London in the 70s, like everybody else attraeted by the idea of 
London and Great Britain as the ,Eldorado<. The big illusion in a way! When I was in Laraehe, 
I heard from friends about some reeruiting ageneies that were looking for people to go and work 
in the catering seetor ( ... ) so I went ahead and wrote to one those reeruiting ageneies. (Hajj Mo
harnrned, January 2004) 

As opposed to many other European countries, one of the main specificities of the Mo
roccan migration in the UK is the talge number of women who came as independent 
migrants in the early 1970s. The foIIowing quote from Hajja Zohra, in her early 70s 
now, who was one of these independent femaIe migrants, testifies: 

I arrived in England 35 years ago. At that time there were rnany people frorn rny horne town 
Laraehe, who were eontraeted to work in England. I didn't have any ehildren and rny husband 
had died, so I decided to go. I was told that England is a prosperous country ( ... ) There were a 
lot of wornen who came on their own like me in the early 70s. They looked for jobs, and then 
brought their husbands over. While those who came here single, they got rnarried here. They 
were from different parts of Morocco but mostly the north of Morocco: Tangiers, Lakssar Lak
bir, Larache. (Hajja Zohra, April 2004) 

This reflects an earlier feminisation of migration as opposed to what is commonly 
believed to have happened only through the channel of family reunification. Further
more, unlike the Moroccan women immigrants elsewhere in Europe, Moroccan 
women in the UK playa major role in the economic life of the family. In many cases, 
they came first with work permits, and tatet had their spouses and children join them. 
As this Community Development Worker in London states, ,. This community is not 
a typical example of a patriarchal community. lt was the women that carried aII the 
burden of the family, the majority of them were breadwinners; yet this is rarely 
acknowledged«. 

The increasingly restrictive immigration roles set in motion by the early 1970s en
couraged many to bring their families over from Morocco, thus transforming what was 
originally a temporary migration in search of a livelihood into longer-term settlement. 
As with many immigrants' wives, Fatima had to join her husband, who came much 
earlier before her, in 1970. 

I was born in Laraehe, I grew up there until the age of 17, then I got rnarried and came over to 
England. I joined him in 1983 ( ... ) Of course it was fine with me to eome here ( ... ) Anyway we 
are all supposed to follow our husbands isn't it? While I was with my parents I couldn't go any
where, so I was quite eager to leave the country and discover new places. (Fatima, December 
2003) 

Family reunion is often portrayed in migration literature as if women have no other 
choice but to join their partners in a >passive< mann er, as it was reinstated by Fatima's 
testimony; where she implicitly alludes to the fact that women do not have any deci
sion to make in terms of emigrating to join their husbands. However, through some 
of my interviews other femaIe migrants stated the opposite. In fact, it was dear that 
some were quite particular in choosing their future partners, hence deciding about their 
future country of destination. 
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V. IMMIGRATION CHANNELS AND ARRIVAL 

Moroccan migration to the UK as opposed to France, the Netherlands or Belgium has 
not been >structured< through bilateral agreements. Instead it was shaped mainly by 
social networks of friends and relatives. One often hears members of the Moroccan 
community say: ,. We did not get the support of the Moroccan government as it's the 
case for other Moroccan communities in Europe, we are a >self-made< community ( ... ) 
unfortunately, we are also the forgotten one!« 

Hajj Mohammed's experience illustrates how he has managed to >make< it to Eng
land: 

At that time, the person who wanted to immigrate to England had first to buy an address of a 
recruiting agency, and then go to Melilla to pay a small fee so that a work contract was sent to 
him ( ... ) I contacted Castano and Guilbert, recruiting agencies, both based in London and asked 
them to send me a work contract. I had to then pay a small fee to get my contract. The challenge 
at the time was how to pay for the fee. I had to go to Melilla >illegally< [without a passport] to 
pay for that fee. I waited until it was dark to get there, and then till it was dark to leave again. 
(Hajj Mohammed, January 2004) 

Coming to Britain for most of my interviewees was not simply a trip to a new coun
try but was a fresh start for many; it was evoked as a vivid recollection, where often 
the exact date and even the time of their arrival were given. Similarly, their first im
pression was also recalled with a lot of emotion: 

My first memories of London were that of a cold and a dark place. I remember when I got to 
Victoria Station Iwanted to get a drink to warm up so I asked for a tea. When I was served, only 
then did I realise that I was in England as it wasn't the mint tea I was used to back horne! 
(Hajj Mohammed,January 2004) 
My first memory of England is of extreme loneüness. My father and mother-in-Iaw, as weil as 
my husband, were all working, and since I didn't speak any Engüsh and I was new to the coun
try I stayed most of the time at horne. (Fatima, December 2003) 

The first and most important challenge that Moroccans were faced with once they 
arrived in the UK, was the language barrier. However, since the majority originated 
from the north of Morocco, which was a Spanish colony (and part of it still is), most 
of them were already quite fluent in Spanish, which helped a few of them communi
cate in their work place. Their fluency in Spanish influenced, to some extent, the choice 
of jobs of a few of them, as was the case for Hajja Zohra who, after spending more than 
35 years in the UK, still speaks very litde English. The only way she managed was 
through having Spanish employers all the time. 

I was about 32 years old when I first came to England. I didn't speak any English, in fact I still 
speak very little English now, but I always managed to get jobs where there were Spanish speak
ers, and since I'm fluent in Spanish I never had any problems communicating with them. I 
learned Spanish in Morocco, since they were living with us and they also leamt a bit of Arabic 
from uso (Hajja Zohra, April 2004) 



Reconstructing the History of Moroccan Migration to the UK 175 

VI. MAKING A NEW LIFE IN THE UK 

Arriving in London with no spoken English, most Moroccans have sought to retain a 
lifestyle consistent with Moroccan Muslim customs. The great majority, who originate 
from the nonh of Morocco, have ended up living in an equally specific part of Lon
don, in dose proximity to each other in the area of Golborne Rd in Nonh Kensing
ton which is commonly known now as >Little Morocco<. According to the 1998 Index 
of Local Deprivation, GolborneIl ranks 78 th out of the 8616 wards in England with an 
index of 14.04, placing it among the one percent of most deprived wards nationally. It 
is no surprise, therefore, to hear such a statement from Hajja Zohra: 

When I first came to London, I knew that there were very few Moroccans, but not as many as 
now. Portobello was empty at the time, now they call it Colleto, which is a slum area in Larache. 
(Hajja Zohra, April 2004) 

The community's strength is often described in its self containment, its mutual suppon 
networks and its ability to face up to its difficulties of displacement and migration. 
However, this tendency for the community is becoming >inward looking< has been 
described by Omar, a Community Development Worker, as a necessity rather than a 
self conscious decision. He explains that: 

If these people ehose to remain in dose knit communities, I understand ie; I don't support it be
cause it's bad for the community. But at the end of the day I don't blame them because they have 
been forced to do that. These eommunities are not necessarily cornfortable within themselves, 
but it's just that if you are in dire straights people are willing to help. Because, if you are having 
problems and you go to the loeal government to seek help, no one wants to know ( ... ) Some
times we find the eommunity divided beeause of stupid issues, but generally it provides that 
safety net, the help and the support, even sometimes financial support, so people don't have to 
go to banks to get money to set up businesses. (Omar, May 2004) 

Moroccans had to struggle hard to establish their own religious and social facilities, 
mosque, Koranic and Arabic classes for the younger generationl2

. In London alone 
there are more than 15 Moroccan community organisations catering for the needs of 
their local communities by providing advice and support in accessing services, espe
cially to the first generation that still remains relatively isolated because of the language 
barrier and lack of knowledge of how the system works. There are also several sup
plementary schools across London, providing support classes for the younger mem
bers of the community, second and third generation. 

The community's main weaknesses however are related to its relatively low educa
tional and skillievels. This has served further to relegate Moroccans to the margins of 
British mainstream society, a position from which they find it difficult to move. The 
Moroccans living in the UK, especially in London, are amongst the most isolated 

11 MORI Social Research, This is Golborne: A profile of Golborne ward, January 2000. 
12 Jerome BORKWOOD, From Kensal Village to Golborne Road: Tales of the Inner City, Kensington & 

Chelsea Community History Group 2002. 
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people in the capital. The most obvious factor that has contributed to this isolation in 
comparison with other ethnic minority groups is the fact that the significant minority 
groups in England have come from countries which were originally colonies within 
the British Empire. This meant that the combined language and culture barrier was 
partly waived, and most importantly they had already experienced the nature of British 
administrative practice in their own countries. In the ease of Moroeeans there has been 
no sueh common ground. Their experience of Britain has, in short, been very different 
from that in France, Belgium or Spain where there was, at least, some common 
language as weIl as a frequent familiarity with the way in which the system works. The 
result has been that, for a large number of Moroceans, especially those who came in 
the 1970s, there has been no instinctive, alm ost unconseious understanding of the way 
in which British administration works. Conversely, most loeal authority representa
tives have lacked any real comprehension of the nature, background, culture or needs 
of the people they have been trying to help. This has been so even when - as has often 
been the case - they have been anxious to deal effectively with their problems. 

VII. TRANSNATIONAL LIVES AND LOCAL IDENTITIES 

The first generation Moroccans, which has very limited knowledge of English, as it is 
often the case for many migrant communities, live on the long-dream of returning 
>horne< and spending the rest of their days there. They have worked hard to raise 
their families in the UK, and even the rest of their extended families at horne. They 
have often lived in deprivation to be able to save enough money to build a house in 
Morocco for their later years; unfortunately this dream of return rarely touches the 
shore. 

We feel that we are just struggling to survive here or there, hut in the end we are everywhere! 
The cornrnunity is floating, hoth the young and the old ( ... ) with our cornmunity we always 
think that we are not staying here and we hold on to that dream of going horne for good one 
day ( ... ) hut things are changing hack horne too, and the truth is that we won't fit in there ei
ther, so we remain stuck in time ( ... ) waiting. (Hass an, Decernber 2003) 

This last quote from Hassan summarises many of the key elements of the dilemma 
lived by many mernbers of the Moroccan community living in London. This cherished 
>dream of return< often remains as such and rarely translates into reality. Over the years, 
Moroccans have becorne deeply rooted in their local communities in the UK and have 
developed a stronger sense of belonging cornpared to when they first came. In fact, 
improved means of communication and transport combined with the growth of the 
Moroccan cornmunity in the area where they live have played an essential role in nur
turing those feelings of a dual sense of belonging. 

To be honest, now life has become equal hecause now with all the rnosques in the area for rne it 
has becorne just the same ( ... ) I don't feel any difference as before when I first carne here ( ... ) 
To be honest I want hoth, Morocco is my horne country but here I have my kids and farnily, I've 
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developed my roots here ( ... ) I can't leave my family and live on my own in Morocco. I've lived 
here for 33 years. (Hajj Mohammed, January 2004) 

Finding a compromise in an attempt to reconcile between these dual senses of be
longing of the first generation Moroccans led to the creation of a new transnationallife 
eyde. Contrary to the usual yeady two rnonths family summer holidays in Morocco, 
some retired couples now prefer to go in turns. The wornen would go with their ehil
dren and grandchildren during the two rnonths holidays and rnen would stay in Lon
don looking after the house, so that when their farnilies are baek in September it is the 
rnen's turn to go back. 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

A key question when using oral history in a community context is to what extent can 
individual migrants' memories be combined to represent a collective memory of a 
whole eommunity. I would argue that interviewees are selected, not because they 
present some abstract statistical norm, but because they typify historical processes. 
Thus the questions to be asked constrain the historian's concept of historieal process 
(i.e. on his conception of history) and the relevance of the information gathered to 
that partieular process. In other words, the real issues here are historiographical, not 
statistical. 

It is for this particular reason that while reconstructing the history of recent Mo
roccan migration to the UK, I have chosen a reconstruetive mode of analysis instead 
of a narrative approach. The structuring of data from one fairly homogenous group of 
views is instructive on two levels. It shows that this small sampie of interviewees dis
plays impressive congruenee with wider historical trends, even when the interviews are 
divided under different categories. Second, the structured evidence reveals stratified 
distinctions in behaviour and attitudes, which are not necessarily apparent from pur
suing the qualitative evidence of individual interviews. Therefore, structuring the 
evidence in such a way, not only provided some grounds for generalising evidence in 
the interviews, but actually contributed to a more accurate appreciation of its mean
ing and to a reshaping of the interpretation drawn from it. In this case under study, a 
great deal of basic historical reconstruction was necessary because of a lack of satis
factory documentary evidence on even such basic information. When there is no writ
ten evidence, oral history plays a crucial role in historical reconstruction as it has been 
the case here for Moroccan migrants to the UK or could be the case for any other >in
visible< groups or communities. 

In short, oral accounts from those who experienced a specific situation provide un
surpassed and irreplaceable evidence for actual behaviour. I am also convinced that 
there are enormous advantages that can be gained if these accounts are as fully bio
graphical as is practicable. For instance, the case of the independent female migrants 
represents fascinating data on a hidden process of feminisation of migration that 
started much earlier than is commonly believed. 
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Finally, and in the words of Paul Thompson13, oral his tory simply makes history 
'"more demoeratie« by introdueing new evidenee from the underside; by shifting the 
foeus and opening new areas of inquiry; by ehallenging some of the assumptions and 
aeeepted judgements of historians; by bringing reeognition to substantial groups of 
people who had been ignored. Oral history is a history built around people. It thrusts 
life into history itself and it widens its seope. It allows heroes not just from the lead
ers, but also from the unknown majority of the people. It brings history into, and out 
of, the community. It makes for eontaet - and henee understanding - between social 
classes, and between generations. And to individual historians and others, with shared 
meanings, it can give a sense of belonging to places or in time. In short, it makes for 
fuller human beings. Equally, oral his tory offers achallenge to the aceepted myth of 
history, to the authoritarian judgement inherent in its tradition. It provides a means 
for a radical transformation of the soeial meaning of his tory. 

13 THOMPSON, The Voice of the Past (see note 6). 


