
The Story of a Slum Worker.
by Dave Hill.

It’s become like home to me, here. Things I was once used to are now 
just distant memories... bare feet on the carpet, a glass of cool tap water, 
the blackbird’s song in the trees outside. It may not be as comfortable 
here but the smokey smell in the dry, dusty air and the people’s bright 
smiles are comfort enough.

“Weebale Ssebo” I say to Joseph, my Tuk Tuk driver as he drops me off – 
it means “Thank you, Sir”.

““Tunaalabagana!” he replies. It means “See you later!” – and then he 
rides off into the mahem of the Kampala streets, 2000 shillings richer, 
which actually isn’t as much as it sounds.

I make my way to Kisenyi. Squeezing through the corrugated tin houses, 
a tight, downhill, muddy path, it’s almost impossible to enter here. And 
if it’s hard to get in, how hard must it be to leave? Maybe people don’t, 
maybe that’s the point.

Kisenyi, by the way, is a slum, in fact it’s the largest slum in Kampala, 
the capital city of Uganda. The people that live here can be stuck with no 
clear way out

Here comes Abbo, one of the local children. Any minute now he’ll ask me 
when the Muzungus are coming back. It’s been a few weeks since the last 
charity trip out here but it’s always a highlight for him and his friends. 
Last time the visitors built a new meeting room, the time before it was 
a basketball court. But it’s not just the new buildings Abbo and the rest 
of the people here treasure, it’s the visit. The meeting of two separate 
worlds, the genuine interest, the fascination on both sides.

“Why would you come to see us?” they ask. “You’re rich, white people 
and you come here? Why?”

“How do they survive here?” the visitors think, “they’re so young, so 
poor, why are they here in this place?”

“Do you know the Queen?”
“Manchester United or Chelsea?”
“Can I have your water bottle?”

An empty water bottle. Everything is money here. Everything can be sold 
- a bottle, used hand-wipe, empty packet of tissues. It might be enough 
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for a meal that night.

“Mr Abbott, Mr Abbott!” I hear from across the river of sewage that runs 
alongside the well-trodden highway here.

“Oli Otya,” I reply, “how are you?”

This is Emmanuel. She doesn’t belong here, no one does. But she left her 
home in the country, many miles away to look for work. Villagers believe 
that the streets of Kampala are lined with gold, so they come from far 
and wide. When they get here, their illusion is shattered and they’ve no 
way to make the return journey. No way of making enough money to do 
so. So they get stuck, no way of making contact and at 9 years old, it’s a 
scary place to get trapped.

Perhaps you’re wondering why a 9 year old would be looking for work? 
The reason is always different; for Emmanuel…her father used to work in 
the banana plantation but he died from Malaria and suddenly she and her 
brothers were sent out to bring in the family wage. Emmanuel came to 
the city 3 years ago and she’s not been able to get back home ever since.

But today is a happy day. “Are you excited? Ready to start work?” I ask.

Emmanuel has been trained as a hairdresser and today is her graduation 
day. This means that she’ll start working and will be able to do what most 
street children can’t – earn money! 

“People always need their haircut,” she says smiling.
“That they do, and I was wondering if you could start with me?”

As we make our way to Sparkles, her new place of work, she tells me 
how she will cut my hair and I can’t contain my smile. Emmanuel, the girl 
we found on a rubbish dump, has come so far. She’s a proper business 
woman now, she tells me; she will have her own comb and soon will have 
own scissors too. 

It’s not the whole part of her journey home but it is the beginning. It’s 
the beginning of a journey towards dignity and choice. For me it’s part of 
a journey that keeps me here and reminds me, that no persons journey 
is ever over, no matter how difficult the beginning.
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