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PREFACE


Many years ago, my wife and I lived and worked in the United Kingdom for four years. Although I wrote down the challenges and experiences of this exciting time of unlimited freedom, I subsequently set these notes aside. After an active professional life, the idea of digitizing and publishing these formative memories matured.


The technical tools for planning and realising such a venture have certainly changed in the meantime and, as of January 31, 2020, the UK is no longer a member of the European Union. However, the way we carried out such a project in a foreign country with a great deal of courage and initiative can still inspire others today.


We were very lucky. However, without taking some risks, we would never have encountered this luck. We still have a very special relationship with our former host country, marvellous friends, and unique memories. All of this is priceless. If I could repeat a part of my life, I would choose these four years without hesitation. Although we would certainly be better off financially today if we had started our professional careers in our own country, we would not have been able to gain all these valuable and formative experiences, and some very important people would be missing among our friends.


While editing the text, the memories came flooding back with such intensity as if I had only just left Britain.


Southern Germany, spring 2025


Johannes M. Ludwig









DEPARTURE FROM OSNABRÜCK TO DERBY IN GREAT BRITAIN


Sunday, March 10, 1985. We go for a walk in the old town of Osnabrück - the sun is shining and the weather is mild. An ordinary Sunday afternoon, you might think, in which you recover to be fit for the challenges of a new week. However, for my wife Marie and me, this Sunday afternoon is not like any other, but very special. Today is not only my last day in Osnabrück but also my last day in Germany.


In a few hours, I shall set out on an adventurous journey. The destination is Great Britain. I intend to gain a foothold there during the next few weeks, which means that I will try to find a job and a flat. For the time being, I will be going alone, and my wife will stay in Osnabrück for a while. Only if my search were to be successful will she follow. We want to live and work in the United Kingdom for at least two years, improve our language skills, and gain international experience.


We plan to embark on this foreign adventure completely independently. Will we succeed? In any case, there is no lack of courage and ambition. The decision to realize such a project was made three months ago. We made it together. Now the time has come to implement the ambitious plan.


We return to our flat. Although something extraordinary is about to happen, I’m not nervous. The last time I was in the UK was eleven years ago, and a lot will have changed in the meantime. My destination is Derby, the English twin town of Osnabrück. While the East Midlands is completely unknown to me, I can stay with a host family for three weeks as the Derby Envoy (the representative of the City of Derby in Osnabrück) was able to arrange that. But, I have to take care of finding a job myself.


Twenty minutes until departure. What awaits me? It’s like walking into a pitch-dark room and having no idea what’s behind the door.


Then, it’s time to say goodbye and leave. If everything goes well, I’ll see Marie again in seven weeks. By then, I hope to have found both a job and a flat as only when this is done will she quit her current job and join me abroad. In seven weeks, according to the plan, I want to return to Osnabrück for a few days, help with the packing, and fetch our car. But, until then, much still needs to be done.


One last kiss, one last look back. There is still time to stop the entire project, not to risk anything and carry on as before. But I won’t back down! We have carefully planned and prepared everything, and this is how it is now being carried out. Marie smiles at me, and then the front door closes. The journey into the future has just begun, the moment of separation is over, and the whole wide world lies ahead of me.


From the bus stop, I can see Marie standing at the window. She waves at me. Then the bus arrives, I get on, and the journey begins. From the railway station, I want to take the train to Hook of Holland. From there, a ferry will take me to Harwich.


The train leaves the station and passes familiar streets, houses, and landscapes. A feeling of melancholy arises; I pull myself together and think of the adventure that awaits me.


We soon leave familiar territory, and I pick up a book and start reading. At the moment, I just want to be left alone and don’t feel like talking to other travellers in the fully occupied compartment. A book in front of one’s face is always the best protection to avoid unwanted conversation. Two Englishmen are sitting directly opposite me, talking quietly. The compartment gradually empties, and we approach the Dutch border.


Once we cross the border, only the two Englishmen and I remain in the compartment. The two speak louder now, while I still hide behind my book even though I am no longer reading. Strange! I am going to Great Britain to improve my language skills, want to get to know the country and its people, am sitting across from two Englishmen, and I’m trying to delay striking up a conversation. This is certainly due to the reluctance to take the first step and actively use a foreign language.


The two look over at me from time to time but don’t speak to me. After a while, they look over more often, and I’m sure they would like to ask me something. As time passes, I find it ridiculous to keep holding a book in front of me that I do not read any more, pull myself together, and put the literature aside.


Now there is no barrier between me and the other two travellers. We look at each other. A friendly nod, an encouraging smile. One of the two asks me where the journey is going. “To Derby, visiting friends,” I reply. Well then, the first step has been taken. The other one wants to know how long I intend to stay. Am I supposed to tell the truth now? Would this perhaps trigger a discussion about the sense (or the lack thereof ) of such a project? How would they react? Would they shower me with suggestions regarding my plans, or maybe even advise me against it? The situation in the British labour market is not exactly promising at the moment, it is certainly difficult to find a job. I choose an evasive approach. “I’m going on vacation for three weeks,” I reply, and both of them are satisfied. They now show me gifts that they bought for friends and relatives, pulling bottles of wine and liquor, as well as tasty sausages out of their bags. A lively conversation ensues. I don’t even notice that I have long since stopped using my native language and adopted that of my host country.


It is dark outside, and the glow of street lamps accompanies the train’s journey. During the conversation, I even forgot the time, and now everything suddenly happens very quickly. “Where are we actually?” “Not far from the coast.”


We are approaching the Hoek of Holland. I feel good, the first test has been passed successfully. I communicate with English people in their language and understand them. This gives me the boost I so desperately need right now.


We reach the Hoek of Holland, the terminus of the train. From here, the journey continues by ship. My two travel companions are not here for the first time, they know their way around. I follow them. We leave the train station and enter the port area to the ferry that is going in the direction of Great Britain, where all the other travellers also want to go. I follow them and enter a big hall. There is a lot of hustle and bustle. Pieces of luggage lie around everywhere, customs officers control the travellers, passports are checked, and announcements in Flemish and English can be heard from loudspeakers.


It is now 11 p.m. The ferry is scheduled to depart around midnight. I get through customs without any problems, don’t even have to open my luggage, exit the port building and – for the first time – see the ferry that will take me across the English Channel tonight. What an impressive sight! In front of me, the huge ship looms brightly lit against the dark night sky. On board, I encounter uniforms, portholes, narrow corridors, and international languages. A reserved berth is waiting for me in a cabin so that I can start the first day in my new host country well-rested. A steward tells me the cabin number and describes how to get there. I descend several stairs that lead deep into the interior of the ferry. There are four of us in the cabin.


After my few belongings are stowed away, I return to the deck. Suddenly I don’t feel tired anymore, on the contrary, I feel like exploring the ship. The corridors and halls begin to fill up. In some rooms, there is a pleasant smell of food, in others more of alcohol. Many of the young passengers settle on steps, floors, and lounges to spend the night. I am pleased to have a berth in a cabin where I can sleep more comfortably than on the floor.


Before returning to my cabin, I go on deck for a breath of fresh air, which is very pleasant after the stuffy air inside the ferry. I’m standing at the railing and it’s almost midnight. Numerous lights illuminate the opposite side of the harbour. The area in which no lights can be seen and the pitch-black night awaits us must be the open sea. I stay out here for a while, enjoying the calm.


As I stand at the railing and look out over the dark water, my thoughts wander back to Osnabrück, to my wife, who stayed behind there. Not only land but also water will separate us tomorrow. Suddenly, I see what I have left. However, in such a moment of weakness, one should not get sentimental but have to be very clear about having made the right decision, which now has to be implemented.


I suppress the melancholy and look firmly and resolutely to the future. I’ll be in the UK tomorrow and will start looking for a job and a place to live. A few months later, Marie will follow. I’m not thinking any further than this at the moment. Time will tell.


It’s past midnight and the ship’s engines are running - it will depart soon. In a little while, the huge ferry slowly casts off from the pier. The engines roar louder and we glide gently out into the darkness towards the open sea. Harwich will be reached in eight hours. I look into the night towards the sea. Somewhere out there lies Great Britain, and Derby, the destination of my journey. All the people who are still unknown to me live there, whom I shall get to know during the next few years. At this moment, I am full of confidence and feel strong. Let’s tackle it, let’s experience this adventure.


Suddenly, I feel a pleasant tiredness. One last look out at the dark sea, at the spray generated by our ship, which is now picking up speed, before I return to my cabin deep inside the ferry. The other passengers are already in their bunks and it doesn’t take long for me to fall asleep as well.


I wake up in the middle of the night. It’s warm and stuffy in the cramped cabin. The faint sound of falling raindrops can clearly be heard, which is impossible because I’m down here deep inside the ship. But, you can hear it clearly. It must be raining outside. This phenomenon is certainly caused by a ventilation shaft that transmits the sound of falling raindrops from far above to deep inside the ship. So, it’s raining outside. It’s warm down here. I roll over and fall asleep again.


Monday, March 11th. We are woken up at 7 a.m. as we shall soon land in Harwich. I get dressed, pack up, and go upstairs. Everywhere people are crowding the corridors, and soon it will be impossible to get through. I push myself forward as far as I can towards the exit but get stuck in the dense crowd and wait like everyone else for the doors to be opened. Before I get stuck, however, I can reach a window for a first glimpse of the English coast, and recognize meadows bordered by hedges, a few isolated houses, and trees.


It’s eight o’clock, the sky is clear, and it looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day. Now we are informed which doors to use on which deck, and everything else we need to know to go ashore. It still takes quite a long time before the disembarkation finally commences and all the passengers are pushing and shoving as if there is a prize to be won for disembarking first.


I get to the clearance hall with the passport and customs control. There are three rows, one for travellers with British passports, one for EU citizens, and one for all other nationalities. I line up with the EU citizens and am quickly cleared through customs. The officer only takes a quick look at my identity card, gives a friendly nod, and then I’ve entered the country.


As is the case in the Hook of Holland, the trains in Harwich stop almost next to the ship. I thus do not have to walk far, and simply go down a flight of stairs. A railway employee checks my ticket, and I proceed to the platform from which the British Rail train is ready to leave. The compartment is not overcrowded, and there is no comparison with the crowd on the ferry. After a brief wait, we start moving and leave the port area. It is nine o’clock and I will be on the train for five hours before reaching Nottingham around 2 p.m.


One last look at the harbour. Parts of the huge ferry overlook the building. The train travels at a leisurely pace along the coast. I see fishing boats stranded by the low tide. We soon leave the coast and roll inland. The first stop is in Ipswich. Then it goes on past Ely Cathedral towards Nottingham in the East Midlands. The sun is shining and the sky is blue - it’s going to be a beautiful day. We travel through a landscape that reminds me of Northern Germany. The Southeast of England is flat, canals run through the country, and wide fields accompany us.


After two hours, the landscape becomes hilly, and sheep graze on green meadows surrounded by hedges. In front of my window, a typical English landscape glides past, like out of a geography book. The peaceful impression of the rolling hills is intensified by the clear blue sky.


I’m happy to be here and have a positive feeling that I made the right decision. In Nottingham, the uncle of an English friend wants to pick me up from the train station and drive me to my host family in Derby. I don’t know what the man looks like. However, he has a photo of me. Somehow we shall meet.


We are approaching Nottingham and I curiously look out of the window. This is going to be our new home for the next few years. The train pulls into the station. I’m nervous, now it’s getting serious. Hopefully, I’ll meet the man who’s supposed to pick me up. Now the adventure really starts! In such a situation it is best to remain calm. When I remember my university exams, I know that I’ve already mastered many critical situations. In comparison, this is easy - I try to calm myself.


I get off the train at Nottingham railway station. For a city with approximately three hundred thousand inhabitants, it is quite small although this aspect is not that interesting at the moment. I’m looking around for a man who might also be looking out for me. The other travellers who left the train have long since passed me and disappeared up the stairs into the station building. I stand alone on the platform with my luggage, like a parcel that was ordered and not picked up. The train slowly starts to move again and passes me.


After the roar of the diesel engines has died down, there is a great silence. Where is the man who wanted to pick me up? He should show up. But nobody appears. There’s no point in standing around on the platform, I better think of something now. Maybe he’s waiting inside the station building. I pick up my luggage, turn around, make sure that no one is looking out for me, and walk to the stairs. As I climb them, I see a person strategically positioned at the top who appears to be waiting for someone. Maybe for me? The man must know me because he has a photo of me. Is it him? Yes, it is! He already recognised me. It certainly wasn’t very difficult, because the two of us are the only people who are still near the platform at the moment. He greets me and asks how the journey was. I thank him for picking me up.


We walk to the car park and before we get into the car, he looks at me in surprise and asks if I intend to drive. “Me, why? Does it look like that?” The man is right, it really looks like I want to drive. If you want to get into a car on the driver’s side, you probably intend to drive. This is my first encounter with left-hand traffic. Of course, I don’t want to drive, “for God’s sake, no!” I quickly switch to the other side and get in on the left.


We drive to the man’s house in a suburb of Nottingham that almost exclusively comprises single-family houses with gardens. I still have to get used to left-hand traffic. Luckily I’m only a passenger. Especially when turning, I always have the impression of being on the wrong side of the road, and when another vehicle approaches, I fear the worst. In the house, I’m offered my first “cup of tea”. While we drink tea, we talk.


After a good hour, it is time to leave for Derby to meet my host family. While driving, I survey the area carefully. In the south, I can see several power plants, otherwise, the landscape is very green.


We enter Derby, bypass the city centre and arrive at Darley Abbey. The tension is rising, soon we shall reach our destination. What will the members of my host family look like? What will the house look like? How will I be received? Questions, to which I will certainly receive an answer in a few minutes. We turn into a side street and drive through a pleasant residential area with large houses and beautiful gardens. After a while, we turn left into a driveway and the car stops in front of a pleasant house. If my host family is just as wonderful as everything here, then I can be extremely satisfied.


We get out and walk through the garden. Our arrival has already been noticed, the door is open, I am expected. A woman with a very friendly appearance greets me. She also knows me from a photo. The man from Nottingham doesn’t stay long but gives me his phone number, says goodbye, and leaves. The woman, her name is Irene, shows me my room. It is spacious and has a wonderful view over the large back garden.


Silence. It is quiet for the first time in many hours. Irene works downstairs in the kitchen, and I am alone in the room up here, standing at the window and looking out. My view sweeps across the garden down into a wide valley and up again to the houses of a residential area on the other side. Everything here looks different than at home. The houses, their windows, the church towers, and even the trees and meadows look different than I’m used to. It smells different – hard to describe – but it smells different here. I’m in a different country and many things are just different here. I’m sure I will discover these differences in more detail over the next few weeks. For now, I have to let all these new impressions sink in and slowly get used to them. I have a positive attitude towards anything new, and that’s extremely important for this project.


After I’m done putting things away, thinking, and looking out the window, I head downstairs to the kitchen. Irene offers me a cup of tea and asks if I would like to go into town with her. This would be a good opportunity to get to know the way to the city centre so that I can find my way by myself tomorrow. I accept. Fifteen minutes later we are already on our way. Had I hoped we would take the car or at least the bus, I would have been disappointed. I would have liked a ride on the top floor of a double-decker bus, but we’re walking. Why not? The weather is fine and the path through Darley Abbey Park also has its charms.


When crossing the streets, I am again confronted with left-hand traffic. I consistently look in the wrong direction before stepping onto the road. Instead of looking to the right, I automatically look to the left first. Every beginning is difficult.


First, we visit the city library as Irene has some books to return. On this occasion, I could have a user card issued to me. Surely I’d like to borrow some books during the next few years and, to do so I would need a user card, so I put my personal details on record. With a brand new user card from the city library, we continue walking through the city. I have to be careful when crossing the streets. Left-hand traffic! I still consistently get it wrong. Luckily nothing happens. However, Irene often holds me back, otherwise I would have stopped many cars today or landed under their wheels.


“Job Centre”: black letters on an orange background. I will be visiting this centre more often during the next few days. We turn a few corners from the city library and arrive in front of the job centre. Irene just wants to show me the building so that I know where to go during the next few days. But, since we’re already here, have time, and the centre isn’t closed yet, why not go there today? I make a quick decision. Why postpone something that can be done today? During the following years, I (successfully) stuck to this basic idea.


We go up a flight of stairs and enter an open-plan office where consultants sit at several desks. After a while, it’s my turn. A consultant takes down my details and asks about my education, professional career, and what kind of job I would like to have in the UK. I am asked whether I have a work permit. “Since Britain is a member of the European Union, I do not need a work permit”, I reply. I encounter this question often during the next few weeks, months, or even years. The consultant looks at me, thinks about it, and then realizes that Great Britain is indeed a member of the EU and I would therefore not require a work permit. I’m surprised. Did she really not know that before, or had she never thought about it? This point has thus been clarified, I do not require a special work permit. If I have found a job, I can work in the UK. The current problem is just finding a job, and that’s why I am here at the job centre. After my details are taken, I am told to come back tomorrow at 11 a.m. to talk to another consultant in more detail about jobs. I receive a card with the time and the name of the consultant. That’s it for today.


Irene does some shopping, and then we return home. The weather is gorgeous. When we got home, I felt very tired. The walking, the conversation in a foreign language, everything takes its toll. I retire to my room, lie down, and try to process the many impressions that are pouring over me at the moment.


Half an hour later, I am called for dinner. After the surprises of the left-hand traffic, I should now also be introduced to the secrets of English cuisine. Hopefully, that’s not too much at once. However, I am pleasantly surprised as Irene is a very good cook. Tonight we have roast beef, roast potatoes, crunchy vegetables and fresh salad. It looks very appetising and tastes delicious. The bad reputation that English cuisine enjoys on the Continent does not apply here at all. The food on the table is healthy, delicious, and tasty. I’m starving.


Although I was supposed to meet Irene’s husband John at dinner, he had to attend a meeting tonight and thus I won’t meet him until tomorrow at breakfast.


The day was exhausting and I’m very tired. Before I go to bed, however, I would like to give my wife a quick call to tell her that I’ve arrived safely. I ask Irene about a telephone booth nearby because I don’t want to make a long-distance call from her phone. There is a telephone booth not far down the street. It’s already dark outside. I walk down the street and look for one of those red, typically British telephone booths. Although I don’t have to walk far, unfortunately, no long-distance calls can be made from there. I thus have no choice but to return and ask Irene to use her phone. Naturally, she lets me use it. Now the connection works. Marie and I talk briefly, and the morale is high on both sides of the English Channel. This was finally the last act for today. I wish my host family a good night and retire to my room.


Less than ten minutes later, I’m already in bed. Despite the tiredness, I find it difficult to fall asleep as there is too much going through my head. The new impressions have to be processed. The foreign language, the feeling of being far away from home, the new people, and the unknown that lies ahead of me. I lie awake, with faint light coming through the window from outside.


I look back on my life so far, including what I’ve achieved over the past few years and the decision to move to the UK. It has been four years since I left my hometown to study in the Saarland, a small Federal State in the west of Germany, where I lived together with Marie for more than three years. After completing my studies in business sciences and marketing, we married in the summer of 1983 and moved to Osnabrück in early 1984. I worked there as a sales representative for one year and attended an English language course in the evening. The lecturer, an Englishman, came to Germany fourteen years ago to live and work here for a few years to improve his German language skills. He started on ordinary jobs, worked for a transport company, rose professionally, and became a teacher at a language school. Today, he owns his own Language Institute and translates for local companies. Couldn’t I do the same the other way around? I asked myself this question but kept the idea of going abroad to myself. One evening in November 1984, I asked Marie what she thought of the idea of moving to Britain for a few years. I expected scepticism. After all, we had something to lose. Marie worked as a secretary at the university, I had a good income as a sales representative and was able to use a company car. However, she looked at me and simply said, “Why not?” From that moment on, I knew that she was also interested in such an adventure and now nothing held me back. I planned, organised, and realized this project. In January 1985, I resigned. Now there was no turning back. Yesterday, I set out and now I’m here in the UK with a host family. Now it is time to put theory into practice. First of all, I have to find a job, and then a flat but this doesn’t worry me at the moment. I feel strong, rely on my own abilities, and am convinced that I will find something.


Tuesday, March 12th. Since I fell asleep late, I rested a little longer this morning and arrived rather late for breakfast. I thus won’t get to know John, Irene’s husband, until tonight.


After breakfast, I walk into town to attend the 11 a.m. appointment at the job centre. It is a sunny morning and I’m full of energy; nothing can go wrong on such a glorious day.


I found the job centre without any problems and, thanks to the appointment I made yesterday, I don’t have to wait long. The consultant is not particularly friendly, but professional. As a foreigner, I compete with many local unemployed and perhaps it does not make sense to her to help me, a German, to find a job when many of her compatriots are also looking for work. While I don’t blame her, I am determined to find a job, no matter how dirty and hard it is. I shall stay here!


My personal data are recorded, and then a form has to be filled in. After everything is duly noted, she informs me that I’m now registered as a jobseeker in Derby and Nottingham for the next three months. In case of a suitable job offer, I will be notified in writing. That’s all I can achieve for now. If I thought I could get a job today, that was pretty naïve. Nevertheless, my positive attitude does not suffer. I’ll find something, I’m still firmly convinced of that.


It is just before noon and I leave the job centre and explore the city of Derby. In the shopping centre, I have lunch in a self-service restaurant, buy a local newspaper, and slowly make my way back. In Darley Abbey Park, I take a break near the Derwent River, enjoy the sunshine, the landscape, the whole atmosphere, read the newspaper, and skim the job vacancies. Who is wanted? Sales staff, bartenders, cleaners, temporary workers.


At home, Irene offers me a cup of tea and then we go through the adverts together. Irene says there isn’t really anything interesting today. I notice the term “Employment Agency” and ask about it. These agencies are looking for staff. Perhaps it wouldn’t be a bad idea to visit them during the next few days to find out personally what staff and qualifications they are currently looking for. I could start tomorrow. I take the addresses from the phone book.


Now I’m very hungry because apart from breakfast plus some fast food, I don’t have much in my stomach. At supper, I meet John, Irene’s husband.


Today was a busy day, and I’m very tired. My host family does not blame me for wanting to go to bed early, especially since I have a lot planned for tomorrow, namely to visit some employment agencies that seem very promising to me as they work on a success-oriented basis and will probably try harder than the job centre to find me a job. I shall know more tomorrow. Tonight, I have no trouble falling asleep.


Wednesday, March 13th. I’m up early and very keen to try my luck with the agencies. I walk into town and don’t have to search very long to find the first one. “Service on a plate” is their slogan. I climb the stairs to the first floor, open a door, enter, and stand in a small office - nobody is there. I clear my throat once, twice. A man appears. “What can I do for you?” he asks. How about a job offer? But it doesn’t happen that quickly here either. He skims my CV, and I give him copies of my references. He delves into it and claims he understands some German. He’s not particularly friendly. The office doesn’t look very tidy either and, apart from him, no one else seems to be present. After some thought, he says he will keep the documents. If anything suitable came in, he’d let me know. I told him my current address and telephone number but cannot achieve anything further here. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a good start, but there are more of these job agencies. Just don’t get discouraged. The next one is definitely better.


I ask my way to the second address, and a passerby shows me where to go. Despite the heavy local accent, I understand him. That motivates me, and even the smallest feeling of success is important right now. The second agency is located in an office building and its premises are modern, leaving me pleasantly surprised. The young woman at the reception is very friendly. I should wait a moment, someone will come. It doesn’t take long before I am fetched. First of all, I have to fill in a form. Patience is required, I’m told. I would be notified as soon as anything came up. Above all, I should study the agency’s job advertisements in the local newspaper “Evening Telegraph” every day and call immediately if I’m interested in a job posting. Details of these vacancies would only be shared with individuals registered with the agency and registration is free. Nothing more can be achieved here either. To be honest, I was hoping for more from my visit to these agencies. However, there are still two more addresses left for today. Who knows, maybe I’ll have better luck there.


By now it is lunchtime and I’m hungry. Like yesterday, I go to the local shopping centre and eat at the same fast food restaurant. Around 1 p.m., I start looking for the third agency.


Suddenly, there is a first kind of panic attack. It may not be as easy to realize our foreign project as planned. The famous question pops up: “What if?” What happens if I can’t find a job? What happens if I can’t find a flat? For a minute or two I feel afraid that everything might fail. The job search has not been very successful so far, and the prospects of finding a job are anything but rosy. Moreover, yesterday I learned from Irene that rented accommodation is generally hard to find, as the British prefer to buy houses rather than rent them. However, buying a house is impossible for me at the moment as I don’t have that much money. These bleak perspectives fuel the sudden feeling of fear that hit me completely unexpectedly in the middle of the city. I try to calm down, knowing there’s no turning back. The job in Germany has been terminated, as has the lease on our flat in Osnabrück. I have no choice but to move on. Of course, I could return to Germany, but this would mean that I have failed. I find it difficult to think positively but succeed nonetheless. I definitely have to maintain my confidence, and my belief in success, as otherwise I will fail. I try to calm myself: today is only my second day in the UK.


I find the third employment agency. The manager is friendly and invites me to his office. I inform him about the current situation and enquire about job opportunities. My education, especially my qualifications, seems to impress him. “It should be possible to find something”, he then says. He promises to enquire about vacancies at some companies. The man makes a professional impression. He certainly doesn’t just say this to get rid of me quickly, but perhaps also sees a good opportunity for himself to earn money through a successful placement. He will notify me. I hand over the copies of my certificates and CV to him. Although I wasn’t able to get a job with this agency either, the conversation gave me an enormous boost. At least this man has recognised that I have something to offer and even thought I should be able to find a job.


The hint of weakness, the crisis from earlier, is over. I didn’t give up. On the contrary, the offensive has only just begun.


It is early afternoon, I cannot find the fourth agency, and feel far too tired to keep looking. I should go home and study the job advertisements in today’s afternoon paper. After a cup of tea, I take my time to look through the job advertisements. I’m glad not to be alone. Irene advises me which job offers seem serious and which ones I should stay away from. After skimming through the offers, we find that today there is very little that is interesting. However, some offers could be worth following up on. For example, there is an advertisement for a chocolate factory that will soon open a new plant in the surrounding area and will probably need workers. Since I am willing to accept any kind of work, I should contact them. Since I still have some problems following the strong local accent, I ask Irene to call and she does me the favour. After she finished talking to them, she notified me that they would send me a form that I should fill in and send it back. At least that’s a modest success.


We discover another interesting job offer. A company is looking for a sales representative and one can find out more by calling them. Again, Irene does me the favour of calling and the result is a job interview for tomorrow at 9 a.m.


The day ends better than it began. I visited three employment agencies, handed in my documents, got over a motivational crisis, will be sent a personnel form during the next few days, and have an interview tomorrow morning. If that’s not a partial success after only two days in the country!


However, the biggest highlight of the day comes in the late afternoon. I’m in my room, sitting at the table, arranging addresses and names of agencies and companies, when Irene calls me. I go downstairs. She just found out from a friend that there is a flat for rent. Would I be interested? We could go right now to see it. Of course, I’m interested! The day just keeps getting better.


Less than fifteen minutes later, we are on our way in Irene’s little blue Mini-Cooper. A few minutes’ drive north of Darley Abbey is the small village of Duffield and once there, we turn onto a side road. Pretty cottages made of natural stone are lined up to the left and right of the relatively narrow lane. Irene turns into a side lane, and then we’re already there. The residential area is quiet and my first impression is very positive. The house in which the rental flat is located is relatively old. From the lane, it looks rather basic, although, on the garden side, large windows convey British flair. There are four flats in the house and the rental property that is currently available is on the first floor.


Irene meets her friend and we look at the flat together. The eye-catcher of the spacious living room is a formerly open fireplace in which a gas stove is now integrated. From the multi-part bay window, you have a fantastic view of the garden and there is a mighty chestnut tree right in front of the window. I immediately fall in love with this room. Fully furnished, it will be really cosy here. The kitchen is opposite the living room and its condition is sobering. A worn floor, an aged gas stove that is partially singed, and an unappealing sink. The window glass facing the lane has a crack and is poorly glued. The first impression of the kitchen is not exactly positive. But, with a little paint and cleaning products, a lot can certainly be changed here. The corridor leads to the bedroom. This room is in extremely poor condition! The wallpaper is peeling off. According to the landlady, there were problems with the roof, and water had penetrated the outer wall. In some places, there is a gap between the wall and the bottom lath. The roof, I am assured, has now been renovated, but the walls still need to be repaired. There is no heating or gas stove in this room. The bathroom is small, dark, and decorated with worn wallpaper that is peeling off at the edge of the bathtub although a bit of colour will improve a lot here, too. The rental price for this flat with two rooms, kitchen and bathroom is £88 per month, due to the residential area. I have concerns about the kitchen, the bathroom, and especially the bedroom with the damaged walls. On the other hand, I really like the cosy living room with the marvellous view. It’s love at first sight! The neighbourhood is also positive. The place is rural, but the city of Derby with its approximately two hundred and fifty thousand inhabitants is only about ten kilometres away and thus one doesn’t live completely “behind the moon” here. The rental price is reasonable for the location.


Now the crucial question: Will I get the flat at all, or are there other interested parties? There are! But since the landlady is Irene’s friend, I have a kind of reference advantage which I should use. My disadvantage at the moment is that I don’t have a job yet and don’t know when and, above all, where I’ll find one. Should I find employment in Derby, the flat would be fine. However, if I find work in Nottingham, it would be a long way from here. I’m in a quandary. I like the flat and know that I can’t be choosy with the limited availability of rental accommodation, but should also be sensible because I have to find a job first since it is only when I know where I earn my money that I can look for a flat close to where I work. If I were to commit to this flat now, afraid someone else might snatch it from me, and then find a job a long way from Duffield, I’d be in real trouble. So, what shall I do? I try to be diplomatic as in no way do I want to lose the flat through thoughtless comments. I thus mention the problem of finding a job and the fact that it is not yet clear where exactly I shall be working. I know Irene is on my side. She will certainly support me if her friend doubts whether I can afford the flat. The reference advantage works. The landlady understands my current situation and seems to like me. She’s interested in tenants who won’t cause trouble and she’ll keep the flat free for me for a week. During this time, I can try to find a job. If I find one and am still interested in the flat, I can rent it. That’s a fair compromise and I couldn’t have achieved anything better. Now it’s time to find a job as quickly as possible, and if that works out, then I shall have a flat on top of it. That would be a huge success. But it is not achieved yet. I still have to find an opportunity to earn money during the next few days which won’t be easy, as the last two days have shown.


Back in Darley Abbey, I meet a man from the neighbourhood. He works at Rolls-Royce, which is currently the largest employer in Derby alongside British Rail. Maybe he has connections or knows if and where someone is wanted. In any case, he could enquire. He is very helpful and promises to ask around. I give him a set of copies of my certificates plus my CV and ask him to hand them over to the Human Resources (HR) department and he promises to do so tomorrow. It is an opportunity and I have to try everything. Moreover, it is also about the flat whose living room fascinated me so much. I would love to move in there.


What a day! I suddenly realize how very tired I am and almost fall asleep in front of the TV. I can only keep my eyes open with difficulty. It is time to go to bed because tomorrow I have another eventful day ahead of me, not to mention the job interview. The fear is gone, and confidence has returned. There’s no way I’m going to give up.


Thursday, March 14th. I mustn’t oversleep this morning because I have to be in town by 9 a.m. to attend the job interview. A bus takes me to the city centre. John gave me a street map, and the orientation works. I turn the last corner onto the street I’m looking for and am met with a desolate sight! The houses are run down, and some have bricked-up or boarded-up windows. There is dirt all over the pavement and street. How on earth is a reasonably reputable company supposed to be located here? If I had expected a lot from this interview, disappointment is now slowly rising. A few streets before it still looked very promising. There were houses in which one might assume offices. But to be honest, this sight is devastating! I would love to turn around and run away but then I pull myself together. Now that I’m here, I will find out what kind of company and job it is.


I walk on, look for the house number, and find it on a building that is in just as bad a state as pretty much everything on this street. I go inside and stand in semidarkness. A few people are sitting at a table in a corner opposite the reception. I am registered, and the organisation seems to be working. After about five minutes, an employee asks me to follow him. We walk along a narrow corridor and enter an office at the end. What a difference to the rest! This room is quite presentable. Carpeted floor, pictures on the wall, large desk, leather armchairs. The man who invited me to the interview stands up behind the desk, shakes my hand and asks me to take a seat in one of the leather armchairs. He introduces himself as the general manager, is quite fat and seems to love golden jewellery which glitters pretty much everywhere on him. This makes me suspicious. This man is certainly looking for someone who is supposed to talk customers into some product. And that’s exactly how it is. A car wash is to be sold at the front door. We talk for half an hour. The man is professional and polite. Since I’ve only been in the country for a few days and don’t yet speak the language fluently enough to be able to convince customers, this job is not ideal. We both agree. But the conversation was definitely an achievement. They are looking for someone for a specific job and I was invited for an interview.


It is almost noon, and I take a break. In the afternoon, I visit the job centre. There are cards with job offers on blackboards. I take my time and study as many of these offers as possible. Maybe there is something for me too. However, I’m not the only one who is interested as many people are looking for jobs. You can clearly see that in this room. I compete with practically all job seekers without special qualifications, which means finding very simple jobs. I can’t even get to some of the blackboards as they are densely surrounded and thus approach the panels that are not crowded. I like the system. The individual cards briefly describe the job and specify the required work experience and the hourly wages which allows one to get information without having to talk to a clerk. The offers are subdivided according to work areas. There are jobs in sales, in the office, in manufacturing or in the care sector. Even though I would be interested in some of them I do not have the experience that is required and thus I don’t even ask but continue to look for work that doesn’t require any special experience, with the help of which I could gain a foothold in the UK during the coming weeks and months.


A warehouse worker is wanted, in addition to a mobile park ranger, and another warehouse worker. I take the three cards from the blackboard, approach one of the clerks and briefly describe my situation. The young woman is very friendly. We discuss the offers. Unfortunately, the first job offer of a warehouse worker has already been taken, while the second position requires special experience that I unfortunately do not have. The third offer, the mobile park ranger, is still available. No special experience is required. If I want to, the clerk explains, she can give me the job poster’s address. It certainly couldn’t hurt to stop by there once. I receive the address and off I go.


Again, the street map is very helpful. I find the location, hand in the card from the job centre, and receive a form to fill in. This takes some time because I have not yet filled in many forms in English and some expressions are unfamiliar to me. I ask my way through, have some words explained to me, and am finally done. When I return the form, I am told that many people are interested in this job, and I will be notified about my application in a few weeks. This doesn’t sound very promising and I don’t have high hopes. Firstly, this is a public vacancy in the City of Derby which would certainly be given to an unemployed local, and secondly, in a few weeks, the flat in Duffield will surely be let to someone else. I need a job right now, and not in a few weeks. The application is running, I’ll let it run, but will definitely continue to search intensively. There’s no time to lose.


I returned to the city centre and wanted to take the bus, but eventually decided to walk. The excursion through the park to Darley Abbey is pleasant, walking calms me down, the sun is shining, and I need some distraction. There is still no breakthrough, my job search is still unsuccessful. The mood drops. Doubts begin to arise again as to whether it was the right decision to come here. The more I think about it, the more doubts I have, and the more restless I become. Now it’s time to stay motivated, fear must not win. Tomorrow is another day with new opportunities that I will seize.


At home, I drink a cup of tea together with Irene and John and eat some biscuits, which is reassuring. I don’t see things quite so negatively anymore and explain what I did today. They notice the disappointment in my voice, try to encourage me, and think I’ll find something if I keep looking as hard as I have been so far. The conversation motivates me, and my optimism slowly returns.


However, that evening, my positive attitude was once again put to the test. The neighbour with whom I left my documents yesterday and who wanted to ask Rolls-Royce if there were any vacancies stopped by for a moment. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have good news. No employees with my qualifications are currently being sought. He forwarded my documents to certain people but doesn’t think anything could be found. Some employees at Rolls-Royce were only recently laid off. I am disappointed because I had high hopes regarding this opportunity and it is gone now. I’m finding it increasingly difficult to believe in success.


Then, Irene has an idea. Not far from here, just down the street, across the Derwent River, is the Darley Abbey Mill and various repair shops, craft workshops, and other small businesses have recently settled there. Maybe it would be a good idea if I stopped by there tomorrow and directly asked about jobs. I like the suggestion. It comes at the right moment and puts me back on track. Instead of just introducing myself to job agencies, I should approach some companies directly. The thought of trying out this strategy tomorrow is very motivating.


After dinner, we sit in the living room. It is already dark outside. Suddenly, I feel the need to be alone. During my academic studies, I often took long walks to study exam material, or just to think and this always helped me to make the right decisions. Hence, I feel the need to get some fresh air now to reconsider my current situation. I hope my host family will understand and doesn’t feel offended. No problem. I don’t need the door key, because it won’t take long.


As I walk along the lane outside, I take a deep breath, which relaxes me. I’ve been in the UK for four days now, and have been searching intensively for a job during the last few days, but haven’t been able to find anything suitable yet. Although the job search is turning out to be more complicated than expected, I still do not think about giving up. These are simply new facts that I did not know and therefore could not plan for. I have to adjust to these new facts and come to terms with them. So far, I’ve only visited job agencies and, except for the one interview, I have not yet approached any company directly. This needs to change. Perhaps a new strategy will bring the much-needed breakthrough. Despite the difficult situation regarding rental properties, I already have one prospective flat. The result of these four days is not too bad. I must not allow myself to be discouraged by setbacks, and must not lose hope that my plans will be successful. There is only one way for me, namely the way forward. Going back is not possible. I relax, am determined not to give up, return to the house, have a brief chat with my host family, and go to bed.


Friday, March 15th. I am up early this morning and am keen to start looking for a job. The procedure planned for today is completely new to me. I have never gone from door to door to look for a job. How will people react? Will I be able to find work?


After breakfast, I set off full of hope and self-confidence. It is only a few minutes’ walk to Darley Abbey Mill. In front of me, on the other side of the Derwent River, lies an impressive industrial area from the time of the Industrial Revolution. Some of the red brick buildings are four stories high. In the background, a few chimneys rise into the sky but are no longer in operation. In the past, the Derwent River provided the electricity for the factories, but textiles are no longer made here today and small handicraft businesses and repair shops have settled on the site. I want to visit all of them today. Maybe there is a job for me.


I cross the river on a small bridge and enter the industrial area. The barrier at the entrance has been raised and no security guard is to be seen. In the first building, there is a small machine tool manufacturer, and behind it, a repair shop. Now it’s getting serious! So far, everything has only been theoretical planning. Now it is time to put theory into practice. I will knock on every door and try my luck. Asking doesn’t cost anything and I am sure no one will throw me out. I have nothing to lose. Even the most perfect planning is of no use if you don’t have sufficient courage to implement what you have in mind. I shall muster that courage now.


I decided to start my job search in a small machine tool factory, walk to the first available door, enter, encounter noise, running machines, and a few workers, and ask one of them about the HR department. He shows me the way, is busy, and doesn’t really care much about me. Nobody in this workshop seems to notice the stranger who shows up and walks through the building.


I find the HR office, gather all my courage, open the door and enter. My knees are slightly weak, and I try not to appear as nervous as I actually am right now. The office is small, with two women sitting at a desk. I addressed one of them: “I’m from Germany, would like to work in the UK for a few years, and am looking for a job. Are there any vacancies here?” The two women react slightly surprised. Such a request is certainly not presented to them every day. However, they are friendly and helpful and want to know more about me, where exactly I come from, and why I want to work here. The situation becomes more relaxed, and I become calmer, appear self-confident. Unfortunately, there are currently no vacancies at this company, and although the two women would be happy to help me there is nothing they can do for me at the moment. However, they gave me a form that I should fill in and return. They assured me that if anything came up in the near future I’d be notified, but I don’t have high hopes. There is nothing here and there will be nothing in the short term.


Although I did not find a job in this instance, I gained some valuable life experience. For the first time, I directly visited a company abroad to look for a job. The first steps have been taken, now it’s time to continue. There are other companies here, so which one should I visit next?


I keep walking, get to the next machine tool company, go to the first door, and enter. There are machines in the workshop, it is loud, stuffy and smells of oil. I ask the first employee I meet about HR. He tells me that there is no personnel office but I should ask “the man over there” as he might know more. I follow his advice and speak to the man in question who seems to be a supervisor or even the boss. When I ask about possible jobs, his answer is “No!” There are no vacancies. There’s nothing to be done, and I’m out again. This was the second attempt, and like the first, it was unsuccessful.


There is a small colour factory right next door. New attempt. I already have some routine, at least my knees are not as weak as on the first attempt. I enter a narrow stairwell, reach the first floor, and find myself in a large workshop in which several people, mostly women, are working. There is a lot of activity here and it smells of glue. The employees stand or sit at tables on which they cut or glue something. At first glance, I can’t tell what it is exactly. Radio music can be heard all over the place. I ask the person closest to me about the HR office. There is no such office, but I should ask the head of the department, his office is just around the corner. The woman shows me the way there.


The door is open, but I knock anyway. The man is talking to someone. I wait a few minutes, and then he offers me a chair in front of his desk and asks what he can do for me. How about a job, for example? Could he offer me one? I briefly describe my current situation and hand him a copy of my CV. He reads it carefully. It is not common here that someone – especially a foreigner – suddenly shows up and asks for work. He is surprised but friendly and wants to know more about me. Our conversation lasted about fifteen minutes and he informed me about the company, its products, and what kind of jobs there are. As for work, I assure him that I’m ready to take on any job, whatever it may be. This seems to impress him. He thinks for a moment, then calls the supervisor and asks her to perform a test with me. I follow the woman back into the workshop. There I am shown the products that are manufactured here. Small pieces of wallpaper are glued to pre-printed forms, which can then be found as sample sheets in department stores.


The test I am about to take consists of two parts. The first part is a colour test to figure out if I might be colour-blind, and I have no difficulties with it. Then, I have to glue some wallpaper patterns neatly one below the other on a form. This also works without any problems. The supervisor seems to be satisfied with my work, looks at the samples, then at me, and says that I could have a job although it wouldn’t be a permanent job, just temporary work. If I was interested, I should contact her on Monday at 9 a.m., and she would then assign me to a job.


I can hardly believe it. Am I dreaming or is it reality? I’ve just been offered my first job in the UK. Great! My first job abroad and I found it all by myself. I’m incredibly proud of that. Taking the initiative brought a breakthrough, and it took me less than two hours.


I want to share this positive news immediately, but no one is at home. Irene must have gone into town. I remember the flat. Only two days have passed since the viewing and it was to be reserved for me for a week. I have to call the landlady to inform her about the job and that I want to rent the flat but I do not know her phone number nor when Irene will return.


I have to do something as I am full of energy and don’t want to waste a minute. How do I get from Darley Abbey to Duffield? By bus. So, on to the next bus stop. I don’t have to walk far. When do the buses leave? No timetable is available. I have to wait. Luckily it doesn’t take long until a bus appears. Two days ago, I drove the route with Irene in the car, so I know roughly where to get off and which lane to walk to. If I can’t find the house, I can always ask my way around.


The bus ride takes around ten minutes. I get off at the stop on the main street of Duffield and find what I am looking for after just a few minutes. The landlady lives with her family in a new house, in the middle of a wide garden, a little below the old house with the flat. I walk down there and ring the bell, anxious to inform her about the news. Nobody opens and I am disappointed but there is nothing to be done.


However, now that I am here, I should use the time to get a first impression of the area, because apart from the flat itself I did not see much during my first visit. I walk towards the end of the village. Attractive houses line the street, surrounded by lovingly tended gardens. Now in March the trees and bushes are still bare. How wonderful it must look here in summer. I like the neighbourhood right away. It is beautiful and I still cannot believe that I might soon be able to live in this wonderful environment. However, as long as it is not entirely certain whether I will be able to rent the flat, I try not to get excited too soon as this would only make the disappointment worse if it does not work out. If the landlady would only come home, then I would already know today.


I return to her house, but unfortunately, there is still no one there. I take another tour, another half hour goes by, and still no one is at home. If I am unlucky, this can go on for a long time and I thus decide to abandon the attempt and return to Darley Abbey. After all, I was promised that the flat would be kept free for me for a week and I have to trust that the landlady will keep her word - I have no choice.


Back in Darley Abbey, nobody is at home either and I don’t seem to be able to share the joy of my first job with anyone, although I am so proud of it. I sit in the living room and turn on the TV. Half an hour later, Irene returns. I intended to wait for a little while before telling her about the day’s events, at least until she finished unpacking but did not succeed. As soon as she was in the house, I literally blurted out the news. However, despite all the euphoria, I must not forget the flat. If possible, I would like to conclude the rental agreement today and ask Irene to call the landlady to let her know that I have found a job and would like to rent the flat in Duffield from April 1st. She does me the favour of calling and so I already know this evening that the flat will become our new home. The rental contract will be sent to me next week, and I can move in in two weeks.


I lie awake late that night, too much is going through my head. Two days ago I was afraid the project might fail, and today the situation has changed completely. I found my first job and can rent a flat in a pleasant neighbourhood. It was worth not giving up when the first difficulties arose. The breakthrough had to come after everything I had done in the past few days. The “Project UK” appears to be secured for the moment. I’ve been in the country for five days now. At the end of this first week, I have a job and a flat. On the whole, it was fairly quick. Sure, I was lucky, maybe very lucky, but I also took many risks. If you don’t take any risks, you can’t win anything either. However, there is still a lot to do, and although this is only a modest beginning, I am confident. Whatever is to come, I will face it. That is what I am thinking tonight. What the future will bring, good luck or bad luck, is still unknown, but I am not afraid.


The weekend arrives and I deserve a break. Since I was fully focused on finding a job during my first week, I have not seen much of Derbyshire yet. This first weekend should now be entirely devoted to discovering my new adopted home. Matlock, around twenty miles north of Derby, is said to be very pretty.


On Saturday morning, I take one of the red Trent buses. We pass Duffield, Belper, Wirksworth, Cromford, and Matlock Bath. The landscape is so typical of England, rolling hills, meadows bordered by hedges, and isolated groups of trees. The villages with their typical houses and church towers also immediately show which country you are in. Imposing cliffs tower on either side of the valley near Matlock Bath. I let all the new impressions sink in and imagine how beautiful this countryside must be in summer.


We reach Matlock. There is a supermarket just opposite the bus station. Today I have time, there are no appointments to keep. I roam the market with interest. I always enjoy discovering new things in supermarkets in foreign countries, unfamiliar goods, product names, packaging, and prices. I have done this many times in France, and today is my first chance to do so in the UK. Now that it is lunchtime and I am feeling hungry, I buy a “German Sausage”, some bread, milk, and two apples. With this “food package” in hand, I start my discovery tour.


The ruined Riber Castle towers high above Matlock and one should have a wide panorama of the surrounding landscape from up there. I walk uphill for a good hour. While the sun shines at first, dark clouds gather later – it is amazing how quickly the weather changes – and ultimately it starts to rain. Shortly after, thick hailstones hit the ground before it started to snow. However, the snowstorm does not last long either and the sun is shining again by the time I reach the top of the hill. During this hour-long ascent, Great Britain shows me what its weather has to offer. So far, I have not encountered any fog, which is what the country is supposed to be so famous for. On reaching the top of the hill, I found that I was right about the outlook. From up here, the walker has a wonderful view down to Matlock and over the Pennines mountains. Next to the “Riber Castle” there is a small zoo with lynxes, birds, and farm animals, as well as a model railway and a museum with old cars and motorcycles. Suddenly, it starts to snow again and thick flakes accompany my descent into the valley. However, the renewed snow flurry quickly subsides and changes from sunshine to rain.


Back in Matlock, I revisit the supermarket to stock up on a personal supply of groceries that I want to keep in the cupboard at home. A few groceries of your own give you at least a slight feeling of independence if, like me, you don’t have your own flat at the moment. As helpful as my host family is, I need at least some sense of independence, even if at the moment it just means being able to eat something without having to ask for it. A bus takes me back to Derby in the late afternoon.


On Sunday, I attend the service at Derby Cathedral. At the end of the service, the parish priest shakes hands with everyone at the exit. I was already noticed as a new face and he asked me where I was from. We talk for a while, he knows Osnabrück, has friends there, and wishes me all the best for my project.


Today is Mother’s Day in the UK and bouquets of flowers are sold in front of the cathedral. I buy one. Irene’s son Peter is currently far away in Germany, as is my mother, and I thus give the bouquet to Irene on behalf of Peter. Irene, in turn, is to a certain extent representing my mother today. She is very happy about it.


At lunchtime, there is the traditional Sunday meal consisting of roast beef, roast potatoes and Yorkshire pudding. It is my first Sunday lunch in the UK and tastes fabulous.


In the afternoon, Irene and John invited me for a walk. They want to show me some of the surrounding area. We drive into the mountains of the “Pennines” and hike across a ridge. On one side, the terrain drops off quite steeply, while on the other, a plateau covered with heather extends as far as the eye can see. The views are terrific!
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