
Angela Armsby, 39, is married to 

Tim, a commercial lawyer specialising in 

international gas and oil deals. Three years 

ago, they left the UK to make a new home 

in Egypt. Their son, Charlie, is 19 months 

old, and Angela is expecting a second baby.

“When Tim broke the news that his firm was 

moving him to Cairo, I was quite excited.  

I’d never been to Egypt, but flicking though 

Internet photos of pyramids and souks 

made it feel like an amazing adventure.

I’d always known this move was a 

possibility, but when it happened it was very 

quick – we had to leave within weeks of Tim 

accepting. I worked as a buyer at a large 

wholesaler, which I loved, but the hours 

were long and the prospect of a career 

break to take stock of my life appealed.

I resigned and set about packing up. We 

didn’t have children then, so it was relatively 

easy. Little did I know that not having kids 

would turn out to be a huge drawback.

The company was helping us with 

accommodation costs, so we could afford  

to keep our house in Watford, Hertfordshire 

as a base. We had our vaccinations and 

Tim’s company helped us with flights, visas 

and shipping. We were booked into a hotel 

in central Cairo for a few weeks – long 

enough, we thought, to find a decent 

property and move in.

The hardest thing was saying goodbye 

to friends and family. My parents, who live  

in Dorset, were very supportive and though 

my mum was a bit upset and said how much 

she’d miss me, they also said what a great 

adventure it was. We had a big leaving party 

Watford  
for Cairo!

Nothing prepared  
me for swapping

and even though the contract was initially 

only for two years, I sobbed all night.

Looking back, it’s hard to believe, but I 

flew off to Egypt without doing even basic 

research into my new life. That seems so 

ridiculous now, but I thought I could sort it 

out once I was there. I knew Tim would be 

working hard and I relished the challenge. 

Coming out of passport control, 

however, my optimism drained away. We 

hit a seething wall of heat and noise with 

people jostling, pushing and shouting. I’m 

very tall and blonde, so I stood out like a 

sore thumb. I felt myself being grabbed 

and pulled as locals tried to sell us their 

wares and hustle us into their taxis. I’ve 

travelled a lot through the US and most  

What’s it like leaving your home for a new life 

somewhere exotic because of your husband’s 

job? Two readers tell Fiona Wright their story

of Europe, but I’d never seen anything like 

this. I told myself I’d get used to it.

Tim went off to work the very next day. 

His firm gave me a few estate agents’ 

names, but they didn’t have the resources 

to ‘babysit’ me. I was on my own.

No matter what people tell you, nothing 

prepares you for the reality of living full-time 

in a foreign country. At the time, I was pretty 

naïve. I didn’t know any Arabic and I’d 

assumed, foolishly, that Egyptians would 

know a smattering of English. I got lost in 

taxis and harassed in the streets. Egyptian 

men are not used to doing business with 

“Being a tourist is vastly different to living 
long-term in a foreign country”
Hazel Birchall, 41, an 

occupational therapist, is married to 

Siemon and they have three children, 

aged ten to three. Siemon, who is Dutch 

and met Hazel while on holiday, works 

for the United Nations World Food 

Programme. Hazel is from Dover, but 

now lives in Kathmandu, Nepal.

“I’m well travelled, but being a tourist 

is vastly different from living long-term 

in a foreign country. We moved to 

Kathmandu with Siemon’s job and, at 

first, things looked good. We found a 

fantastic international school and the 

ex-pat community was very welcoming.

But the day-to-day reality of life  

in Nepal was a culture shock. Our 

electricity is cut off for anything from 

four to 16 hours daily, because the 

supply over here can’t support the 

demand. We never take lighting, 

television or the Internet for granted. 

We had to get used to pumping 

water from a garden well into a tank on 

our roof. When this dries up, we have to 

buy it from a huge mobile water tanker. 

And, of course, the water isn’t safe to 

drink. You have to boil it or treat it with 

iodine drops or water purifying tablets. 

Political turbulence means there are 

often road blockades and riots, making 

travel impossible. It’s rare that we feel 

threatened, but once I had to hide in the 

basement of a building to wait for some 

rioters to pass. The threat is something 

you just get used to living with. 

The children missed their friends, 

especially our ten-year-old, but 

fortunately they get on well with each 

women, so no one took me seriously. I went 

to see dozens of properties, only to find 

none matched the description. In the end,  

I plumped for the best of a bad bunch. I 

later found it was in the wrong area for 

foreigners, but for now at least, we had  

a (badly) furnished home.

Day-to-day life was incredibly restrictive. 

Being a young woman, I couldn’t leave the 

apartment alone, so Tim had to escort me 

on food shopping trips. I didn’t have access 

to the Internet or a phone for months, and 

when I did finally manage to get it with Tim’s 

help, it was intermittent. Tim was supportive, 

but very busy with his new job and I didn’t 

like to moan. I pretended I was fine. 

At work, he had an automatic network  

of friends, but a lot were single men, and 

the few with wives lived a long way out  

of town. No one mentioned any ex-pat 

organisations and I didn’t even know there 

was such a thing. Not having children 

seemed to be an advantage at first, but  

I realised that perhaps having to find 

schools or nurseries would have given me 

a network too. Slowly my spirits sank and I 

gradually became very depressed.

My parents came out to visit a few times, 

which kept me going, and I put on a brave 

face because I didn’t want to worry them. 

After a year of nearly going mad inside our 

stifling apartment, a chance meeting with 

another ex-pat in my apartment block 

turned everything around. He introduced 

me to his wife and other friends, and slowly 

I started to socialise and enjoy myself. 

I’d always worked, though, and I needed 

more in my life. Eventually I came up with 

the idea of making loungewear pyjamas 

from the fantastic Egyptian cotton in the 

markets, and selling them internationally.  

A friend of a friend at the British embassy 

helped me out with wholesaler contacts 

and factories to manufacture my designs. 

Another friend helps me with quality 

control and shipping. Doing business with 

Egyptian men was an eye opener; they’re 

still very suspicious of working women,  

but we’re getting there.

I also became pregnant, which gave me 

something to look forward to, and we 

moved to a nicer suburban area where 

more ex-pats lived, which made life much 

easier. Having our son Charlie was great.  

I gave birth in an international private 

hospital, and I found help with childcare and 

nurseries very easily after that. I met lots of 

English mums in the same position as me 

and now have a fantastic social life.

I still find myself dealing with the most 

extraordinary events on a daily basis. For 

example, it was the religious festival of Eid 

not so long ago. Locals slaughter animals 

other. They speak mainly English at school, 

but they have picked up a smattering of 

lots of different languages too. 

Of course, there is also an up side.  

The people of Nepal are incredibly kind 

and generous. The climate is gorgeous 

nearly all year round and we have a lovely 

house that I couldn’t afford back home  

in Dover. I also have help with household 

staff, a cook and a mother’s help. We can 

now afford private tennis and swimming 

lessons, and I’ve started a silver jewellery 

business, which I couldn’t have afforded 

to do back at home in the UK. 

The key to surviving as an expat is to 

go with the flow and enjoy the differences 

– good and bad. The children are great  

at reminding us that every day here  

really is an adventure.”

Visit javanajewellery.com

on the streets and just leave them there. 

Another time, I had a rat, which was about 

two-foot long, in the apartment. When I 

called the vermin exterminators, they just 

sprayed insecticide at it and ran! I’ve had 

dysentery and all sorts of tummy bugs, and 

now see donkey carts, horses and camels as 

perfectly normal modes of travel! The longer 

I do it, the more I can take in my stride.

My business is doing well, and I’m 

proud of myself for making a success of 

life in Egypt. It was steep learning curve, 

but definitely worth it.”

Visit angelily.com
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“Believe it or not,  
I flew off to Egypt 
without doing even 
basic research into 
my new life”
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