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Angola works part-time as a 
CCTV controller for £7 an hour. 
He said: “In Angola there are no 
benefits. If you want to live you 
must work – that is my culture.”

Despite their struggles, these 
residents are proud to call James 
Turner Street home.

Shirley, a dinnerlady at the local 
school for 32 years, said former 
pupils still give her a hug. “Every-
one knows me around here,” she 
said. “The area has changed since 
my parents’ day but I loved living 
here then – and I love it now.”

steve.myall@sundaymirror.co.uk

body got child benefit. Even the 
Queen probably got it.” Even 
though times are tough, at least 
Asnar has found some work. 
Many have not been so lucky.

Narinder and Kamaljeet Singh, 
who have lived in the street for 12 
years, have found life hard since 
Narinder, 56, was made redundant 
after 34 years as a machinist. 

The couple now survive on his 
payoff and Kamaljeet’s low-paid 
part-time catering job. 

Next door, Nascimento De 
Sousa is also pinching pennies. 
The business studies student from 

too expensive to run, ” said Asnar. 
“Now I cycle to work. Yes, I live on 
‘Benefits Street’ but I’m not selling 
drugs, I don’t drink. I’m working 
and trying to look after my 
family.” 

Nadia, 29, worked in advertising 
before being made redundant last 
year. She’s now studying social 
work. Asnar works part-time in a 
barber’s shop.

Nadia said: “We get child benefit 
and working tax credit but we’re 
entitled to it. It’s stupid to talk 
about some people as being ‘on 
benefits’ and others not. Every-

and student support. “Just because 
you’re on  benefits doesn’t mean 
you want to do nothing,” she said. 
“I’m studying to better myself for 
the sake of my children.” 

And Harry and Shirley point 
out there’s a good community 
spirit. Nadia and Asnar Mehmood 

often cook food for neigh-
bours, even though with 

their mortgage, council tax, 
bills and food they are 

lucky to have £20 a 
week left. “I had a 

car but it became 
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‘Asda sold us 
out-of-date 
baby purée’ 
ASDA has been accused of 
selling baby food six weeks 
out of date.

Akouvi Soukou, 40, was 
about to feed her five-
month-old son Enoch with 
HiPP fruit and vegetable 
purée on January 11 when 
she spotted the best-before 
date was November 30, 2013.

Her husband Mahi Zadi, 
50, who bought the 100g 
sachet from their local Asda 
superstore in Hulme, 
Manchester, said: “Akouvi 
was shocked. I told her not 
to give it to Enoch as it could 
make him ill.”

Stock controller Mahi 
added: “A big store like Asda 
is supposed to know exactly 
when products expire. But I 
was told they had to manu-
ally check all the dates. 

“It’s very dangerous. You 
could have serious cases 
where children eat out-of-
date food and get sick.”

Dad-of-two Mahi, who 
said he wanted to highlight 
the case to other parents, 
was offered a gift voucher 
from Asda in compensation.

An Asda spokesman said: 
“We take any complaint 
about baby products extra 
seriously. Unfortunately on 
this occasion it seems we 
didn’t meet our own high 
standards and have moved 
quickly to investigate this.”

Old stock: baby food

loud: White Dee

Website first 
for DNA tests
THE first website to review 
DNA tests has been launched 
– with a boom in home kits 
expected this year. 

More than 900 tests are 
available to buy online, with 
ancestry and health genetics 
kits priced at £62 and 
 paternity ones from £88. 

Craig Macpherson came 
up with the comparison site, 
dnatestingchoice.com, to 
help consumers choose. 

He said: “We aim to show 
what are the best buys.”

Thieves nick 
flowerbeds
ENTIRE flowerbeds, shrubs  
and exotic plants are being 
dug up from gardens and 
parks and stolen to order.

And the problem is so bad 
Devon Council has been 
forced to microchip plants. 

A pygmy Rwandan water 
lily, saved from extinction in 
2009, disappeared from Kew 
Gardens earlier this month.

RHS adviser Guy Barter 
said: “It’s not uncommon for 
whole flowerbeds to go.”

Benefits Street? I was so 
shocked I cried when the 
TV show made us all look 
like a load of scroungers

THE REAL STORY BEHIND THE SENSaTION

EVEN on a cold, grey January 
afternoon Harry and Shirley 
Spindler’s front garden looks 
immaculate. 

The hedge is trimmed and the 
flower pots are dotted around, 
their blooms neatly cut back to 
await spring.

Next door a dog wags its tail as 
it peers out of the living room 
window into the quiet street.

These family homes could be 
part of any row of houses on any 
street in Britain. 

To Shirley and her husband 
Harry it is just plain old James 
Turner Street in Winson Green, 
Birmingham.

But to the rest of the nation it 
is known as Benefits Street.

Over the last two weeks more 
than five million viewers have 
tuned in to the Channel 4 docu-
mentary which depicts life on the 
street as a circus of fraudulent 
benefits claims, shop-lifting, drugs 
and alcohol.

“I was so shocked when I saw 
it, I cried,” said Shirley. “I never 
dreamed my relations and friends 
would see it and think I live in this 
way, because I don’t. That isn’t 
what the street is.”

Unlike loud-mouthed “White 
Dee”, so-called mother of the 
street Deirdre Kelly who is a 
convicted thief, the Spindlers have 
always been respectable.

families
Shirley, 78, was born here. Her 

grandparents bought a house 150 
years ago which has been passed 
down the generations with 
daughter Carol, 52, the latest 
occupant. 

In the 1950s Shirley and Harry 
bought the house next door. 
“That’s how it used to be. You’d 
have the Smiths and their son 
down there,” said Harry, pointing. 
“Over here you had a brother and 
sister next to each other. It was 
all families.”

These days it’s a mixture of 
home owners, private renters and 
council tenants. Most survive 
hand-to-mouth with their cash 
swallowed up by soaring energy 
bills and the weekly food shop.

But while life is tough for the 
residents of James Turner Street, 
it remains a far cry from the crime 
and disorder shown on TV.

Since the show - which has 
three episodes to go - hit screens 
the residents have been subjected 
to abuse and ridicule. Now they 
are speaking out in a bid to claw 
back their reputation.

Like the rest of the UK, people 
here have been hit by unemploy-
ment and cuts. Many do claim 
benefits – but legitimately.

As one resident who asked to 
remain anonymous pointed out, 
“I could take you down any road 
in Britain and you could call it 
Benefits Street.

“Yes, I’m claiming Jobseekers 
Allowance, but I’m looking for 
work. I want a job and so do 
most people here.”

Catherine Johnson, 22, 
agreed. The single mum 
of three has rented a 
house in the street for 
two years and is  studying 
to be a midwife. 

She receives child 
benefit, housing benefit 

Proud of their street:  Catherine Johnson, Narinder and Kamaljeet Singh, Asnar Mehmood and Nascimento De Sousa say show is misleading

Ordinary: 
James 
Turner St
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