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Ayse: Thank you so much for participating in the oral history interviews of the

Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador project.

Welcome. I would like to begin our interview by asking you some basic

demographic information. So, if you could please tell us your name, age,

marital status, education, and line of work, that would be great.

Abdel Zaher: OK. My name is Dr. Abdel-Zaher Kamal Abdel Razek. I am 64 years old,

ahh, came to Canada with my lovely and supportive wife and two sons: Eman

and with my sons Waleed and Omar, back in 1994. And in terms of education,

it's a sort of a long history of education. I graduated with, from Cairo

University Faculty of Engineering back in 1979. I was on the appointees lists of

a class of 900, then I have started working with them since that time 79 to 87.

I got my master's degree. So, my undergrad degree is in civil engineering. And

my master's degree was, with support from Massachusetts Institute of

Technology, in cooperation with the Water Resources Development Program,

at Cairo University. And that was in exactly on July 31st, 1986. 87, I got

educational support for scholarship, per se, from University of New Brunswick

in Fredericton, New Brunswick. And I started my PhD or in September of 87

and completed my PhD in May 1992. As in terms of in the line of education,

or also sort of high educational training, I was a postdoc from 92 to 94, was

consulting assignments in many areas, hydraulic structures, and structural

investigation as well as the agricultural water management. So, that's my

background in terms of education. And what was the fourth component?

Ayse: Line of work, line of work. What is your line of work?

1



Abdel Zaher: Oh, line of work.  Line of work, it's sort of- civil engineering is an area where

you have really many disciplines. And since my graduation, I specialized in the

area of hydrotechnical engineering, and at the top, you can appreciate 40

almost 42 years since, or 41 years since graduation, I am involved within the

or have expertise in the area of high vertical engineering, water resources

and, ahh, environmental engineering. So, I started in 94. In 79 to 94 it was

mainly academic, it was Cairo University and University of New Brunswick,

then, professionally with the provincial government. And then I was affiliated

with Memorial for, ahh, for since 2002 until 2016. Then 2017, I actually joined

the University as adjunct professor. I am teaching courses in many areas of

civil engineering.

Ayse: What do you know about the first Muslims to settle in Newfoundland and

Labrador?

Abdel Zaher: The, well actually, I should say in terms of people, always should have a, sort

of in any community -whether a new community or well-established

communities- there are grassroots for that community or for that Muslim

community. And when we actually came in the weekend, Labor Day weekend

in 1994, there weren’t many people in terms of the size of the community at

that time. So, I can recall that, actually, we had the great pleasure to meet

and volunteer and live with on the community level, the Muslim community

level was Dr. Muhammad Irfan, was the first Muslim here in who came in

1964- Professor at Memorial University.  The hope is not going to slip from my

mind some of them. And then, we move to early 70s, mid 70s. Also, we got to

know very well, Dr. Abdel Salam Mesbah, who was the director of medical

physics at Health Sciences, Dr. Azizur Rahman, another example, ahh, Dr.

Muhammad Irfan, and Dr.  Hussein El Tahan, and Dr. Shahidi, Professor also at

MUN Sciences. And there are very, very few Muslim or limited number, but in

terms of the involvement and the works you are doing, it was very diverse.

And we also came to know and interact and deal with Dr. Wasi Ullah, Dr.

Answer Rahimtula, who was also professor at  MUN and Dr. Ebrahim Carrim.

And then, some people came in, we came to know them, and they came in

mid 80s, like doctors, to mention few, Dr. Mahmoud Haddara,  and Dr.

Hesham, Marzouk, and Dr. Momen Wishahy and Dr. Saoudy and Dr. Amgad

Hussein. So, there were sort of an, all of them almost at working with

Memorial University or the federal and provincial government, like also Dr.

Muhammad Nazir, Dr. Khalil,  Dr. Wasi Ullah. So, it's a sort of, but in terms of

numbers, they were very limited, but very friendly, almost about 20 or 25

great individuals, who really, uhh, came together when we say grassroots as

they were, before 1990, they were, sort of, their main activities, including
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social activities and congregational prayers like Friday prayers, Jumah. They

used to use the university facilities, but they came together and collectively

raised fund amongst themselves and from other North America and outside

Muslim, other Muslim communities. And the mosque was established in, well

established in 1990. Not to say that they didn't have any activities, but it was

sort of the, the identity of Muslims in Newfoundland to build a mosque,

which is located on 430 Logy Bay. My understanding, since almost I, we were

involved from day one, my myself and my lovely, my lovely and supportive

wife, Eman who I think will have an interview on Thursday, we were involved.

But they actually, they have this weekend Islamic school, they have other

educational and social activities. So, those people like consider them actually

to have sort of left a legacy for, for us, uhh, in terms of what they have done,

in terms of the place of worship, which my understanding, was a big impact

on the ones, especially the children and the young generation, when they

built the mosque.

Ayse: Can you tell us about when you settled in Newfoundland? Exactly.

Abdel Zaher: Perhaps I mentioned that on the way, but we came exactly- uhh, again, I have

always to say, my lovely and supportive wife, Eman Ahmed- we came in the

Labor Day, Labor Day weekend in 1994. And before that, actually we were in

Fredericton between 87 to 94.

Ayse: Can you tell us about how your settlement experience went? And I would like

to know, in particular, how has been the reception of your Muslimness in this

province, by the larger community.

Abdel Zaher: To, to briefly, uh, no one actually, although I love teaching, no one would be

able to capture every single name” and, and in his or her life or every single

action. And mainly, the, the experience was really good and uhh, starting with

our community, as part of the society at large. And there is actually a unique

features of a Newfoundlander to be welcoming and friendly. Ahh, giving the

time we arrived in 1994 to 1996, when the age of the internet started to

come, there was a limited knowledge about Islam and Muslims. Uhh, but,

that has sort of, we will, we can talk later, as that has changed. But, but

actually, people are welcoming, and, and, and friendly. And that actually was

a supportive community, helped us to, to practice our religion and helped our

children actually to practice their religion from I would say, day one. But

again, the limited knowledge was the only point which slowly changed. But,

but again, what prevails overall, this was a mainstream Newfoundlanders and
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Labradorians, are friendly. And, and really it was, it was really a great pleasure

to have settled in Newfoundland now for 26 years.

Ayse: Have you observed any changes in the reception and settlement of Muslims

in Newfoundland and Labrador during your time in this province?

Abdel Zaher: Well, it's, we can, we can say the age of the internet and the

communications, and ahh, some misinformation I would say, or I wouldn't say

misconception- because there's a fundamental difference in the meaning -

misinformation about Islam and Muslim. Or I would say, the nature of the

religion of Islam, and the mainstream Muslims representing 1.6 billion around

the world - those with the age of the internet and the communications, those

started to slowly disappear. And that's helped us in sort of more gearing in

and integrating in our province. I wouldn't say, ahh, I am now with 26 years

here, I am a true one from this, this great province of Newfoundland and

Labrador. Other changes were also the increase of the population, the Muslim

populations. That reflected on many of us in terms of socially and as well as

professionally and especially the young generation at the school, at the

University. So, sort of having, that it's something to make, to make more

support beyond the boundary of your family and your community support.

And in fact, I would say that we ever actually freely practiced our religion. And

we never missed Friday prayer, we have one congressional prayer every day.

My two sons or our two sons, Waleed and Omar really, practiced their

religion. Especially in the early days, it was not some, not lack of knowledge, I

would say, limited knowledge. But again, Newfoundlanders, actually, I would

say coated or painted that with their friendship and with their welcoming,

ahh, nature. Especially when we initially settled in Torbay states on Torbay

Road. And one can recall from day one, which became sort of evolving all the

time to see the kids when they ride the bus and I, I recognize a name by Gary,

he was a school bus driver, he always gave Waleed and Omar the lead to be

the monitor for the school bus. Then, we moved to our current house,

current home in a quiet neighborhood. And really, that's brought us even

closer to the nature of the Newfoundlander and the true neighborhood and

friendship, which we have, and our children have until today. Other changes

on the basis of the community, I should say they started- we use actually,

when we have MUN Newfoundland Plate - license plate for a car, that will be

an event, and everybody will be curious to know who is the new member of

the [community]- or if there is a new family of the community. And then a

wave of medical doctors in general 2001 they decided to move from US come

to Newfoundland, and many of them are still in the health sciences until

today. And I believe that they sort of spread the word per se in terms of Islam
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and in terms of practicing. Even in the school as they used  to allow, I

wouldn't say allow, help our children actually to have their own prayers in the

library or somewhere. So, it was, and they recognized the culture or the

rituals in terms of fasting Ramadan, and in terms of knowing that what we eat

and what we don't eat, in terms of religious reasons. And but it's useful at the

very beginning that Islam is by meaning its submission to God. It's not related

to a name, it is not related to a prophet, you would have thought that would

be sort of well known but again, the limited knowledge came from perhaps

the limited information available to the mainstream welcoming and friendly

Newfoundlanders in any where- whether it is at work or in the malls or in the

schools, in the university. So, that was the main message. And now, we came

with the Syrian families recognized by our great federal government and

provincial governments that helps the integration in the society from Syria

and from everywhere in the world. Things, sort of became, sort of it's normal.

And one of the main support, I would say, came in the last decade from 2010

until now, with the latest in terms of human shields around our mosque in

Logy Bay. Many other support at all levels of government and on a personal

basis. Ahh, I remember in one of the event, in I think it may be September 11,

people came and left flowers at the door and messages of the support that

shows you actually the nature of the Newfoundlander and Labradoreans as

exclusive nature.

Ayse: What does it mean for you to be a Muslim in Newfoundland in comparison

with other parts of the country, especially mainland Canada?

Abdel Zaher: We lived in the mainland for seven years and New Brunswick. I would say

Atlantic Canada more or less people are of the same nature. But maybe, they,

when we say mainland like Ontario, where my two sons now live and practice

physiotherapy and completing uhhh, cardiology residency. I think, I wouldn't

say that there is a main difference. But what actually overrides that or have

prevails at the mainstream Newfoundlanders, again, as a trademark, you can

say is a friendship, and welcoming nature and not curiosity, that’s actually

their nature, they would like to know people, and we have a prime example in

9/11, when most of the of the flights actually landed in Gander. And so,

Newfoundland really played an international role and still play an

international role. Perhaps also the, uhhh, talking about mainland versus

Newfoundland, also, you would see that nature on curiosity of knowing that

the Newfoundlander actually went and established college in Qatar. And so,

they’re not really Islanders, you're now became sort of mainlanders, I would

say.
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Ayse: How do you see Newfoundland culture?

Abdel Zaher: Newfoundland culture, actually, I would actually, as I said, the word

trademark before I would say, Newfoundland have many traditional cultures,

that is attached to say the origin was that is Irish origin or, or, or England in

general. And the you would, you would you would see people saying, our

own country at that time when Newfoundland was, was the country and

some of my colleagues at work, especially, one of them was in one of the

departments talks about Newfoundland as a country and if you look in the, in

the document or the history of, of Newfoundland, you will find many of the

deeds and, and contracts etc. in the name of, of Newfoundland. So,

Newfoundland culture is, from historical perspective, maybe is oldest in

Canada. But yet, what is a trademark of friendship, being friendly and

welcoming people- that, that I would consider, from my perspective as

Newfoundland and Labrador culture.

Ayse: The Muslim population in the province has significantly increased in the past

20 years. Have you noticed other changes alongside this population growth?

Abdel Zaher: Perhaps, I refer to that before but, I think the increasing population of

Muslims in, in Newfoundland made, sort of more, sort of feasible to people

and in terms of traditions and in terms of the interaction. So, I would say the

increased population has its pros and cons. One of the main pro will be the,

the sort of spreading the word about Islam and knowing about Islam,

knowing about the Islamic tradition. People, they watch TV and they come

and ask you about the pilgrimage, they ask you about the tradition, very

fascinating culture etc. Uhh, but still, still the main, the main point actually

the cons will be in terms of the population. What has been built as a mosque

in 1990 became sort of a limited space to accommodate for the thousands of

Muslims who are now living in Newfoundland and need not only to practice

their religion, when it comes to some events, and Eman will speak, my wife

will speak to that, in terms of the social events, etc. We used to slowly go

from the 25 families. So, for us actually, the social hall downstairs used to be a

big space. And as I heard it from, from our grassroots, that people were really

looking at the mosque as a place, which will never be full. And now it's not

over full, we do two congregational prayers, we can’t pray Eid prayers there.

So, that's one of the cons actually, which we, we started to think, to fill in that

gap with the Muslim Association of Newfoundland and Labrador. And in

terms of, of one of the positive things, actually, we had our Cemetery in

Torbay. Uhh, but still, we need, we need, one of the challenges actually, we

need more space, more Muslim infrastructures that has to be built and uhh,
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accommodate people who are living here now and the future generation as

well. But I can say practicing religion still no change, you're free to practice

your religion and many people actually are against the misinformation or the

lack of information with very limited number of people who are Muslims but

misunderstand Islam.

Ayse: What are some of the contributions you have seen happened through

Muslims in our province?

Abdel Zaher: The province, now you're talking professionally, so professionally, there is a

list of contributions and I perhaps will, will speak about the community

contribution since I moved actually back in, in 1994. In addition to being

heavily involved with as volunteers, myself and my wife, and actually Waleed

and Omar our sons, uhh, we, one of the things which we, I would, I will give

some examples, I can’t give everything, but one of the contributions actually

will be, will be establishing a modern system for water use allocations and the

granting of what rights to various industries, including hydro, that's one of the

contributions and the implementing policies and regulations in that in that

regard. Ahh, another, another main contribution was of course, with my

colleagues and director, heavily involved in the development in the first Water

Resources Act for the province of Newfoundland, also recognizing the value

of the water to Newfoundland and as a public resource, or I would call it the

most valuable resource part of the environment as water and air and soil.

Water is the most important, no water no life. So, there is no really sort of a

price for the water can be attached. However, the value of the water is

completely -you cannot put value on the water except to say that the water is

life and that was my involvement in the some of the regulations in that

regard. I also worked with four projects with, under Canada - Newfoundland

Water Resources agreement in my early arrival and also during that, that time

was my affiliation with the University, I would say 280 undergrad students

have sort of, I'm committed and dedicated for teaching. And I love teaching.

So, those 280 undergrad students actually, I taught them several courses in

their civil engineering career. 63 master’s students in the MESEM Program

with the Faculty of Engineering, and we have won, actually with the students,

we have won the best capstone project award for all our projects. And we

also, as a result of this, sort of trying to be active, I got the Public Service

Award for Excellence for the year 2012. And I received that in 2013. And in

June, from the provincial government for the contribution for the

management of Water Resources, nationally, and internationally, I brought

some recognitions to the province by winning two- one national award

Distinguished Service Award from the Canadian Water Resources Association,
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national organization. And I also got an international award from the

Canadian Commission on Irrigation and Drainage. All that actually contributes

to the name of the province of Newfoundland and Labrador. And now, I just

kept my contribution. When I'm going to stop? God knows. I will still be

feeling to be a member of our great province of Newfoundland and Labrador,

and contribute at all level, whether it is volunteering or, like, when we talk

about community level, in addition to, uhh, working at or volunteering at the

mosque. I coached my children and other children for soccer. I was involved

with in building home for humanity, downtown. So, just to say a few of the

contributions to the province of Newfoundland and Labrador.

Ayse: Did you bring any archival, personal archival material with you for this

interview?

Abdel Zaher: I actually, I got some photos, but I will speak for those photos, perhaps I can

give you, I can give digital copy for that later on.

Ayse: OK

Abdel Zaher: So, you need for the professional contribution or for the community

contribution?

Ayse: Do you have a print copy of these pictures that you are going to talk about

during this interview?

Abdel Zaher: Now in terms, I know now, just being professional and academic- the getting

photos with recognizable people requires their consent. So, I can give a

couple examples- one will be for on the level of the community, will be the

involvement in the community picnic, our community, our first community,

annual community picnic every week. I can give you photo-how we prepared

the field, so and we got people really to get sort of excited about their social

activities, outdoors. And another photo I may share will be when we have for

our community, we have the children and youth camp and was mainly a sleep

over at the mosque for quite a while and then we moved outdoor and with

the help of the City of St. John's actually, we got the Sunshine Park, 2004 and

we started the annual camp. I will, I can give the kids how we actually have

many activities including sporting and talking about bridging, bridges with the

neighborhood and the community and mainly getting congregational prayer

together and having barbecues for children from all ages. And that's mainly

weekend in the month of August or the month of July, depending on the

availability of the Sunshine Park through the City of St. John's. But that’s a
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photo we can share that together. And also, I helped my wife in the social

activities, which gave us firsthand, and really, we can't live in a place without

volunteering in the community at all level, whether the society at large or our

Muslim community. So, I helped her in the social function, which has started,

as I said, from the basement of the mosque at the social hall and up to

renting some places outside. And now just Jack Byrne Arena is not really quite

large, for us to be there. So, we will be able actually to have some printed

photos with non-recognizable people in it and I will share it.

Ayse: If you are comfortable showing it to the camera, while we are still having this

interview, I can bring your bag next to you and you can share it with us?

Abdel Zaher: OK, OK. I can do that. (SL10). (taking items out of his bag). I may have one on

the screen as well. (SL10) (Checking his personal laptop screen)

Ayse: If you can share one print copy that will be enough for the interview.

Abdel Zaher: OK. (SL6). So, this is in terms of the social. This photo shows the back yard of

the mosque on the Logy Bay, where we really got the young and adults very

enthusiastic during our first annual picnic in 1997- or first large, I would say,

relatively large. And you can see the lines here were mainly for racing from

one end to another. And every single person, even from the grassroots, I

mentioned, they were involved in these activities. That's one photo. And

another photo was on the sides backyard for the mosque, actually we set up

volleyball net for the use actually to have some activities in addition to eating

not only eating and sitting. So, it was really sort of a really a new experience

to us and for the community in general. Another photo, I am the only one

recognized in this photo. That’s our preparation of the barbecue, no one else

is, so I have the consent for this one. So, I chose a couple of the grassroots on

the community and myself preparing to feed almost 200 people at that time.

So, the community has slightly grown up by that time. And another in terms

of the education as the main activities actually we had, as I said, the camp.

But this is something you can see in the mosque, in terms of the Islamic code

of conduct for the kids. We try to follow it actually to ensure that we fit not

only with non-Muslim community in terms of good behavior and good

conduct and respecting everyone around you, respecting the mosque. That's

our sort of Islamic School, weekend Islamic School Code of Conduct OK. So,

that's, that's all what I can share. I can share some stuff on the screen, if I am

successful to get at least one from the camp for our kids (checking the laptop)

(SL10).  So again, not fully recognized, this is in the Marine Institute where

immediately after school we used to have the boys club and our youth were
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playing basketball in the gym at the Marine Institute, who used to be sort of

booked to us by one of the grassroots of the community- Sister Faiza, the wife

of Dr Mahmoud Haddara who was a professor and the Dean of Engineering at

Memorial. I can get another, another photo actually, for our (SL: 4) camp and

just to ensure that we don't have any sort of recognizable.

Ayse: I think when it's from the screen it's not very clear for the camera, so maybe,

we can get the digital copies of these pictures from you later on.

Abdel Zaher: OK, OK.

Ayse: Thank you so much.

Cameraman: Yeah, you can try it. We just have to, we can try one more if you want to. I

might have to get you to tilt it a certain way so that we can see it better,

because the lights are shining in the screen. So, this I couldn't really see that

last one very good.

Abdel Zaher: (SL10) (Checking his laptop screen) Is that recognizable? Okay.

Cameraman: It's about as good as it's gonna get right now, what does that look like, yeah, I

can make it out. So, what do we have here?

Abdel Zaher: OK. That's, that was during our Children and Youth camp and that's one of

the sports activities, they were really here for canoeing and we used to get

professional guides from the City of St John's. That photo should be around,

2004, and 2007 in the early start of the children and youth camp (SL4) at

Sunshine Park.

Ayse: Thank you very much, Dr. Abdel-Zaher. As we conclude our interview, I would

like to ask you where you have any other points or ideas that we missed

during our conversation? If you could add, maybe for a couple of minutes.

Abdel Zaher: One of the main, main points, actually, I would like to bring, having a Muslim

community with sort of very significant contributions to the society,

professionally and academically and medically, perhaps, I think we're not

asking for a special recognition but just rather help for the ever-increasing

community in Newfoundland. So, I would really sort of appreciate. And I

know that the federal government does their best with newcomers to

Newfoundland, especially from Syria, Eritrea and other countries, and the

provincial government actually having a well-established program also to
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bring newcomers and the city of St John's actually is doing their best as well.

But I would, I would really sort of kindly request the three level of

governments to give support and help to the Muslim community. If take the,

the mosque at Logy Bay, as an example, that was main, one of the main

attractions for Muslims to come here and have really significant contributions

to the province. And now having thousands of Muslims in Newfoundland as

their own province, we would like to see more help with Muslims’

infrastructures, like the Islamic Center, and regular school. It could come at

any kind of the choice of any level of government. It could be at a level of the

City of St John's, sort of, not relaxing the approval process, but permitting the

community to build on land owned in Sugarloaf, so that infrastructure, or that

nearby Islamic center will be sort of not only for prayer, it will be for many

activities, and to retain immigrants, including Muslims. I can’t speak for

others, what is their situation, but to retain immigrants, you need really a

very,  ahhh, a good infrastructure that allows them, not only to practice their

religion, also to have sort of other social activities, because the community is

both.  Just through religion and social activities and social activities, when it is

hard to do with rental etc etc. So, perhaps I would kindly request. I know the

dollar is tight and All Mighty God save every Newfoundlander and

Labradorian, everyone around the world, from the COVID-19 pandemic. But

yet, that is something that has to be on the agenda of the three levels of

government as much as possible to have more Muslim infrastructures, to

allow Muslims to sort of come and stay in Newfoundland and minimize the

out of province migration. I know actually the new premier is taking that

seriously. And we would like and the Prime Minister and the Mayor, and the

Council, but please, please, please, try to kindly give that support directly and

indirectly.

Ayse: Thank you very much for your time. It was a pleasure listening to your inputs.

Thank you so much.

Abdel Zaher: You are welcome. You are welcome.
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