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Ayse: Well, Welcome and thank you so much for participating in the oral history

component of our project: Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and

Labrador. I would like to begin our interview by asking you some personal

demographic information about yourself, such as your name, age, marital

status, education, and line of work.

Eman: My name is Eman Ahmed. I am a civil engineer, a wife, and a mother for

two children. I am a volunteer teacher and vice principal, a social committee

member and chair, umm, a woman representative and umm a translator with

MUN for the last 25 years. That’s all.

Ayse: Thank you. What do you know about the first Muslims to settle in

Newfoundland and Labrador?

Eman: Umm, I was so lucky actually, to meet some of those family when I come here

to St John's on September 1994. I met a few families who worked hard, umm,

to build the mosque, which was new at the time. Umm, I met Dr Irfan and his

family, umm, Dr. Haddara and his family, umm, Dr. El Tahan and Dr. Abdel

Salam. All those families who worked hard, actually, for, you know, to make it

real. And they were very small in number of families, you know, we

appreciate their work, and we are grateful to them, actually.

Ayse: Thank you. Can you share with us when and how you settle down in

Newfoundland and Labrador?

Eman: Ahh, when we moved here, my family and mine on September 1994, after my

husband finished his grad study at UNB. Umm,  I had at that time, you know,
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my two sons;  Omar and Waleed. Umm, we come, we were lucky to find you

know the mosque; the new mosque has been built here. But we were

welcomed and enjoyed and participated in the activity with the small number

of families-  Muslim families who were here. And we also participate in the

larger community with volunteer work which I would talk about it.

Ayse: Yeah, going back to the first few days of your arrival to St John's,

Newfoundland, can you share some memories of your arrival and first

settlement in your neighborhood?

Eman: Umm, of course we were in hotel at that time for the beginning,  and then we

moved to an apartment building. Then we moved to our house a few years

after. Umm, there  was a little bit, you know, umm, (SL2) kind of exclamation,

like, people were, you know, like, a little bit new to them to see, you know, a

hijabi woman, you know. There was Muslim before me, there was a woman

who wore hijab, but they were, you know, a few, you can, you know, count

them on one hand finger.

Ayse: Yeah.  So, if you, if you feel comfortable sharing about it, can you please

share with us how has been the reception of your Muslimness, your Muslim

identity here in this province? You briefly mentioned, but if you could share in

more detail, please.

Eman: Umm. Actually, when my kids, when they started school -which Omar was

starting his grade one, and Waleed was starting grade three in September. So,

me and my husband also- we get involved with activity in the school. Uhh,

and that led us to, you know, introduce ourselves and give, you know, an

information about the background -where we come from, our culture, what

we do, how we practice, you know. And we find, you know that people are

welcoming, they understand things, they – they are trying to help us, and,

you know, engage us in the- in the, in the activities, and you know, and it was

amazing. It was really amazing, you know. And that led me to, you know, like

doing a lots of (CG)  some activities, you know, even outside the school. Like, I

participated with Seniors Resource Center, multicultural events. And also, we

worked in the things that I would provide as archive material, which is we,

uhh, we have- there was a fund doing, you know, like a book for different kids

who are attending McDonald Drive Elementary School, to talk from their

perspective about their culture and religion, and how they are living and

giving, you know, other kids, you know, the idea about them and involving

them, you know like, in their life and activities outside of school.
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Ayse: Great, thank you. Have you observed any changes in the reception and

settlement of Muslims in Newfoundland and Labrador during your time? So,

you have been here for quite a long time, so throughout this, did you observe

any changes in the way, Muslims have been received, in the way they are

settled in, uh, in this province?

Eman: Umm, of course, there is a big difference [from] 20 years ago. Well, with the

increasing number of Muslims in the province, you know, I think it becomes

easier for Muslim families to settle down. You could go to the grocery store

and find, you know, ethnic food, halal meat. This wasn't at all in here. Umm,

you know like, halal and Arabic and ethnic restaurants- you can’t find even,

you know, hijabi women, you know on the street, at the campus, even in the

hospital, at the cash register. This wasn't the case at all 20 years ago. So, that I

think that makes a difference for people who come in, and they find it more

familiar for them, more easy. Uhh, like when I come first, not here, but in New

Brunswick, it was hard for me to find sometimes, uhm bread, which doesn't

include lard in the ingredient. So, I had to learn how to make bread to bake

bread, (LG) from scratch, there was no Google that, you know, to Google (LG)

or YouTube (LG) to see how that is done. So, it was an amazing experience

(LG).

Ayse: Thank you. What does it mean for you personally to be a Muslim in

Newfoundland and Labrador and how (could)  would you compare this with

being a Muslim, in another province, like, in your case, perhaps in New

Brunswick? How different or similar?

Eman: I would say, it's mostly similar. Of course, I'm very proud to be, you know, a

Newfoundlander, live here, have friends and have neighbors and have people

that I shared with them a lot during these last 25 years. Umm, but the

experience is similar. It was a little bit new for- for the people here and then

New Brunswick to see, especially a young woman with hijab. But, but, there

was question, but with tolerance, with engaging and giving the right and real

information to people, I find people are amazing, very helpful and umm, very

kind. Yeah.

Ayse: Okay, thank you. How do you see Newfoundland culture.? Now that you're a

Newfoundlander yourself (LG). How do you see Newfoundland culture?

Eman: I lived in Canada more than I lived in my home country. So, my son was joking

to me and say: “now Mom, you are Canadian, you lived in Canada more than

anywhere else” (LG). But I find that culture is similar, family culture, umm
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people are very close to their relative, you know, umm  observe, you know,

like religion, activity and like that. The magnificent things that happened to us

here Muslim, umm, with the, with the Newfoundland culture, umm, it

happened at the time of September 2001. Umm, and, when all the world, you

know, was really, you know, very afraid of, you know, Muslim attacking them

somewhere in other, different places. We find, you know, that the community

here- our neighbors, umm, you know, our friends- stead really beside us, you

know that- not only welcoming and making, you know, a home for people

whom their air flights redirected to, you know, Gander or St John's airport,

but they were very keen to make us, you know, feel that they understand that

this is not representing Muslim. What happened, and they know that you

know those neighbors and friends, and co-workers who had been known for,

you know, years,  it's not you know, that doesn't belong to them this is not

them. So, it was amazing things that we really appreciate, and we are really

grateful for.

Ayse: Thank you very much for sharing your observation about Newfoundland

culture. Umm, as you also noticed, there is a significant growth in the Muslim

population here in this province, especially over the last 20 years. Besides

that population growth, rise in the numbers, have you noticed other

changes? Other qualitative changes or other implications of that growth?

Eman: Umm, actually in the last 20 years, we can tell that the number of Muslim

communities started to grow. Umm, lots of medical doctor and oil

engineering, umm, students and professors, uhh, were, you know, increasing

in number. I think those very hardworking families, you know, that they will

be- and they are, a good asset for, you know, our province, economically and

population wise. There is also the- in the last few years you know that our

government, let, you know, that those Syrian families come over as a refugee.

We were, you know like, grateful to be able to sponsor some of those families

through MANAL and help them settle down. I think those are young people,

young families. If they are trained and well educated, you know, they will be a

great asset for our province.

Ayse: Thank you

Jennifer: OK, with your sons, because your sons grew up here…

Eman: Yeah.

Jennifer: How have you perceived their lives as young Muslim men?
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Eman: Umm, my son, actually, the older one came here while he's one year old. The

other one [was] born in end of 1988. Umm, [at] New Brunswick, umm, they

were young children who were playing with different kids and fortunately we

were living in, you know, a building for the International Student families. So,

it was a great opportunity for us, you know, to know, you know, people from

different places of the world. We haven't seen, exposed to, different cultures

and different even religious and practice, you know, and it was the, you know,

it was a great experience. When we come here, umm, they were, they were

involved within th-  in the school and we helped them, you know, to engage.

And they had lots of friends, which they consider cousins (LG), and they still

have those friends, even they- one of them moved already 10 years ago,

umm, from the province. Omar just moved couple of years [ago] to Ottawa.

But they still keep, you know like, the good relation. And we also know the

families too, you know, and we have, you know, like some of them neighbors,

some of them you know like we met, you know, sometimes and it was, it was,

it was good, it was good experience. They involved in soccer, swimming, and

all the activity. Actually, the things that I'm going to provide here you know

it's - some of them are my kids involved within, you know, yeah.

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

through Muslims in our province?

Eman: As I said, you know, like, umm, most of the Muslim family here, you know,

they are, you know, medical doctor, oil engineers and professors and students

in the, at MUN. They contribute, you know like, to their work. They also

contribute, as you know, volunteer works and in different places, you know,

so I can see that they…

Ayse: Yeah. Can you talk about your own family members like your husband or your

sons’ contributions and also maybe this, if you can pick a few names from the

Muslim community you know that they made some contributions?

Eman: Umm, I can mention, you know, like Mrs. Haddara as one of the people who

were really working hard, you know, inside and outside the community, you

know, to, you know, to help, and to get involved with and to make, you know

like, people informed and know about, you know, our culture and our religion

as well. Umm, I can mention Talat Mian was one of the very hardworking

person who really, you know, established her, you know, business and was

really good. I can mention, Mona El-Tahan, was one of the people who really

had a good contribution and very hard work for, you know, women in science
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and engineering and being, you know, business owner as well. And so, I have,

I know lot of medical doctor- Muslim doctors at the Health Science - who

worked hard and done a lot of good jobs over. I know a lot of them. Mother

and daughters who really, you know, were very hardworking, umm, helping to

the community in and outside. I can't mention all of them (LG)

Ayse: Thank you so much.

Eman: But I'm so proud of all of them, you know, and happy to meet them.

Ayse: Thank you. I believe you have brought some pictures or archival items with

you. So, if you could please show and share some of them with us. That

would be great.

Eman: It's my pleasure as well. Umm, the first project we have done here with the-

umm, it was a fund for the multiculture, ahh, (SL2) with Mrs. Quaicoe. And

we, umm, we did that book. It's about Omar, my son. OK. (LG). A grade five

student, umm, wanted to talk about, you know, his activity as a Muslim, you

know, umm, during the day, and during the month, you know, and let his

friends know about it. There was four books. One of them is talking about

Omar and the other one is talking about [the] other guy -[he] come from, I

think Taiwan and the other one came from India, and the girl was coming

from Norway, I think. And they introduced their different culture, their

different background and it was fun, it was really fun. We launched that book

on, I think, in June 1999. And it was a helpful work. We participate with, you

know, students from Booth Memorial, they did the whole illustration (turning

the pages of a book and showing the images). This is Omar (LG). He's now,

RCPSC in Ottawa Institute Cardiology; he is doing cardiology. So, proud of him

of course (LG). Yeah. (SL4). We provided pictures and material for people to

umm, to draw and do it here. We introduced some, some Arabic words, and

what it means.

Ayse: Is this publication available in Newfoundland Public Library collection?

Eman: Yeah, it is,  it's supposed to be in the Resource Center. And, yeah, the Library.

And this is a Muslim, in Eid, eat together and have some, you know, treats

and, yeah, this is Omar.

Ayse: Thank you.
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Eman: (SL4) I have another material that I have. I can donate the newspaper, as well.

And this is a brochure: I participate with the Seniors Resource Center. OK, to

make something called a link for people who are senior and living here in the

province and need help with, you know, to know all the resources and all the

services that are available for seniors, you know, and if they cannot speak

English or other languages and Arabic. So, and this is my contact number, and

other sister with me. And we made brochures available in the Resource

Center and, you know, at the bus station, and like that so you know like mall

and like that. So, if anyone needs help, you know, we provide ourselves as a

volunteer help to help them. Umm, this is another thing that we have done

after 2011. We, we did some kind of, you know like, open doors.

Ayse: 2001

Eman: 2001 sorry, 2001. And we made an activity, through the social committee,

involved with social committee at MANAL to make our doors open for people

to come and tour the mosque, ask questions, know about us. And like that.

This is my older son Waleed in one of the tours, proud of him as well (LG)

Jennifer: It sounds like you were very involved in all of these activities.

Eman: Yeah, yeah. I, I get to know about volunteer work or practice of volunteer

work since I started here in New Brunswick, and I loved it. And, umm, it's very

rewarding. And I keep doing it until today. Yeah, it's very rewarding. It's a

great experience. Umm, this is another certificate that is for me. It says I

involved with the multicultural day in 2002 and other years but this was a

certificate the multicultural day- March 21st. We will do booths, different

booths, you know, to introduce, you know, people to our culture. And there

[were families] that were from Iraq, from Sudan. That before in 2002 and like

that, who their kids were in the school and they wanted to make, you know,

for people, easy to know about them. So that was one of this. Uhh, this is a

letter from Dr Abdel Salam as a president of MANAL telling that I was

teaching from 1994, with MANAL weekend school, up to that- I don't know-

it's 2001, yeah, to May 2001. But I kept doing that, you know, up to before

COVID, I stopped it before COVID. That's one material. I think that's all. Yeah.

Jennifer: What do you teach at school?

Eman: We were mainly teaching Arabic as a language. Umm, Arabic- I am Arabic

speaker, and Arabic is important for every and each Muslim because it is the

language of the Quran, the holy book. So, uhh, I was, I was teaching Arabic, I
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was teaching how to read Quran, and you know, yeah,(SL4) religious study.

This is the (SL6) umm, a card from my, my sisters, daughters (SL4) who attend

the meeting- ladies meeting, which we were doing it since, which I involved

with, since I came here, with Mr Haddara first, and then you know, we take

the step to be able to do with this all the sister available. It's, umm I, I learned

a lot from her. And she was, you know, an older sister and a neighbor, a

teacher, a mentor, not only for me but for lots of people. Umm, and I really

enjoyed, you know, the meeting. It's not only about studying the religion, it's,

you know, to ask a question, to know about each other, to laugh and share,

you know, activity, share stories. Umm, when you are far away from mom and

sister, and, yeah, you can find in this meeting, you know, a shoulder to put

your head on and, you know, a place to share, yeah, things that maybe not

anyone know about it, but those people who are going through this, you

know, yeah, can understand it.

Jennifer: It sounds like the mosque has been a really central part of your life here.

Eman: Yes, yes, we were very lucky to come and see the new mosque here. We

weren't lucky to have a mosque in New Brunswick, but we did our, you know

like, get together. But the mosque was really a center for, you know, learning

and doing social activities and we were a few families, so it was easy for us

you know to get in there, even if it was big, big for us, you know. But we did a

lot of things you know like from, you know, fundraising events to you know

Iftars in Ramadan, Eid parties and girls clubs and boys clubs and lots of

memories, lots of good activities, you know, yeah. Yeah,

Ayse: And I believe it was also a great center for orientation for newcomers.

Eman: Yeah, yes.

Ayse: When newcomers come. Yeah, you know, and they reach out to the mosque.

Yes, they can sign in as a volunteer to clean the mosque, you know, to help

with the social activities.

Eman: Yes,

Ayse: So, it also helps them orienting and settling down. Yeah,

Eman: And find the help, find the help from other people who have been, you know,

before them there, you know, you know. Tell them you know where to find

that, where to go, how to do this and that, you know, so we were. It was
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yeah,  the mosque is really. Yeah, yeah. And we had lots of good memory.

And, yeah, we are looking forward to, you know, have a bigger center that

can, you know, make us all together again and, yeah, do more activities.

Ayse: Well, thank you so much for this lovely conversation.

Eman: Thank you for listening to me and, yeah, for inviting me.

Ayse: It's a pleasure. Before we conclude, if you have anything else that we missed,

but you would like to share, you're more than welcome to add.

Eman: Not so much, you know, I wish, I wish you all success in this project, you

know. It's, it's really appreciated. And thanks for having me.

Ayse: Thank you.

Eman: Thank you.
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