
The Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador Community Project

Interview Subject: An Oral History Interview with Ms. Farhana Siddiqi

Date: November 19, 2020

Location: CITL Studio, Memorial University of Newfoundland

Length: 30:38

Interviewer: Dr. Ayse Sule Akinturk and, Dr. Jennifer Selby

Transcription: Tasfia Sara and Dr. Ayse Sule Akinturk

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

Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador Project. Before we

begin our interview, I would like to ask you to share with us some basic

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

education, and so on.

Farhana: Okay. Hello. My name is Farhana Siddiqi, and I am married. And I am fifty-three

years old.  And what else?

Ayse: Education?

Farhana: I have done master’s in biology from Pakistan. I was a part time student here in

MUN for a while but then my youngest son was born and then I was at home.

Jennifer: How many children do you have?

Farhana: I have three kids, two sons and one daughter.

Ayse: What do you know about the first Muslims to settle down here in this province?

Farhana: What I know is that Dr. Irfan, he came here first in 1964 and he was actually in

MUN in engineering faculty and that is what I know. And a few other Muslims

also, Dr. Nazir, Dr. Mesbah and Khalil, Dr. Khalil...ya, Dr. Kareem. So, a lot of

people, as my husband is a physician too and most of the Muslims which I noted

observed here that they have professional backgrounds. So, my husband is a

physician, we moved here and there’s a lot of engineers, lawyers, students, a lot
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of students. So basically, very nice community and even they are in business now.

So..

Ayse: Thank you. Tell us about when you settled in this province and how your

settlement experience went, so, going back to your early memories of you

coming here?

Farhana: Yaa. So, OK. We moved here in January 2001. It was, I think, memorable for us

too and for the people from here too. Because, as we came to know that it was

the worst winter, (LG) in January and there was so much snow that we haven’t

seen so much snow and we were told that it is a record breaking of three

hundred years or something. Hundred years, hundred years. Because it was three

hundred and sixty something snow cm of snow on the ground. And we moved

from Tampa, Florida. So, we were in snickers (LG) and the airport wasn’t

constructed fully. So, we were told to go down the stairs, there was no

attachment to the terminal, and we were holding each other and slipping, and

we went, came into the airport area and it was at midnight that our plane

reached here, and it was very very cold. So much snow and then the hotel, which

is now called, in Downtown Sheraton, it was called the Fairmont Hotel at that

time. And we had to spend one night there. And it was a strange experience

because it was quiet, pin drop silence and then we saw the trucks and they were

dumping the snow in the harbor (LG) and it was a strange experience that it was

so much snow that there was no place to put the snow. So, it was strange. And

for one month we were given an apartment - a fully furnished apartment, and

then we moved to the east end because we came to know that our Masjid, the

mosque is in the Eastern Side. So, we said OK, we are going to look for a house

there. And then we settled down in the East end of St. Johns.

Ayse: Can you tell us some early stories, early memories from your settlement in your

first neighborhood in St. Johns?

Farhana: So, first apartment was, which was given by the hospital, was for one month and

it was on the Blackmarsh Road. And then we had a, because nobody was moving

at that time of the year, so it was very difficult for us to find an apartment or a

house. So, thankfully we found a house, the main floor of the house, on the

Middleton Street and right across the street was the Virginia Elementary school,

Virginia Park Elementary school. So, it was good for us because I had at that time,

we had two kids. My son was in grade two and my daughter was in kindergarden.

They did half of it in Tampa and then we moved here. So, it was easy for us that

we were right across the road, and I registered my kids there but the people

there, they started laughing (LG) when I said that we are moving here, we have

moved here. They say most of the time, the people from this province go to

Tampa and you are coming here and you didn’t bring any sunshine and I said
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okay, that’s true, we didn’t bring any sunshine but you are giving us an

extraordinary cold welcome (LG). Because it is so cold that we couldn’t imagine

so much snow and so much cold. But the people here are very nice, very friendly,

very social. So, it was good, it was good.

Ayse: Thank you. I would like to know more about your settlement experience here as

a Muslim. So, if you feel comfortable talking about it, can you please share how

has been the reception of your Muslimness, your Muslim identity as a Muslim

woman or as a Muslim family here by local people…

Farhana: By local community or…?

Ayse: Yes, in the larger community. Yes.

Farhana: Okay, the people are very welcoming. And as my husband was an oncologist,

when we moved here, so, there was a long waiting list and there were only four

oncologists here at that time. So, he had to work a lot, he had to do extra calls on

the weekends, he used to go for one week to Corner Brook, he used to go for one

week to Grand Falls, Ganders and all the time and the rest of the two weekends,

he used to do calls here. So, he was very busy, very very busy and there was a

long waiting list and so.. but thanks God it was taken care of. More oncologists

came here and now they have a good department here. So, and other than that,

schooling was good for my kids, community was small and the Masjid, the

Mosque was close by. So, I used to take my kids for Sunday school, and there I

met most of the Muslim families and they were very nice and very welcoming

and same with the kids, my kids were in school and their friends and their

families, they became our friends, so it was very nice, very comforting. The only

thing where I can see is that when I used to go and wait for my kids’ school to

end, and I used to see that all the people they are saying hello hi and then most

of the time they were saying “whaa whaa whaa” (LG) and I used to say what is

whaa? (LG). Instead of what are you doing, they used to say whaa whaa whaa

and looked so nice and it was so interesting and it's such an interesting feature

because English is spoken throughout the world. There are some accents, some

lyrics, some words which are typical to one area. So it was nice, very nice, very

friendly people here.

And one other thing I remember is that, we were invited to my husband’s

colleague’s house and it was at Airport Heights. And we were driving there and

as we were used to US, and there were no GPS and everything at that time,

2001. So, it was snowing, and all the street signs were covered with snow, so we

couldn’t figure out where it is. We went to Airport Heights and then we couldn’t

figure out where it is, so we saw a man, he was sitting, and he was going to sit in

his truck. And my husband stopped the car and he said, “can you please guide
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us?”. And he looked at us  “Are you new here? How come you don’t know here?”

(LG), the streets and the area, and we said, “ yes, we’re new here”. So, he said,

“okay that’s fine, tell me the address” and he literally, he said “follow my car”

and he drove in front of us and where we had to go, he went there with us and

said this is the address. So, it was so nice, it was so nice that we said, wow! This is

a good place to live. And the people are here are so good and so comforting to

know that generous and that he didn’t had to do that, but he did that. And he

didn’t know us, even then he did that so it was very good and then we said, okay!

It is a good place to live and raise our kids. And before moving here, we were in

Tampa, and there was one family there, which moved from here actually, and

when we told them that  we are going to St. John’s, Newfoundland, they said, it is

a very good place to raise kids, so go there and they told us about their friends,

brother Nazir, Dr. Nazir, Fatima. They told us, go and meet them, they are going

to guide you. They are there for a long time, so that was the way we came here

and we knew a little bit about and then we met them also.

Ayse: These people, who gave you some advice over there, were they former

Newfoundland Muslims?

Farhana: Yes, Yes

Ayse: Okay

Farhana: They used to live here, they had one daughter, and then they moved there, they

were both physicians and then they moved there to Tampa, Florida. So…Dr.

Afridi.

Ayse: Okay, thank you. So, thank you so much for sharing these very positive stories.

Since you came here, have you observed any changes in the reception and

settlement of Muslims in the province? It seems like you had a very positive

pleasant experience, but did you notice any changes over time when you look at

other Muslims coming here, settling down here, do you think their experiences

were similar or any different, how they are perceived and received here?

Farhana: Personally, for us it was a very good experience. With other people, when we

moved here after that because of the Bosnia crisis, a lot of people from Bosnia

came and the families settled down on the Hillview apartment and then they

moved. So, it was a common thing that the people came here and then they

moved to the mainland. But now the difference which we are seeing is that the

people come here and then they settle down here which is a good thing, and

that is only because the people here are good. And something, the main thing is

that it’s an area with the professionals, for the professionals, so odd jobs are not

so much available here, just like in the bigger area of Toronto, Ontario, BC. You

can do odd jobs also, so that is the only thing but other than that, and our own
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kids also, and the families which were here, we saw that the kids were here and

then they studied and then there were no jobs for them, so they had to move

out. So, the parents are here, and the kids have moved out and I think this is the

story of every Newfoundlander, majority of the Newfoundlanders whose kids are

not here, including our Muslim community also, that they try to get jobs here

and when they don’t get it they move out. Our older son is also outside, he is

now a physician, he is doing his residency in Psychiatry in New York. So, hopefully

he is going to do the residency fellowship and then he will decide wherever there

are opportunities for him. My daughter is in nursing here and my youngest one is

in grade 10. So, small family (LG).

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

Newfoundland? And can you please compare this experience with your previous

experience in the US.

Farhana: I am a very proud Muslim. I am proud Muslim, I was actually born in Canada, my

parents were here for three years, my father was here for his job for three years

and then we moved back to Pakistan. So, I was born here, and my younger

brother was born here…

Ayse: Where was the location?

Farhana: Ontario. So, after that, all my schooling, brought-up was done in Pakistan. I got

married and then my husband decided to come to, because he was a physician,

he wanted to do extra training and then he came to, we came to US. And I had

my first son there in Pakistan, then I had my daughter in US and then my

youngest one was in Canada. So three kids, three different countries (LG).

Ayse: Very international (LG).

Farhana: Ya (LG). So, in US a lot of Muslims are there, we have been to the bigger cities.

So, we see a lot of Muslims and multicultural, a lot of people there and a lot of

mosques there too. Availability of things there, every social and cultural things,

spices and grocery and cultural things. They were easily available in US, same like

in Toronto and Vancouver and the bigger areas. So that was the thing, which was

difficult here, so I used to go [to] my family - some of my family is in Ottawa. My

two brothers live in Ottawa, so I used to visit them, and I used to buy grocery

from there and then I used to mail it here. But now, it is that we can find grocery

here too. There are a lot of people and few of our friends have opened the

restaurants and grocery stores, so it is easy availability. The other thing is that the

mosque- there is only one mosque. So that was strange when we came here

because, everywhere where we used to go, when we used to move in US, so

there were mosques there and we used to go there, and we used to get. And it

was open all the time.  And we used to go there, and we used to get the
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information about everything- where to do the grocery, our typical desi grocery

and meat, where can we find the halal meat and everything. So, it was very

convenient there, but when we came here we heard that it is done through the

mosque. And we used to go to the mosque, and it wasn’t open all the time and

there were few timings. And as soon as my husband used to come from the

hospital, we used to go to the mosque, and it was close. And then later, with the

passage of time, more people moved here and then they had more people to

take care of the masjid, I mean mosque, Mosque means Masjid. So, it was easy

then. Now we can find the halal meat everywhere, and the grocery stores,

Sobeys, Dominion also, Cash and Carry. So, things have improved a lot, a lot. So, I

don’t need to bring the grocery from Ontario now. I find my grocery, everything

here.

Ayse: Thank you. How do you see Newfoundland culture here after having spent

almost two decades now?

Farhana: It's very interesting, they are very generous people, and they are happy people.

Actually, basically they are happy people. Feeling of isolation was here, that we

are cut off from the mainland but now, now-a-days, it is a blessing actually that

we are cut off from the mainland so the corona virus and everything, we are very

lucky in that there are few cases, and they are only travel related. The people

here, they follow the law. They are very generous, they are friendly. And

whatever they did now, with the coronavirus thing it is very impressive, very

impressive..

Ayse: The Muslim population is Newfoundland and Labrador has significantly increased

over the last twenty years since you came here. Have you noted other changes

alongside this population growth? So, are we talking about increases in the

numbers only or do you see any other changes related to that?

Farhana: The people from here have become more aware of the Muslim culture, they

know more about Muslims now. Because when we moved here, both of my kids

were in elementary school, so they were in McDonald Drive. And it is a very good

school because they used to tell, teachers used to ask my kids and then they

used to in the assembly, they used to tell, my kids were used to tell what Muslim

means and what being Muslim means and Ramadan our fasting month, they

used to tell and their friends also, because they were at lunch time and my kids

were fasting and they didn’t  eat, then their friends were very friendly towards

them and they used to say “okay, you are fasting, please don’t eat anything” (LG).

They used to help my kids to fast. So it was good. And there was a multicultural

day in the McDonald drive elementary school, so my kids used to wear the

cultural clothes and go there, tell them about our culture, so it was good.
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Ayse: What are some of the contributions you have seen happened through Muslims in

our province and I mean the contributions that you and your family members

might have done to the community, Muslim or larger community in general. Or if

you remember any other Newfoundland Muslims, who have contributed greatly,

if you could please share?

Farhana: Our community has contributed a lot Ma Sha Allah, they have contributed a lot.

And just as I earlier said that it's all our educated people. It’s a University’s town

so basically all the Muslims who moved here, they have a background,

professional background and that was the thing here. But now, we see an

increase in these students, Muslim students, international students and we see

businesses also. The families who are doing business now, here, opening a

restaurant, opening shops. So, they have contributed positively, very positively.

And the people here, the people here are very generous because I remember in

2005, there was a major earthquake in Pakistan in October 2005. A lot of

devastation, a lot of loss of lives, property and everything. So, our Mosque

decided that we should do some fundraising and we announced it. And I

remember that I sat inside the door of the masjid and with Fatima Nazir and the

people were coming and dropping supplies, food supplies, monetary cash,

everything they were giving. And it was such a good experience and I remember

specifically, the premier Kathy Dunderdale, she was a minister at that time and I

was, we have divided the time and I was sitting there and she came to the door

and said “Is this the place that you are collecting the donations” and I said “Yes”

and she said “Okay” then she opened the trunk and she brought a lot of

comforter sets (LG), and bedding and everything, and she told us that “Okay, let

me know, what else do you guys need?”. So, that was a very good thing. And we

had tables set in Sobeys, in Sears, earlier there was Sears, and the people used to

come and donate. So, it’s a very good thing here which is going on, the people

are very generous, they understand, they donate and our community specifically,

they donate too. So we had at that time bake sales, and setting tables

everywhere, so it was good, it was very good.

Ayse: I believe you’ve brought some pictures…

Farhana: Okay

Ayse: So, I was wondering if you could show and share some of them with us.

Farhana: Okay…

Ayse: If you could please tell when this picture was taken, who are in the picture?

Farhana: Okay, this is my husband, Jehan Siddiqui, this is me, this is my oldest son Bakht,

this is my daughter Sarah, and this is my youngest one Shahriar, who was born
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here, now he is in grade 10. So, we had a family; both of them are almost ten

years apart, nine and a half years apart. So, all the family photos we had earlier

was only four of us so we wanted a family photo with him too (LG), So that is the

thing that it’s important for us, that we- all of our family is here.

Ayse: So, this is the first full family picture. It was in two thousand and….?

Farhana: Two thousand and… no he was born in 2005 and this is I think when he was in

grade one, kindergarten or grade one. (SL4) Again, just grab the photo, so this is

my three kids, these are the three kids. He is now a doctor and psychiatrist, and

she is in Nursing, and he is in grade 10. And this is the picture, because I was

Canadian born and then I moved to Pakistan, and my son, he was Canadian by

descent, my oldest one. He was born in Pakistan but because I was Canadian, so

he was Canadian. So, this is the picture actually of my husband having an oath

ceremony and being Canadian.

Jennifer: Was that in St. John’s?

Farhana: Yes, in St. John’s.

Ayse: And I see other Muslims…

Farhana: Yeah, so at the same time, Dr. Javed Akhter and Yasmen, they were also in the

ceremony, oath taking ceremony, being Canadian. So, I took the picture (LG).

These are a few pictures because I just grabbed them and these are in Toronto.

When we moved here and went to Toronto in summer and at that time my son

wasn’t born, the third one. So, the two of us. This is the youngest one, his first

birthday. And this is the baby shower, my friends gave to me and…

[Cameraman asking Farhana to hold the picture close to the camera]

Farhana: So, my friends gave me a baby shower, it was on Kenmount Road and it was Hotel

St, John’s at that time I think it’s now Ramada Inn, I am not sure, I think it is. So,

this is memorable. This is my oldest one in our cultural clothes, on our Eid. He

took the pictures, that’s why he is not in here. And this is his first Eid basically, my

youngest one who was born here.

Jennifer: So how would you have celebrated Eid that year?

Farhana: Umm, we went to the masjid and we meet families there and then we have

dinner parties and everything and special food cooked. So, get together in the

mosque also and in our friends’ home also.

So, first Eid, so, he is in his traditional clothes, my youngest one. This is Bowring

park, this is my mother-in-law, and she was visiting us from Boston. So…oldest

one was taking the picture. So, that was the main thing that I was saying, as we
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are alone here, one of the person of family member is taking the picture (LG). So,

we are not mostly all of them. All of us are not in the same thing.

This is the same thing, Bowring park, it’s a very good place, Bowring park. We go

there to feed the dogs and it's so nice in summer, basically the flowers and

everything. This is the same thing, first Eid with my youngest one. This is my

husband with the two kids.

Okay, this is which I told, this is a baby shower, which I got and these two are my

friends, who gave me the baby shower mainly. So, when she was expecting, then

it was at my house, I gave her a baby shower. So…(LG), this is when she was

opening the gifts. Both of them work in the Health Sciences. So…

Jennifer: Are a lot of friends from those early days, are they still here or?

Farhana: Umm, some of them have moved but, majority of them are still here. This is the

same thing, my baby shower, so all of the friends. (SL4)

And, this was our first time going to the Blueberry festival in Brigus. So, the kids

were enjoying.

And this is my daughter doing some, saying some speech, something and it was

at Eid. And, she was delivering some speech.

Ayse: Was it at the Mosque or in another location rented for the Eid?

Farhana: Another location, I think it was the Hatcher Hall.

So the mosque arranges clubs, boys club and girls club. So, this was my son and

they had to spend the night at the Sunshine Rotary Park I think. So…

Jennifer: Do you know who the teacher was?

Farhana: Dr. Abdel Zaher, he is the one who runs the Sunday school here. So, he arranges

that.

It is the same thing, Eid, Eid pictures. See, Eid Mubarak written.

Ayse: Yeah, again, I think the person who is speaking to the microphone in the pictures

is Dr. Abdel Zaher, right? …on the other picture?

Farhana: Yes, yes…the same thing…
That’s it, it’s me, opening my gift at my baby shower.

Ayse: It seems like you had lots of gifts (LG).

Farahan: Yeah (LG). Lots of friends mean, lots of gifts (LG).

Ayse: Exactly (LG). Thank you so much for sharing these lovely pictures…
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Farhana: You’re welcome…

Ayse: Before we conclude, if you would like to add anything else to this conversation, if

you’d like to share anything else about your experiences of living here as a

Muslim.

Farhana: We’re alhamdulillah, very happy here, we have a good experience, good life here.

And the only thing is that the community has grown so much, so the mosque

cannot have so many people, we need a bigger mosque and that is the thing

which we’re conveying all the time to the government also. So that is the thing

that has to be done because then we have to rent some other places, sometimes

Jack Byrne Arena for the Eid prayers or something, somewhere else. So, we do

need a bigger place, that is our one of the things that I think should be done,

should be done. And I was very happy and very impressed that October was

considered the Islamic month, so there are things happening here and good

things happening here and In Sha Allah, this thing will be happening too, the

bigger place or a bigger masjid, Mosque, that will happen too. Because when the

community grows so much, and they are given everything, they are spiritually

satisfied, financially satisfied and everywhere. Then they think of settling down

and they become a good contributor to the society. So... I think that’s a good

thing which is happening, and it should be done too.

Ayse: Thank you so much.

Farhana: You’re welcome. Thank you very much for having me.
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