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

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

started with our interview, I would like to ask you some basic demographic

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

and line of work.

Kamrul: Well, thank you for the opportunity. My name is Kamrul Islam. I am 48 years old,

and I am married with two children both of whom were born here. And I am

currently working for the Provincial Government, Department of Immigration,

Skills and Labor with the Office of Immigration and Multiculturalism.

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

Labrador?

Kamrul: Well, when I first came to Newfoundland, it was December 31st, 1991. And within

a couple of days, I realized that we were probably among the first Muslims here,

only to find out that there was a professor at that time, Dr. Irfan, in the

Department of Physics. He was probably one of the first pioneers or first settlers,

Muslim settlers in Newfoundland and Labrador. I haven’t read much about the

history of Muslims in Newfoundland and Labrador, but some do say that early

Arab settlers did come into the province maybe early 19th or 20th century, but I

am not sure about that, but yeah, so that is my knowledge that I have.
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Ayse: Can you tell us about how your settlement experience went and if you are feeling

comfortable about sharing it, how has been the reception of your Muslimness in

this province.

Kamrul: My settlement so far, next month will be 29 years completed in Newfoundland or

I’d say 30 winters. My settlement has been wonderful, to be honest compared to

some other people in other places or even here who I speak with and have

spoken with. When I first came it was fitting into the climate- you’re coming as an

18-year-old into a new environment and where there is so few of you as Muslims

or from Bangladesh originally. But then, you have a larger society among you.

And so for me, fitting in with my own people, people from my own background

was not difficult. Fitting in with people from here wasn’t difficult either. I think it

has to do with the fact that my up-bringing, umm I grew up in Australia, my sister

and I. When my father was a graduate student in the late 70s and early 80s. He

was doing his PHD in political science. He is an academic in Bangladesh, now

retired. So, in terms of knowing about the society and having some knowledge

about the society, the western society if you will, it wasn’t difficult to know or it

wasn’t difficult to relate. The only difference was of course the weather. You

know, growing up in Australia in the winter, in the coldest of days we’d wear what

we call a jumper or a sweater and, on our way back from school we have it taken

off. But here, it’s -35 in January. Umm, so that was there.

But as a student I didn’t have any difficulty mixing with people from various

backgrounds. In fact, for my first day of university, umm I met someone who is

born here, in North America but his parents were from India and they were from

the Hindu religion and even to this day, they are my second home. They remain

my second family in Newfoundland, in St. John’s in particular. So, fitting in to with

people of my own background as well as those from other parts of the world,

wasn’t that difficult for me. And even to this day, it hasn’t been difficult because I

believe the central part of our faith is our identity. As long as you can maintain

your identity regardless of where you are, people will be respectful enough to

respect that fact. And however, if I deviate from that identity that I have or

project that identity then people won’t have any respect for me. So, I think

there’s a lot to be learnt from interacting with people of Newfoundland who I

have found to be the friendliest people I’ve met. And it remains true because on

my way back, on my way to St. John’s for the first time on December 31st, we

used to have what was known as Canadian Airlines and was from Montreal to St.

John’s and there is only few of us on New Year’s Eve, inside the plane and the

steward calls to me, “Oh you’re going to St. Johns, well did you know

Newfoundlanders are the friendliest people in North America?” And to this day,

this has remained true. I am yet to experience anything negative to make me

think otherwise.
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Ayse: Have you observed any changes in the reception and settlement of Muslims in NL

during your lifetime here in this province?

Kamrul: Umm, the most striking changes have occurred, in the recent past, especially

because of the Syrian crisis. Before that, the other change that I faced, although

as a student and I wasn’t really that involved at that time, was during the Bosnian

crisis when we also received a huge batch of newcomers from the Baltic region to

this province. More recently, with the arrival of the Syrian newcomers the change

that I have observed was off course demography. We have, you know, many of

the families who have come have lots of young kids. So our school population,

the enrollment is up in one way. You see more diversity, you see more umm- in

the recent, in the last ten years, what I have noticed is more shops are catering to

the needs of the immigrant population, local as well as shops opened by

newcomers. Before this was a rarity, especially growing up and where we

couldn’t get everything. I used to remember, some of our friends used to bring

things from Montreal in bulk and then we’d all share the expenses, so that has

opened up. I also see a greater receptiveness among the Newfoundland

population for the current humanitarian crisis that has taken place in Syria. And

um I mean I know I am going all over the place but, I did anticipate some sort of

backlash after 9/11, which luckily there were none to be honest at least in this

province. And um I am, I haven’t really experienced anything negative towards

the Muslims living in this province. In fact, like I said there has been  greater

receptiveness and I think it also goes along way towards what our Association

has been doing- the Muslim Association of Newfoundland and Labrador- in terms

of our outreach activities with the interfaith groups and our outreach activities

with the youth groups as well in, the more we inform the public of who we are as

opposed to what we are, I think the more it will create a greater, a greater

chance of acceptability and understanding within the general population.

Ayse: What does it mean for you to be a Muslim in Newfoundland and Labrador? And I

am asking you perhaps in comparison with your previous home, maybe in

Australia.

Kamrul: Umm Australia were formative years, but I think I could answer that in context of

where I grew up. So for me to be a Muslim in Newfoundland and Labrador and

even in Canada. For me it’s important that my identity is respected, and this is

one thing I have faced in this province that my identity is respected, umm what

else it means is, it, the society there’s no peer pressure that I have faced to

conform to some sort of societal needs. And I find a lot of the values that we are

taught at a young age about our faith, about our religion are to be found in the

local population here in the society over here. Umm, I come from a society in
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Bangladesh which is, very much delineated among social and economic strata, as

a result, there’s a lot of discrimination and racism within our own societies.

Something, which when I came here, I didn’t really find that up to that extent.

Now, with the recent events that have taken place in North America, especially in

the US, racism is playing a big factor and we have a nation which is divided in the

US. I know, Canada has similar issues, not only with the indigenous population

but also with the black population, also with the Muslims but I think,

Newfoundland is somewhat immune to that in some ways. When you speak to

others, they may have a different story but yes Newfoundland is very much

immune to all this, which makes it easier for me to not only practice my faith but

to openly admit the fact that I am a Muslim, and I am a devout Muslim. I, umm,

when my wife and I decided to have children we were also thinking about these

things as to when our children grow up in this society of Newfoundland and

Labrador, how will they be perceived. And to this day, I don’t think we’ve had any

issues whatsoever in terms of them mixing with their Newfoundland friends. I

mean, they are Newfoundlanders by birth, I told you. And you know, and, they

haven’t had any issues in school or in the society at large. And more importantly,

we have been able to maintain our identity and pass our teachings and values

onto them so far. So, the rest is up to Allah and we shall see what happens.

Jennifer: Can I interject for a second? I was just wondering if you could say for a moment

Kamrul, when you were sitting with your family in Australia, how Memorial

University and how Newfoundland came into your consciousness like what.

Kamrul: Oh, it didn’t.

Jennifer: OK.

Kamrul: I was in Australia until 1984 when I was 12 years old and then we went back to

Bangladesh and I stayed there for about 7 years. So, it never really dawned on

me and we were too young. My sister was only 7 or 8 at that time but we didn’t

really want to leave Australia in the first place, because having grown up there,

not born there but grown there, we were accustomed to the culture and the

society. But one thing that stuck out to me is that my parents, when we were

growing up in Australia, they were very much attached to the Muslim

community. It wasn’t large but growing up in Brisbane, a large city, it was quite

large, the city. But the population was not very large, it was growing but as

opposed to our other friends, we were always connected to the mosque. I mean

every Sunday we would go to the schools, the Sunday school at the Islamic

center. When I came here, I realized that the same things were happening here

as well. So, like I said it was easy to relate, except the weather. So it was very easy

to relate to what was happening in a small community like Newfoundland. And

sometimes I had my doubts as to whether this would  really grow into something
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and if this is a place where I wanted to maintain my family or should I go to the

larger cities. And I have been to the larger cities and I know the type of, for lack

of a better word, ghettoization that takes place, where it’s not only here but also

in many parts of Europe, which themselves umm are catalysts for many of the

indifferences that occur in a societal context which is not happening here in St.

John’s, or at that time it didn’t and still isn’t. That’s one of the reasons why we

decided to stay here and when we had kids, we also thought how will our kids

grow up, what will happen, will they receive a proper education from an Islamic

perspective and so far we are quite happy with what we have obtained.

Jennifer: I just meant to say, when you were eighteen and deciding where you were going

to attend university, you know Canada is quite far from Bangladesh so why here,

why..

Kamrul: Umm, my friends and his two brothers were here, my very close friend who is

also my brother-in-law, my sister is married to him. He came here, we were high

school friends. We have been friends since grade 8, since 1985. They decided to

come here. So, my parents, first of all, Memorial was one of the few universities

which did not have a differential tuition for international students. That was one

factor. The other factor was my parents weren’t going to bring the only son and

coming from a patriarchal society, they didn’t want to lose me at this young age.

But then I insisted and the fact that my friend was already here with his two

brothers, another brother was gonna be joining us in a year or so. They were four

brothers. Umm, they felt quite comfortable in letting me go. So that was the

main factor. After my graduation from Memorial with my Bachelor of Arts, I

worked for a professor and I also had the intention of leaving. Because my plan

was to be here for only three years. I could finish a four-year program in three

years and then the rest is history now it’s the 30th year. Then I did my MBA and

before, again I had plans to move out but before I completed my MBA, I was

offered a job and I figured, well you know a bird in the hand is worth two in the

bush, so, I might as well accept it and stay here. And the rest is history.

Jennifer: Thank you.

Ayse: Okay, so going back to Newfoundland, how do you see Newfoundland culture as

someone who has spent so many years in different capacities now?

Kamrul: One thing I can relate to Newfoundland culture is the close-knit culture, how

they are very family oriented. You know whether it be a large family or small

family, many of them have large families, many members within their family.

Umm, I think the close knit and the inter connectedness is easily visible here.

And coming from a culture where it’s a collective culture as opposed to an

individualistic culture, which is over here, the only difference I found was here
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compared to other cities that I have lived in or other places or provinces I have

visited, people are very close knit. Close knit within their communities, within

their families as well.

Ayse: Well, the Muslim population in the province, as you know, has significantly

increased especially over the last 20 years. Have you noted other changes

alongside the population growth? Some qualitative changes or other changes?

Kamrul: Well, demographically it’s changed. The Muslim population is probably among

the youngest demographic in the province, it’s also the fastest growing

demographic other than the Christian faith. The other notices that, like I said

from a qualitative or materialistic perspective, there have been more shops that

are open, more halal foods that are readily available. Before we used to wait for

halal chicken delivery once a month, beef was a rarity. But now we can get that

on a regular basis as if we are just walking down to the grocery store. Various

grocery stores have opened up to the fact that there is a need to serve the

immigrant population, the newcomer population, why that’s one of the main

retention issues that we have in our province. And I think also what I have

noticed is that there has also been a growing number of Muslim families on the

west coast and others, primarily from the physician perspective but there are

others who are settling and in order to maintain, there’s always a revolving door,

especially with physicians. They come for two- three years, then they leave. In

order to maintain them, I think what we need to do is focus on the social

isolation of these families. Sometimes the spouse is at home eighteen hours a

day when the principal earner is in the hospital but then the spouse’s credentials

could be utilized for meaningful jobs. So, I think that’s something the government

needs to focus on - my personal opinion, being from a government employee.

But I think the other thing is catering to the needs of the immigrant population,

not only in St. John’s but in other provinces that needs to be done as well. That

has happened in St. Johns obviously, but I think if we are to maintain this

momentum beyond the St. John’s region, we need to cater to those who are

settled in the outside of the St. John’s area.

Ayse: Thank you. What are some of the contributions you’ve seen happen through

Muslims in our province?

Kamrul: Umm, well health care comes to mind. We have plenty of doctors, physicians,

well-known physicians who are here, they are greatly contributing to our

economy. We also have faculty members at Memorial, who are greatly

contributing. We also have several key members within our community who have

been maintaining the community and maintaining the close-knit community that

we have. Without their help or service, our community could have fallen apart.

And that’s one of the dangers that is always apparent when the community starts
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expanding in a rapid way. Again, we enter into these pockets where like in the

bigger cities, people won’t go to one mosque. Why? Because well, all the

Bosnians go to that mosque. People won’t go to that mosque. Why? All the Turks

go to that mosque and the sermons are all in Turkish. There was one mosque in

Ontario, Toronto I lived very close to there for a few days with friends and it was

called the Medina mosque on Danforth Avenue. People wouldn’t go there; I’ve

been there because the Sermon was in Urdu. So, someone who doesn’t speak

Urdu, I don’t speak Urdu, but it was the closest mosque to me. I used to go there.

We haven’t seen that happen here and I hope it doesn’t happen. So, however,

these are things we have to be on the lookout for as our community tries to

expand. Umm expansion is not a bad thing, I welcome expansion but what

worries me is people importing their own political ideologies that are apparent in

their own country and bringing it here and trying to think that well they can

convert the ideologies of the present people who are here. Because our mosque,

I take pride in the fact that our mosque is a very inclusive one in the sense that

the followers of both the Sunni and the Sia sects can freely practice in our

mosque whereas that’s not the case in other places.

Ayse: Umm Well, to conclude our interview I’d really like to know whether you can

share with us a memory from your settlement experience here.

Kamrul: Sure. Memories. It becomes very difficult, when you are here as an 18-year or

19-year-old on your own and managing things on your own and you really start

missing and questioning yourself during the time of Eid, when you see families

getting together at the mosque or others and they are having big dinners but you

are left by yourself. So I tried to minimize that as much as possible by interacting

with a lot of people as much as possible. And my greatest source of inspiration

was the mosque. So, I say this mosque is very close knit because until recently,

we used to have the iftars every Saturday night at the mosque which was a great

source for us because whatever was left over, we could take as students. Umm so

that is, that’s one of the memories that during Eid that although I wasn’t with my

family, but, I was sort of like with my extended family because there were three

four people who really stick out during my time in St. John’s who still to this day,

have a great influence in my life and some of whom I haven’t been in touch with

for more than twenty years, but I will never forget them. And..

Ayse: Would you mind naming some of these friends?

Kamrul: Sure, umm Dr. Coovadia, Mahomed Coovadia would be one, Dr. Haddara would

be one, umm we had another professor from Libya, Dr. Rajab Al Khazmi, he was

here. So, and then there were myriads of students that we’ve met. So although I

was missing my family, but, we'd always get together at least once or twice a

month at their homes or at our homes and you know, it was all about the
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company that we kept. So lot of people have a lot of influence as to and then I

decided well, this is the way I should live my life because I saw how they were

raising their family because when I first came their children were much smaller

than my children and I saw how they were raising theirs and I figured I could do

the same if I just follow their footsteps. So in a way, they have played a great

influence in the way I have tried to shape my life.

Jennifer: I wondered if I could just pose another question just because you’re an expert in

immigration and you work for a ministry and have a position of power in taking

these things through. I am thinking of like we all have children who are in their

younger years, they haven’t moved out yet. And we all see what’s happening

with the Newfoundland economy and trying to imagine the future and our

children here and so on. So, how do you, what do you hold on to in the hopes,

probably, that your children will stay here long term and have their own families

here and can you speak a little bit to that from your professional expertise?

Kamrul: Sure, umm, I think my children, given the way things are going, they have a lot

more opportunities than I did when I was a student at Memorial. Not just as an

international student but when I first came, I realized how depressed the

economy was, that’s why I said my plan was to leave after three years and go to

the rosier places, didn’t happen, that’s fine. Umm similarly, after my MBA I

wanted to do the same. I think my children have a lot more opportunity being in

Canada. Umm and with opportunities come obstacles and threats but I think

living in Newfoundland they have fewer of those obstacles then they would if

they were on their own in the mainland. If they wish to stay, I don’t have any

cons about that. I think economy obviously will be a determining factor, umm

right now it’s too early to tell. We’ve always in the past 29 years or so, it's only

been three or four years that we’ve really enjoyed relative prosperity, you know

in 2012,13,14, 15 around that time and then oil prices started to decline. So, and

given the covid context, it’s gonna be a very, I think there’s gonna be a part on

shifting the economy of how we work, how we define the new economy,

whether it’ll be the green economy or how we diversify the economy. I think

these will be the pull factors that will maintain, that will at least allow my

children better opportunities and better decision making in terms of their staying

in the province. Personally, speaking my son is in grade 12, he finishes grade 12 in

June of next year and right now we’re encouraging him to apply wherever he

wants to but his first choice is Memorial. Mainly it’s because I think is the friends

that he has here, both Muslim and non-Muslim friends. But at the same time, it’s

probably I think he is too lazy to cook on his own and he enjoys his mother’s

cooking (LG). So, if that’s the case, I don’t have any problems with him, in fact it

will be in a way, it will be good for us to keep an eye on him at this younger age

so that while he matures, we’ll be in a better position to let him go emotionally
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and search out the bigger world. I think, kids of our age when we have these

teenagers, I have another 10-year-old who wants to be a pediatrician, nothing

else, so I don’t know how she came up with that word but that’s what she wants

to be. I think, they’re all global citizens and I think they already have a better

start than I did, mainly because they’ve been in Canada and when I was a

student, there were so many places, or I could have visited or there were so

many internships I could have applied for, but I couldn’t because they were only

for Canadian citizens and permanent residents. Well, they are citizens by birth so

that’s one less thing I have to worry about. Umm, the other thing is, the society

has been very good, and I think my children so far have inherited a lot of the

good things that they can from this society and at the same time we also taught

them the good things we have inherited from our society, from a Bangladeshi

perspective, and especially from a Muslim perspective. So, I think, those

teachings will stand them in good state as they become future leaders, Muslim

leaders of Canada or Newfoundland and Labrador. Umm, that’s my hope and

that’s our prayer. The rest we shall see but I think for my children, these will be

the main, the pull factors. The push factors off course, the reverse if the economy

declines and if they see there’s always been a case of a youth out migration.

Umm but with the diversification of the economy as well as the population, I

think they will have greater choices. And not speaking as a government

employee, but the government needs to invest more into the youth because they

are our future and if we are to ensure our pension in the future, we need to

invest in the youth who can contribute to it.

Ayse: Well as you know this interview is about capturing your own personal narratives,

your own personal history as a Newfoundland Muslim, so before we conclude, if

you have any other points to share with us please.

Kamrul: Umm, No I think, the project that you’ve undertaken is wonderful. I think there’ll

be others who’d be in a much better position to contribute to the responses that

you’re seeking. I am just glad I could contribute whatever I can. But I think my

hope is for the future Newfoundland Muslims, I think it’s a bright future. We

need to take advantage of the opportunities that are out there. I think we also

need to promote ourselves, so that there’s a greater understanding among the

community about us. And so that we can also dispel the myths that are out there

about Muslims. And, that’s all.

Ayse: Thank you so much.

9


