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Welcome, and thank you so much for participating in the oral history interviews
of our project: The Muslim narratives and lives in Newfoundland and Labrador.
Before we begin our conversation, | would like to ask you some basic identifying
information about yourself. So, could you please tell us your full name, your age,
and marital status? You can also share the names of your family members who
are in Canada.

My name is Kassem Abouchehade. I'm 56 years old. I'm married. | have two new
children actually. My wife’s name is Rasha, she is a nurse from back home. | have
a two-and-a-half-year-old toddler, her name is Saja. And a newborn actually, he is
almost 10 months- a baby actually. He’s is a baby about 10 months, yeah, his
name is Ahmad. And | have one from a previous marriage, Noor, my daughter.
She lives in Vancouver, she’s in university there. She’s about twenty-one years
old. | have my mom, my aunts and uncles who are around Edmonton here, lots of
friends everywhere in Canada, of course. Some relatives in Toronto. But
otherwise, most of them are back home in Lebanon and Columbia as well, where
| was born in Columbia, South America. That’s - anything else you mentioned?

Thank you very much for sharing your information and congratulations on your
new baby boy.

Thank you.

Could you please tell us about your educational background? Where did you
study, what did you study, and also tell us about your line of work?

Yes. | studied my undergraduate degree in biology at Lebanese University back in
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Beirut, Lebanon, and then | went to the faculty of medicine and did a master’s in
medical physiology at the American University of Beirut. | did some teaching over
there. We applied for come to Canada. All my relatives, they came to Canada, so
we came and joined them in the end of 1992 to Canada. And then, | did follow on
my studies here and | had another master’s in pharmacology from the University
of Alberta. And then, | came to Newfoundland, St. John’s, in 2001, where | was
hired to teach a course in pharmacy. | was teaching for a couple of years, then |
wanted to continue my PhD in pharmacy there. Mainly, | spent a lot of time doing
teaching, and also other parts of my line of work is also research, clinical
research. There’s lots of clinical research work and | got lots of certifications on
data coordination, clinical studies, studying designs, managing budgeting for
studies as well. | did publications. That’s the main, major part of my line of work
actually.

Thank you very much. What do you know about the first Muslims to settle in
Newfoundland and Labrador?

My information when | came to St. John’s, Newfoundland, in 2001, | immediately
got to connect with the community there, whether there was a mosque, you
know in St. John’s, in Logy Bay Road. | know that there were, as early as or maybe
earlier than 1964, a few families who were in Newfoundland, mostly in St. John’s.
Some of them, of course, they came to study. Very few came to work because
the job opportunities and the economy at that time wasn’t that large in
Newfoundland to bring more newcomers to that area. Most of them, there were
between 1964 to the ‘70’s, they were mostly like students. There were about
maybe 20 to 30 students probably by the early ‘80s. There were more than that.
There were like maybe about 30 to 40 families. The thing that maybe you’re
aware of, of course, that many of them they come to study, they bring their
family. Some of them settle there, others they go to the mainland or maybe they
go back home or, but most of them | remember a large number of families stayed
there in Newfoundland. And they liked staying in Newfoundland. As you know
also, after spending quite a bit of time there, you like to be there and spend the
rest of your life there. | don’t know why (LG), this is something special about the
area there. But at the beginning when you feel that there’s not much compared
to the mainland, where there are better resources, the economy, but the peace
of mind, the peaceful life, and the way probably gives you more, | believe gives
you a more convincing idea to stay there.

And | think by the time | joined Newfoundland, there were like over 300 families
all over Newfoundland there. A large number, increasing, and by the time | left
probably there was more than 2000, 3000 [people]. That’s how big the expansion
of the Muslim community there. We didn’t have probably more than when | was
there, maybe that was a rough estimation even from the Muslim community
administration there because we don’t go everywhere, like in Newfoundland
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there are lots of places. There were some families we were not aware they exist
there. But there are too many around, and you probably know better than me
with that. And uhh, that’s probably. Of course, we have the community that
established the mosque probably in the late ‘80s, | think, they started to build a
mosque, Al Noor Mosque, there. And by that time, probably there were more
students, overseas students probably in the 90 or 100 students. More families
joined there and settled. (SL4) | mean, | don’t want to mention names there, but
you know that they are already have this posted on the Muslim Association of
Newfoundland website as well. Most of them, they stayed there. Some, they left.
The ones who stayed there, of course they had families, children, they raised
them, they’re in university now, some of them they get married, and it became
their home. That’s home now for them. Yeah.

Thank you very much. | also would like to know more about your own personal
settlement experience in St. John’s, Newfoundland. So, | would like to take you
back in time. Can you tell us about your first experiences of your arriving and
settling in your new neighbourhood, in your new community? How was it like?
How did your settlement experience go?

It was interesting experiences actually. The first one, because | came and | was
hired to teach. And the school of pharmacy, they usually start the program
earlier, like, you know, so you have to be there earlier, like in July. There was a
professor who was teaching a course, which was my specialty, who went on, |
think, sick leave. So, they needed somebody urgently, so | came in July in 2001.
And | had to find a place quickly, and the challenging part was the first
experience getting to have the internet, the phone, hooked up to a new
apartment place. And | called the guys for the internet, and then he came and he
started talking to me, and | would say | was just saying yeah, yeah. | mean, | was
in Canada for, at that time, for maybe seven years or eight years. And then, |
actually realized myself for me, | couldn’t understand what the guy was saying
(LG). He had a very strong Newfoundland accent, and the way he was talking to
me, | couldn’t understand. But then | said “OK, as long as you get the internet
going”. And he said “OK, your connection has to be fixed first from the basement
and you have to let the people in downstairs to give you the key”. | told him
“Look, | come from Edmonton, Alberta, because | was in Edmonton before. |
don’t think | can ask them to leave me the key, they don’t know me”. He said
“No, no, everybody, you ask them, and they will leave you the key. So friendly
environment, so peaceful”. | said, “Really? You guys do that here?”. (LG) That’s
nice, to have so calm and peaceful and safe environment here. | told him “No, I'm
going to talk to the people living downstairs about that”. This is the first one.

The second one is when | started going to university and with the snow thing. |
was probably haven’t seen so much snow that time when the winter started, so
much snow in my life. It’s a lot. | mean, at that time. And the sidewalks also was
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not easy to walk on them. Then, when | asked about the city, they don’t do that. |
said probably they don’t have enough budget, or they never did that. Myself is
more practical, | phoned the city and sent them a letter. | told them “Is it possible
you can have the sidewalks cleaned off?”. (LG) Later they started doing that, and
it was good actually. | like to make a change wherever | go. | usually make the
change. | don’t just leave things like that. When | went to university, | tried to find
a location there, a department, | think. One interesting thing | found in
Newfoundlanders, when you ask for help to find a place, they usually- like if you
come to the mainland, they will tell you “Go left, go right when you see that
address or that name, do this or do that”. No, the guy when | asked him about
the department, he walked with me, he took me there. | told him “just point me
to the direction”, he said “No, no, that’s okay, | have time”. So, this is how, |
mean, | feel like it’s a wonderful, | mean, to see such reflection from a person like
that, a Newfoundlander who helped a stranger like me, coming, first time to see
somebody like me. That was actually interesting experience, and whenever | talk
to my relatives and my friends back in Alberta, when | was phoning them, this is
one of the conversations | was always telling them about. How good and how
nice, how social the people there. That’s, of course, | mean when it comes to the
winter (LG), it’s a different experience, | mean you all know that. It’s not an easy
experience with the wintertime, but believe me, you get used to it. | couldn’t
believe, | don’t believe myself how | got used to it and stayed there for over 15
years in Newfoundland. The first couple of years, | was going to run away from
there. | said “l cannot live here”. And then | found myself, | stayed over 15 years,
and | wanted to stay longer even. But | have to, if | didn’t have something urgent
to come and leave the area there. That’s probably the main things. | mean, there
are lots of things along the way, along those many years that | experienced, lots
of nice moments with Newfoundlanders and with the Muslim community as
well. Yeah.

Thank you very much. Can you please speak about your first introduction to the
local Muslim community, and if you can recall some names of some senior
Muslims or other Muslims that you met when you first came?

There was like Dr. Abdelsalam Mesbah | met, and Dr. Haddara as well. Brother,
Dr. Haseen Khan, those where in the mosque at that time. The one that came
later, Dr. Mowafak Hamodat. (SL4). They were probably- Dr. Haddara, he was the
Mosque president. And the others, they were in the committees and very
supportive and very key figures in the community. And once you go to the
mosque, you get to meet them all, whoever is there. And you introduce yourself,
and of course myself, because | was very active here in Edmonton in the mosque
as well, and back home in Lebanon, | always put myself available to help in the
community. This is what usually happens after.

Can you also, if you find it comfortable talking about it, can you also talk about
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how has been the reception of your Muslimness, your Muslim identity in this
new province? You said you lived in Edmonton before, now you’re a Muslim in
Newfoundland. How was the reception of your Muslimness in your new local
community?

In Newfoundland, it was a complete different picture. You can feel the reception,
| mean the acceptance of being like a person who looks different than what they
look like. Of course, they knew that I’'m a Muslim, most of them, the ones that |
first talked with and socialized with them, they were very accepting of my
presence there and very helpful. Most of them also, they would like to know
what you like, what you eat, you don’t eat, and the big difference here is that
they give you enough room to explain, and also, they would ask you before if this
is good for you, if it is not good, just let us know about your religion. They like to
know. They don’t just walk you away. We had experienced bad moments here in
Alberta, and other places in Canada. | have been in different [places] like Nova
Scotia, Halifax, Toronto, and Alberta and different places in Alberta, | can see that
one thing that | kind of, what you call it as formula, for a graph if you move from
East to West, the level of kindness will go down. Go backward, like you move
from the West to the East, you will see the level of kindness going high, until you
get to the optimum, the maximum in Newfoundland there. And this is what |
experienced. It’s different. The only thing that you, | felt that some of them that
hear from the media -it’s unfortunate the news from the media, once they get to
hear things or bad information or misinformation, the Newfoundlanders, they
will probably look at you in a different way, but there were very few of them. |
call them outliers, because they were very accepting to all of us. And even when |
told them, they understand what things | cannot eat, or | cannot do this. They
respect that. They even, when | am in a gathering, they will let me know, “oh be
careful, this has this, pork or bacon in this one, be careful”. And they like to
respect my requirements that far. The thing is also, they, in the university, they
would ask us if you'd like to have some religious requirements, like Friday prayers
or any other prayers. Even they even approached me at human resources as well,
to give them a report of when we have our festivals in the year, what
requirements and events, if you would like to go to Hajj for pilgrimage. They
asked me to give them a five year calendar, because they give employees as well,
they like to include that in their contracts. And also | went to the departments, |
talked to some departments about allowing students, if they ask, to go to Friday
prayer. And some students they were afraid to ask, that’s the thing. Sometimes
you will think that they’re gonna block you, that there’s going to be a problem,
that they will put you in the blacklist (LG), they will say something about you,
because maybe they experienced some of the bad moments with others in the
mainland. Not in Newfoundland. They told me that “They never told us. The
students they don’t tell us. And encourage everybody to do that”. And | was
doing that myself, for myself and for others as well. So, | mean, | give them lots of
credit, it’s a beautiful place. It’s not just because it’s Newfoundland or because of
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this interview is gonna be mentioned in the Archives of Newfoundland. They are
special with that, they excel in and pioneer in being good, excellent, actually
people who treat newcomers specially, Muslims as well. And also, when we got
into the 9/11 issues later, you know that and also with other issues with, when
we had some gatherings or demonstrations about the Gaza conflict, they come
to you, | mean even from the church, they wanna know about the Muslim
community, they wanna see what the Muslim community needs, or
requirements, or how can we support you guys and everything. This is we don’t
find it here or different places in Canada. It’s so special there. When we were
there, we were happy and proud of that, and they should be proud of that. I'm
sure that Newfoundlanders are very proud of that.

Thank you very much. So, it sounds like you personally had a very positive
experience. But you also said that you lived in the province for 15 years. So,
when you compare the time when you first arrived and the time when you left
the province, so over this 15-year time scan, did you observe any changes in the
reception and settlement of Muslims in Newfoundland and Labrador? Because
probably the demographics have changed, the society in general has changed, so
do you think that that has impacted the reception and settlement of Muslims in
Newfoundland and Labrador?

Yes. Of course, the change was so slow that in the beginning and then it was so
high, like you can see the, after probably five or six years when | was there, you
can see the Muslim community got more socializing with the other communities,
more acceptance from the other communities. And | know that from also from
even the university education programs, from the schools, from the churches. |
was one of the people who will probably provide a tour for visitors to the
mosque. So, they were asking and, also when | was there as the president of the
Muslim Association, the Muslim Student Association at the university, we used to
get emails from different places in Newfoundland asking about Islam. And | was
surprised that they were, because as students we were very active at that time.
We used to post a lot on the websites and on the internet, and this is when they
were searching. They used to tell me that “We were searching for Islam or
Muslims, and you guys came up”. And they were contacting us at the university,
and then we would forward them to the mosque and lead them if they wanna
come there. Some of them, first they get to meet Muslims through social media,
or doing some chatting. Some people from Gander, from different places in
Newfoundland, they send you an email or will phone to say that “I met a friend
online and I'd like to know about Islam. Can you send me some information of
that stuff?” So, in the beginning, we didn’t see that. Later, they started to be
more exposed to the Muslim community, more Muslims around. They get to see
your actions, not just what the media said or what the words, probably what
some of them were told, or not told, but whatever the situation was. But once
they get to know us, we work together, we help them, they help us. We have
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some activities, we invite them, they invite us as well. They get to see us in
action, in person, there was a big jump, a big change. They wanted even us
involved in becoming more as representing the Muslim community at the
University, and they asked us to be a chaplain there, and | became a chaplain at
the university at that time, Memorial University. They mentioned that to us, and
we came forward, and we fulfilled that role as well. Yeah.

Thank you very much. You earlier talked about, you know, the differences of
being a Muslim in Newfoundland and Labrador and in other parts of Canada. |
would like to know more about that comparison. So, if you could please compare
being a Muslim in this province and being a Muslim elsewhere in Canada. Or
maybe elsewhere in the world. How would you compare and contrast that?

Being a Muslim in Newfoundland was very taken care of actually. It’s a very good
experience there. You feel that you can fulfil your religious beliefs, requirements.
You have- we became more, explaining more to them, because probably they
haven’t seen so many such activities of Muslims, the religious beliefs, how they
practice, all these things. So, it was different there, and they wanted to know and
then once you start practicing, they have more acceptance, and they got us more
involved in their decisions, whether it’s in the city or the university or the
departments, anywhere. And they like us to know, they want us to help them
also dealing with things, because they face some Muslims around, and they want
to understand them before they get probably some - they don’t want to hurt
anybody’s feelings. They want to understand first. In the mainland it’s a different
story. They have something printed in their mind that this is what we know about
Muslims, and they don’t try to verify their information. They will just react to
that. We don’t have that in Newfoundland. In Newfoundland, even like in
different aspects, not just about Islam or Muslims, anything like in the traffic. If
you’re driving, if you, for some reason, you're a little bit driving slower or you
made a little mistake, here they have no mercy, they just give you something, like
they will say bad words or something. In Newfoundland, they excuse you. |
mean, they even apologize for something you did yourself, something wrong.
They give you the benefit of the doubt. | mean it’s a big difference, huge
difference being a Muslim in Newfoundland, you feel that you are a real Muslim.
There in Newfoundland, you can practice in Newfoundland, and you feel like you
are a Newfoundlander, as a citizen there, you feel like you are a Newfoundlander
like having the rights of being a Newfoundlander, besides being also a Muslim
practicing your religious beliefs as well.

Some of them, of course, | mean if they have not much knowledge about Islam,
they are not so negative. They will try to understand. They are not repulsive, they
don’t try to fight. They try to understand. Later, probably some intruders
probably from the other side, because of maybe issues that we have with some
Muslim communities back home, that they thought there was some anger
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presenting Islam. Some bad issues. And we explained that. Some of them, they
probably didn’t wait until we explained to them, but we consider ourselves we
should have done a better job there as Muslims to explain to them. But those are
very few and we still felt that we were always becoming ranked more higher in
the communities there. We became more involved in the communities, in the
government as well. When they have gatherings, even religious gatherings even
at the university, when they want to do something, they will consult with us as
Muslims there, and they will ask you “is that okay with you guys, would you like
to come and also share with us what your belief is about”, make sure that they
are gonna be like at the university, some time they wanted to, some students
they wanted to post a video about a film that hurts our feelings actually. When
they asked me about it, | told them that it will, | mean, we have tolerance, you
can do that. But we have to ask questions, there might be some debates or
arguments. They were like “No, no, we’re not going to do that then, we don’t
want to hurt anyone’s feelings”. So, to that level, | mean, if you go to the
mainland, you don’t feel so special as that. They don’t even take consideration of
that part, they will put it, if you don’t like it, this is freedom of speech, (LG) as
simple as that. Yeah. And if you try to fight it, or argue about it, you’re going to
be in trouble here, you [will] be probably considered a negative person. But
posting something negative is not negative for them. But Newfoundlanders, it is
a complete different story. You can do more as a Muslim, you can practice more
as a Muslim. You can be more social as a Muslim also. And you can build a family
as a Muslim there, a Muslim family. Once you have more resources to teach our
children there, to help them improve about their religion, even at the university,
we tried to connect the library there, the information to the mosque library as
well. We tried many things to bring everybody together and make everyone feel
we are part of this community, part of this Newfoundland province here. And
also, we’re Muslim (LG), so that’s a different belief. Our belief has tolerance. We
accept, they accepted us, we accepted them as well. And we live together, and
our community is growing bigger there. The acceptance of our communities is
growing as well. All together, it’s nothing, it’s not affecting, if it was affecting the
growing of the community, you would see the community that most of them
would be leaving. It’s different there.

Thank you very much. | remember you talked about some characteristics of
Newfoundlanders, but | would like to know more about how do you see
Newfoundland culture? How would you define, describe it to someone who
doesn’t know much about it?

Yeah. Newfoundland, when | describe the culture there, and when | told them
even the mainland, even back home when | told them, it’s like Middle Eastern or
like an eastern culture, Islamic culture with Canadian style, in Canada. One of the
things that, is that kind people, they like to help. Like back home like for example,
if you want to ask somebody, you don’t have to make appointments to talk to
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somebody or have those etiquettes and all these things like prestige. In
Newfoundland you feel more like family. The Newfoundland culture as well, they
like to, it’s a family-oriented culture. They like family. They take care of more
family and children, and the parents, they always want to have their children
around them. They keep them around. The kids also, at the end, they will go back
to Newfoundland. Every weekend, they like to visit their parents as well. It’s a
family bond culture. And they are all connected to each other. It’s more, it makes
me feel like it’s very, it is like reflecting our culture. We stick to our families, our
parents, and this is a beautiful culture. They like to help a lot. They support as
much as they can.

One of the other things, they like to know more, like when they see you around,
they like to talk to you, chat and know more about you. They ask questions. In
the mainland, if you even say hello to somebody here, they will look at you like
“why are you saying hello, what do you want from me?”. They think you want
something from them. In Newfoundland before you say hello, they will say hello
to you. They will greet you before you greet them. They talk to you “how was
your day?” They want to know how you are feeling, how was your day. Even, like
you know, they see you as a stranger, but for them they like to get to know you
more and more everyday. Even sometimes, they go a little bit more to your
private, sometimes they like to know more about your private life (LG), this is
probably the Newfoundland culture. Sometimes it’s good, sometimes it’s not.
You have to be careful. Like | know a barber, he likes to ask me questions about
things. He likes to know everything about everybody. | try to be careful. It’s their
nature, they like to know about the culture, and it gets more personal. That’s
probably mostly the nature that they have, they support, they help, they're
social, they’re very social people, yeah.

Thank you very much. | think it’s very typical of some professions, like barbers
(LG), to have a conversation with their clients, so | see where you’re coming from.
I would like to talk about, you know, the demographic changes in the Muslim
community here in this province. As you may already have noticed by the time
you left the province, our population has significantly increased, especially in the
last 20 years. Have you noted other changes alongside this population growth?
Any other social, economic, cultural changes? Or consequences or implications of
that population growth of the Muslim community in this province?

| left in 2016, there was quite a bit of Muslims there in the community. Some of
them probably, some of them left because of the job opportunities, they went to
other provinces for jobs as well. Some of them, they kept their families there,
they have kids in university, and they kept their children there. But | believe that
the Muslim community became more involved in activities, in different areas in
Newfoundland. Even in the blood donation, as well, they get involved. Muslims
students and also, the Muslim community, or the Muslim Association of
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Newfoundland, they got more, and also they have gatherings, they invite other
communities. And this is, | think,, | believe that it’s still continuing, the same
growth, the same communication and social gatherings with the other
communities. My understanding that everything | get, I'm on the email, | actually
get messages. Still everything going great. | know that with this Covid-19
situation, things calmed down. But it’s much, much better there in
Newfoundland than other provinces in Canada with pandemic. | believe that still
the Muslim community is increasing in numbers there. And their activities are
growing up more and more. And also depends on the resources available for the
Muslims there. We must also have time to help and, once probably with the new
location for the mosque, once it starts to have the new centre established,
probably that’s going to make a big jump in the Muslim community activities,
and also the growth as well. And there were also during this pandemic, there
were very excellent cooperation between the government regulations and our
practices as well. It didn’t cause any issues there. Our religion was so moderate
that we have ways of dealing with any situation without, we are still fulfilling our
religious belief at the same time also respecting the law and protecting the safety
of everyone, and in the Muslim community as well.

Did you notice any change in the profile of the Muslim population and their
Involvement in the economic social life of the province between when you first
arrived and the time you left? In terms of their economic contributions, in terms
of their presence in the social cultural landscape of the province.

| know that many of the community members, especially executive members,
they are involved in the government, they are managers, they are ministers as
well in the government, they are involved in many positions of the government in
Newfoundland as well. Professors in the university, physicians also, they are all
over Newfoundland. Many physicians everywhere in Newfoundland, many
professors as well at Memorial University, and many of course engineers that we
have, they’re working also in the government in Newfoundland there as well.
There’s a large number, | don’t have the number exactly, but we all know that
especially the mosque, Br. Haseen- he is in the minister office there in the water
resources and Br. Amir Khan, all those professors, they brought also lots of funds
and grants, and they took also large roles in the advancement in the areas there
in Newfoundland as well and the government projects as well. They played a
significant role, and they were pioneers in that part as well. We have very famous
physicians and professors there. There were some who were deans also in
different faculties, and physicians. They all, some of them, most of them stayed
there, some of them left, and some of them probably passed away as well, but
there’s a huge number of Muslim figures, and also scientists, physicians, scholars
and everybody- they contributed a lot and they were a large and significant part
of Newfoundland population there, and the infrastructure even with the
economy as you mentioned.
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Thank you so much. Actually, you answered my next question which was about
some of the contributions you have seen happen through Muslims in our
province. You have referred to the contributions of other Muslims,
Newfoundland Muslims. Perhaps you can talk about your personal, professional
contributions in your field, and as well as your community volunteering. | know
you have been, you have served in the executive committee of the Muslim
Association of Newfoundland and Labrador, and also Muslim Student Association
at Memorial University. So, if you could talk about your involvement, your
contribution in these areas that would be great.

Yes. Thank you. Like | mentioned earlier in this interview, that I'm a person who
likes to get involved right away and contribute right away. The first contribution
was probably when | was there for the university, when | was teaching at the
school of pharmacy. When | met the dean or the director at that time of the
school of pharmacy, when | was giving this course, kind of a difficult course that
allows pharmacists to understand how they can manage the dosing, how the
dosing, how much medication you should give to this patient if this patient has a
significant issue with their liver, with their kidney, or anything. This is part of, like
it includes also calculation and how to provide the right medication and right
dosing for this patient. The first thing she told me that “OK, | have an issue with
this course, and the students, they seem not to understand a few things, how to
deal with half life or how to manage, they are not taking it more in a clinical
background. They are just, for them it’s vague. So, | want them to like that
course, to like the material, to feel that they are part of their career”. And | made
a big difference with them. They list over; numbers are nothing, just look at the
numbers, but think about it. Don’t look at the theories, and you have a patient
has different outcome, this is the situation of the patient. You give me a
judgement. | make them think. And it was a big contribution for my side as an
instructor, is to look at these, the case, in a more practical clinical way, instead of
trying to figure out calculations how they determine certain number, certain
value. No, you can look at the numbers, look at the case, and make a quick
judgement. And they were so happy that when pharmacists they were in the
hospital, helping with the medication meant to be for patients, they felt
themselves as a huge part, like a significant part of the medical team there. And
this is one of the things that | started with.

With the Muslim community, the second part like | mentioned like talking to the
city. When | see something, | just send an email or send a letter, print a letter and
send it to them, call them, about even for the garbage collection, the recycling,
there wasn’t much recycling at that time. And | told them that “I put the boxes
there and nobody took them”. They said, “put them in garbage bags”. | said, “why
garbage bags, you guys have to recycle”. They said “we don’t recycle here”. | said,
“maybe you guys should think about recycling”. So, | didn’t leave it that way, so |
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kept nagging until they probably introduced recycling. Of course, others were
doing that, the same thing. They were encouraging them to do the recycling. The
cleaning of the sidewalks as well. | kept nagging their heads about that, but they
started doing something about it.

And with the Muslim community, the first thing is | got involved with the zabeeha
committee for going to the slaughterhouse for a whole year. Six in the morning to
when they have to prepare for, like, the slaughter of the chicken for the Muslim
community at that time. So, | was for the first year a volunteer for that. Then, Br.
Abdel Zaher was the principal of the Islamic school there, the weekend school.
He asked me to help in the Sunday school, like weekend school. | got involved
also for another year there, and of course four more years later, didn’t stay at
that time. Then | wanted to go to do my PhD, and this took me away a little bit
from more focus in more, lots of things that need, although | continued my focus
in helping the community. Until that we were involved in doing some Quran
teaching, Quran for the kids there. Also, of course, they asked me to do some
Arabic, for teaching Arabic for the Muslim community as well. And then we
moved that to the university as well, like to teach whoever wants to learn, and
probably you are aware of that (LG). And it was actually a very rewarding
experience, that, to be able to provide so many instruction hours for whoever
wants to learn the Arabic language. | had the two sides in the Arabic language,
one just for standard, just regular. If you want to learn the Arabic. The other one
is, you know, learn the Arabic to read the Quran. So, you will understand
tajweed, which we did actually when | got involved and took over from Dr.
Mowafak Hamodat the Islamic evening program, two days program to teach also
the Quran, just for teaching Quran. So, we got a very successful program there
for the children, and it was excellent. | mean everybody wanted to have their kids
to learn English. And the Arabic program also got more and more involved as
well, thank you Dr. Selby for your compliments. And also, the refugees, the RIAC -
Refugee Immigration Association downtown, they asked me one time also to
provide Arabic sessions. So, | did that. It wasn’t a long session, because we didn’t
get enough attendance later. But | was also part of their, going to their meetings,
also provide any feedback as well. And also | got, when | became a Muslim
student, the president of the Student Association, there was also a big significant
jump in my contributions there, and in 2008 to 2010, what happened is that the
mosque, Dr. Haddara told me that nobody is there to take over this. | told them
that | could, myself | like to help, not under or behind the position, | like to help
without having a title. This is my style. | do more work when I’'m not under /
behind a title actually. But | was told “you have to, you have to take this”. My
personality is, and | feel like, | don’t know, it’s not a weakness of course, but | feel
like when | take a position, | have to work hard for it. It doesn’t matter how much
time it takes. So, in 2008 to 2010, what we did is we made a huge change in how
we deal with events. What we did is we had the first eight sessions for
community members and especially for the executives for the MSA, the Muslim
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Association. We have also the sisters, we asked them to learn about cooking as
well. Even if they want to learn other things, even martial arts as well, that they
can take sessions like that. We did more barbecues, more gatherings as well We
ignited more Islam Awareness Week events as well. We added more lectures,
more awareness. And we got more involved in helping the communities around
with doing some cleaning, the recycling and also providing / donating blood a
well. And we also helped others around. We got involved when we have the
Syrian refugees came. Also, | was helping three families, supporting their couple
of churches, they asked me to help. And | was also helping them on with the
mosque as well- we helped many refugees as well. Besides the teaching, they
also, | was also, we got involved in becoming a chaplain there, representing the
Muslim community there at the university. This is where we got more also
involvement with the university administration. And we were with other
wonderful chaplains there. This is where also the part that probably you can feel
this most acceptance that in the religious side of Newfoundlanders also. The
chaplains, they were very helpful, very accepting and very encouraging as well.
And we worked together in many events in the university, providing whatever
guidance, or if there’s anything that become asking about Islam or about religion,
they forwarded it to me, instead of themselves trying to talk to them in different
ways. So, they were very accepting to that. And we used to be involved more
when we have events back home. Whether it would be like the Gaza or whatever
happens at the university or anything happens in the back home country.
Because we have students and we have families that come from these areas and
they have parents and they have relatives that were affected. So, we were
stepping forward and also trying to raise our concerns as Muslim community, and
| was trying to lead some of these events as well. And we got involved with many
in the governments and churches and with the mayor.

We helped some families also settle. Once they come into Newfoundland,
Brother Kassem was the one who would connect with them, we’d get them from
the airport. Of course, we had communication before they settled in
Newfoundland, in St. John’s especially. We'd get them to find a place, get them
groceries and take care of them until they get really settled. Like for their kids,
looking for school for their kids. So that was also one of the things that | was
contributing to as well and taking care of. Also, for the university education
program and visitors from churches, visitors from schools, for years | was also
taking care of visitors and being the tour guide for them, explaining to them our
practices, our religion, and manage all these things for them as well on behalf of
the Muslim community as well.

One other contribution is when, there is an association also as well also like the
aboriginal communities, they have issues with things, we come forward as well
and help them with their events, also bring more gatherings to them, show our
support for them as well. At the university, the students also, what we did is
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when we have the students, there were on demonstrations with the
administration about the increase of the fees for them. They wanted more
support from other groups. And we were one of the largest, probably the largest
group at that time. We were like over 400 students, and | could just bring easily a
hundred or one hundred and fifty, two hundred, just bring them over to help and
support. So, we provided our support to them, for the undergraduate and the
graduate students association as well. So, with our also Muslim professors there,
they were very supportive to our causes, and they were helping us along also.
Not only financially, with administration as well over there.

Thank you very much. | was actually going to ask you, because you’ve spent so
many years with the Memorial University community, | was wondering whether
you observed any changes in the demographics of Muslim students and Muslim
faculty in terms of their, you know, native countries, countries of origin, in terms
of their specialization subject of studies. Do you see any significant change? And
you can also talk about the numbers, how they increased or decreased over the
years.

Yeah. Most of them at that time, they were many years, they were probably
coming to do mostly engineering in engineering programs. Some of them in the
sciences also. But the ones that come from back home, they came for like
studying engineering, mostly graduate studies as well. Most of the research
programs, like in the health sciences also, they were coming for masters or PhD
programs. But the largest part were from the engineering side, actually. They
were more coming, to do more engineering and especially with the oil and with
the oil engineering part of here because probably it is big usual in Newfoundland.
Also with oceanography, with the ocean and that part also- it’s very famous in
Newfoundland, so if they want to study that, they have to come there and
probably learn their fields as students and they will get better. The ones who
were like have their families living there for a long time, they went to other
faculties as well, chemistry, even with the literature, like arts and religious studies
and other programs as well. And because of the resources they were not so
strong with other the programs that can be, arts and religious studies and
education, they probably - they were not focused much of taking higher studies
in those programs, until probably later things of course changed, and it must
have been a big change there. And I’'m glad about it. Even like with the music
department, they also get to invite us also to provide a talk to them about what
Islam and music, how the Islam raised the music as well. What part of Islam will
allow, what part of music probably is allowed in Islam or maybe encouraged in
Islam? All these things also, even to that level, we also got students getting
involved. The international students when they came, some of them came to
study certain areas, even some of them came to do the English, just English.
Some others came to do English literature. Some of them, they probably in
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sciences, and | don’t know, other areas. This is most of the areas that | remember
that they were involved mostly in the community.

Do you remember what was the country of origin for most of the students back
then, and more lately?

They were like from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Malaysia also — there were
many students. There is from Iran, there was very few from Lebanon, mostly
there is from Egypt, from Turkey, of course, and also from the Morocco. Some
families from Morocco came, from Tunisia, Libya as well. More Libyans they came
also. And later when we had Syrian refugees, they came and they had their kids
from their own universities, | don’t know how many they are, they were more
involved in studying and university. But mostly like they were from Asia, most of
the students there were from Asia. Yeah.

Thank you very much. I’'m not sure whether you have some archival- personal
archival materials with you to show and share with us. If you do, perhaps we can
talk about these personal archival materials.

Yeah, | personally don’t have anything for now. | don’t know, you mean like
photographs, or anything?

Yes, actually what we mean by archival material is anything personal. It can be an
old photo, a family photo on your first years in Newfoundland. It can be a
newspaper article about your community work. It can be a certificate, an award
that you received. So, anything along that line would be a great piece for our
Muslim archives, Newfoundland Muslim archives. If you don’t have any for this
interview, that’s fine, you can always approach us and donate those items later
on.

Yes, | probably will do that. | just wanted to have a much clearer picture of what
Exactly you meant by that, so now | have a clear understanding. Yeah, | might
have some photos of when | was there, and also some events as well. Ill
probably provide that. | mean, | don’t know- things like | was contributing there, |
don’t know if there’s something that | could probably provide, some stuff that
was given, trophies or maybe, | don’t know. We have a lot, even with halal meat
stuff, with events, francophone schools, we have some also with them. At that
time, | wasn’t a personal collector so much stuff like so much, especially the
photos. But | know there are photos there around, and | could probably try to
grab some and probably send it to you. | will probably send you something.

Yeah. We will really appreciate your contribution to this Newfoundland Muslim
archive. Especially given that you spent so many years being involved so
extensively in our community. So, we really appreciate your time, participating in
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this history interview, and also your upcoming personal archival material
donations for the project. Yeah, before we conclude, if you have any other thing
to add in terms of your personal experience, lived experiences in Newfoundland
Muslim, we would appreciate.

Yes. As a Newfoundland Muslim, | can just frankly and also peacefully say that |
was a very proud Newfoundland Muslim there. | was proud of being part of this
beautiful province and population there, they were very accepting. The other
thing was, | was actually kind of impressed by the way the changes went so fast
in Newfoundland. | know that the city, the last few years before | left, they were
improving so much stuff, like their resources. Things change. And like | said in the
beginning, the first couple of years, | wanted to run away from there. Everybody
who comes there said “I don’t think | can stand it more than one or two years
here, especially the wintertime. There’s not much there for kids, not much for
our families, not many resources”. We tried to make a difference there. We tried
to make, even during the Eid, | remember | first introduced the events, we were
getting those jumpers and balloons and all those for Eid and make a difference,
because they felt that it’s the first time our families felt there was a real Eid
there. But with Newfoundland, one thing that | will hopefully encourage that you
continue, the Newfoundland population to continue their understanding, their
accepting of our community there and to be more patient- they are very patient,
and | could probably not ask too much for them to be more patient, but to
continue on this excellent road that they have toward accepting us more and
more, involving us in more of their way of life as well. Our Muslim community, |
would like to have them also getting them more aware of the culture of
Newfoundland, ahh, be part of them, and be more active and more involved as
well. And prepare more of the resources for our generation that are growing
there and will probably stay there forever. I'm sure that once they come, like |
told some of my friends, | wanted to come here because | had some family
reasons to come here, but | told them that you guys are still lucky there because
the life there is peace of mind, especially when resources increase there, have
more opportunities there. | mean, | know the taxes and probably the water is not
so bad. People get used to it. We get used to it with time. But you all are way
much better having better life and peace of mind in raising your children, going
around than living here in Alberta. And | can be very strong about it, this one.
Here it’s completely different. Even among our own community, here in Alberta,
they get so affected by the way the government and other community members
do to us. | mean, they will acting like them. In Newfoundland, they became more
like our, | don’t know, going in a very positive way, like our Muslim become very
nice Newfie style Muslim community. Although many of them, some of them
brought some bad reflections from back home, but they changed that. They kind
of, the ones who didn’t want to change, they probably you can outline them
outside and some of them left or some of them caused issues. But most of them,
they always, always got affected by this positive environment and they became
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more of Newfoundlanders actually. But the thing is, | wish | could probably learn
more about their accent. | mean, their Newfie language is best among the world,
it’s interesting actually. | look forward to be back there, and hopefully | will. | will
be there, hopefully.

Well, tank you so much for your time.

Thank you.

And interest in our project, we really appreciate it.

Thank you for involving me in this project.

We wish you all the best.

Thank you so much.

Yeah, no, you’ve contributed so much, including now once again, so we really
appreciate it.

Thank you so much.

Especially now with your new young family. We know you’re busy.

(LG) Yes, | took a room and locked the doors and that’s why | chose early in the
morning, because | wanted to sneak out of, they’re still asleep, | can hear them
now trying to jump in, but we have the door locked (LG).

(LG) Well, thank you, we appreciate it. Okay, good to see you.

Say hello and Salam to everyone. Thank you for having me in this project.

Thank you very much. Salam Alaikum.

Wa Alaikum Salam.
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