»,

MNL in NL

The Muslim Narratives and Lives
i Newloundland and Labrodas Community Project

The Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador Community Project

Interview Subject: ~ An Oral History Interview with Mr. Abdel Salam Mesbah

Date:
Location:
Length:
Interviewer:
Transcription:

Ayse:

A. Mesbah:
Ayse:
A. Mesbah:

Ayse:

A. Mesbah:

Ayse:

A. Mesbah:

Ayse:

(accompanied by his wife Ms. Louise Mesbah)
December 17, 2020

Zoom

1:24 :03

Dr. Ayse Sule Akinturk and Dr. Jennifer Selby
Rebecca Brennen and Dr. Ayse Sule Akinturk

Well, thank you so much, Dr. Abdel Salam Mesbah, our dear uncle, for kindly
participating in this oral history interview of our project - the Muslim Narratives
and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador. | would like to begin our interview by
asking you some small basic questions. Can you please share with us your full
name, your age, and your marital status?

My name is Abdel Salam Mohamed Mostafa Mesbah.
And how old are you uncle?
85... 85.

Great, maasha’Allah. And can you also talk about your marriage, you know, your
wife, your children, their names?

Well, their names are Mariam and Samy. And they have children; we have
grandchildren. Samy has... what’s his name? Gabriel and Ben. And Mariam, she
has daughters; Leila and Hannah.

And we see you sitting next to your wife, | believe? And her name is?

Louise Mesbah.

(LG) Thank you. Can you please share with us your educational background?
What did you study?
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Medical Physics. My study was in Medical Physics.
Can you specify where did you study? At which universities?

| studied in Egypt and after that Russia, but in a different position. And then
Canada, London Ontario.

Thank you. So, can you tell us what kind of work did you have before retirement?
Work?
Yeah, your work. What type of work did you do?

| worked in the Medical Physics. So, | was working there as a Medical Physicist. |
used to work there and then | also worked as the Director of Medical Physics at
the Cancer Clinic.

Do you want me to add a bit to that?
Sure.
Yes please, yes.

As a physicist, he was doing calculation of the radiation for the treatment of
cancer patients. Sometimes, like they needed radioactive needles in the thyroid,
and so on. And he would have to go to the OR, because a tumor doesn’t grow
square in a box. So, they would have to calculate the angle of the good parts in
the throat, and at the same time, he would do those calculations and so on. So,
he worked from the fall of 1974. At the time the Cancer Clinic was at the old
General Hospital, which is now rehabilitation. And they were building the Health
Sciences Complex, and eventually they moved to the Health Sciences Complex
about four years later, | think. He worked there for 29 years in all, and after the
29 years, when he retired in 2003, he worked on his own going around the
province of Newfoundland in all the hospitals that had mammography units, and
he would do the quality control every year of all these mammography units,
measuring the radiation, making sure women didn’t get too much or not enough
radiation when they had their mammographies. So, he was doing that in 2012.
He just finished the program. His brother had passed away in Egypt, so he went
to Egypt in October at the beginning of the weekend of Thanksgiving in October
of that year, and while he was there, he had the stroke. So, he was a while in the
hospital in Maadi for a week, and the [travel] insurance flew him back in a
medical ambulance. The plane at the time was in Turkey, and they were waiting
for the plane to land in Cairo, they went to pick him up, and it was a 12-hour
flight in which there was a doctor, a paramedic, a pilot and a co-pilot. He was the
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only patient and they brought him all the way to St. John’s. Thank God for this.
And in St. John’s, he was hospitalized here for two months in Neurology
unconscious; he doesn’t remember any of this, and he had many, many
infections and IVs and so on. But the floor doctor there- we had a physiotherapist
to help him move his leg a bit, and on the third visit, his leg moved a little bit. So,
the doctor happened to be on the floor and when she saw that, she asked him
“Would you like to go to the Miller Centre?”, and he nodded “yes”, and it took
another four months, but we got a chance to go to the Miller Centre and he was
there for three months. He was supposed to be there only for four weeks, but he
was working so hard they kept him. He was really working hard in occupational
therapy and physiotherapy. At the end, he could stand up, and now he’s walking
with a cane, because the right side, the hand is paralyzed, he cannot grab a
walker. But he can walk with a cane on the left hand. It took a year and a half,
because he did a lot, he went back to the Miller Centre as an outpatient for a
year and a half after that. And that’s how they managed. And now they still see
him. We went there, we had a call on Tuesday to go back. And they do things to
his leg to help him walk. They give him injections, and Botox (LG), Botox is not
just for (LG) getting rid of wrinkles. It’s also good for patients like him, so. So,
that’s what’s happening now. He is good.

Where did you meet, Louise? Where did you and Abdel Salam meet?

We met in France, and we kept in touch, and that was fantastic. So, we got
married and we lived in Egypt for three years and our children were born in
Egypt. So, our children are dual citizens also. Though we came to Canada when
they were very young, they were still dual citizens. And it was just around the ‘67
War, and so my husband, they wouldn’t let him out, he was too old for the
reserve, the army reserve. So, he managed to get a scholarship and that’s where
his scholarship ended up in Russia in Physics, where it was in Plastics. But the first
year, you learn the language anyway. So, while he was there, | came back to
Canada with the kids, and then he joined us the next year. We didn’t know when
we’d see each other again, because the Russians wouldn’t allow me as a
westerner. That was in those years that were very crummy, and he went to get a
visa for me in Moscow. He was actually in Leningrad at the time, which is St.
Petersburg now. And you know, they wouldn’t allow me to go there because |
was a westerner and | would have to live like the Russians, like wait in line for
bread, wait in line for meat, if there was any, and this kind of stuff.

So, | came back to Canada. And we stayed with my parents. And Abdel Salam
kept in touch, but our mail was being opened. | would get letters and they would
be stripped from the side of the mail. How lucky we are in Canada- we have no
idea. So that was it. He came back and he had a scholarship; he had had one
scholarship from UNESCO in Egypt, and it took him to NRC in Ottawa, for about
what, six months, and he got a scholarship in France. And that’s how come we
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met in France. And so, while he was in Ottawa at NRC, he had inquired about
radiation scholarships, so Dr. MacDonald in London Ontario, said “yes, we can
have a scholarship”. But now when he came back from Russia, the Canadian
government had decided that you need to be a landed immigrant. They didn’t
give student scholarships then anymore like that. So, he thought about it, and he
became a landed immigrant in 1974 (SL3). 1970, sorry. 1970. And we were four
years in London, Ontario. And then there was a conference in Newfoundland,
and they sent him to the conference here and they were looking for businesses.
So, we applied, and | was so grateful, because he had applied for jobs in the
States, but | wanted to raise my kids where we could put a Canadian stamp on an
envelope. | didn’t want to go where there are all kinds of racial problems and
things like that, and that’s how we ended up in Newfoundland. So.

What a fascinating story, thank you so much for sharing, Louise. Lovely details.

Oh my gosh, you know. And at the beginning, we didn’t know where we were
going, but it was Canada. That was the main thing. And it’s an island and so on,
but we loved it after... you know, people were so good and so nice. And Abdel
Salam met some people here who helped him. They were Muslims. He went, the
first day when we arrived, it was pouring rain, we couldn’t see anything through
the windows, our car was loaded, our kids were sitting on drapes, and we had a
sewing machine and a TV between the front and the back seats, and we couldn’t
see anything. The street kept changing names, and we had to go to the General
Hospital. So, we finally ended up there, and he was met by Dr. Moharram who
was also from Egypt, so that introduced us to someone because we didn’t know
anybody here. And then, we stayed at the Holiday Inn, because we had to find an
apartment. And | guess Dr. Moharram knew another person, Dr. Yehia Emara, so
he contacted him. And Dr. Emara lived not very far from the Holiday Inn. He told
us... through him, we had two people that we knew. Dr. Moharram and him.
Now. Dr. Emara has since died, and Dr. Moharram moved to Santa Barbara. And
we did visit them a few times when we went to the States, when Abdel Salam
had conferences. But we met other people after that, and there was no mosque
at the time. People used to meet in the lunchroom at the university. And that’s
where we met people.

Actually, this brings us to my next question to Dr. Abdel Salam. When you first
came here, Louise already mentioned two names that you met as Newfoundland
Muslims. Can you talk about who else do you know among the early Muslims in
Newfoundland and Labrador? The very first Muslims you met here.

Dr. Irfan- Dr. Muhammad Irfan and Dr. Wasi Ullah (SL-4). | know the person but, in
my head, | don’t remember their name.

Were they from Egypt, all of them, or do you remember where they were from?
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No. There was some from Pakistan and India, and uhh...

Wasi Ullah was from India, | think. And he’s still alive, but he goes back to live six
months in India. And he has his children who were here, but now they moved
down to Ontario.

| don’t know whether they are from India or Pakistan.

He is from India. Was Haseen here? Haseen Khan?

Haseen came after.

Oh, Haseen came after.

But the older people were Azizur Rahman, Wasi Ullah and there was...

Anver. Anver Rahimtula

Yes, Anver Rahimtula.

Muhammad Irfan — Dr. Irfan

Yeah, | said Dr. Irfan

He passed away also

But unfortunately, most of the people my age have passed away, died. Like Dr.
Irfan — he died, Dr. Anver Rahimtula died, Dr. Yehia Emara died. A lot of the
people who came here around the same time or the people who | found here
when | came here- most of them have died.

And a lot of them... there were a few names that | can’t remember their names,
but they were here for one or two years, and then they moved back to the
mainland or Toronto or something like that. And... do you remember...?

| don’t remember.

If you like, we can always get these names from you later on, through email
exchanges, you know, as much as you remember. Their full names, where they
were from, what they were doing here, like students or faculty members, you

know, as much details as are remembered. It would be greatly appreciated.

Most of them were at the university. Like Dr. Azizur Rahman, he was at the
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university. Dr. Irfan was at the university. Wasi Ullah- what Wasi was doing?
He was the boss of Haseen.

I think he was working for the provincial government, yes.

Yes, the province. Haseen Khan’s boss. So, Haseen would remember.

Some of them, | have it in my head, but | don’t remember their names.

Yeah, and we didn’t write anything down. | mean, we weren’t using the
computer like we are now, you know, which is sad.

No, but it’s because of my stroke. That’s why. Because of the stroke, | can see it in
my head, but | can’t say names.

Their names.
Yeah.

But you still shared so much valuable information, thank you so much for that.
Louise already talked about, you know, your first few weeks here in
Newfoundland. So, if you would like to share more memories of your early
arrival, settlement, here, we would like to hear more about that.

Okay, well, one thing, when we drove down the Kenmount Road and all of a
sudden, we were on Freshwater Road, and we said: “How did we do that? It’s the
same street, but they kept changing names”. You know? And we were loaded, |
mean, we had large stuff with us. And we ended up on Cook Street, and | thought
that’s it, we’re gonna go through the harbor. We were at the junction and we just
stopped in time, because you know it goes down towards the harbor. Anyway, we
ended up there and we ended up on Water Street. And | said but where are the
stores? You know? We have to buy furniture, you know, we have to get settled
here. And at the time, Sears was just a small catalogue place. And there was
Eatons also. A small catalogue place. Like we were leaving London, Ontario,
where they had big malls and everything, so we thought we’d find the same
thing here, but everything was so different. And anyway, we were about one
week in the hotel, and Dr. Emara helped us to find a place to stay. We rented a
one-floor apartment of a house near the Avalon mall. And (LG) one of the things
we brought, we had a hot frying pan kettle, an electrical kettle, so | said I'll be
able to cook some food. There was a stove, but there was no fridge. | said, you
know we’re used to renting an apartment that has a fridge and a stove on the
mainland, but they didn’t have that here. But anyway, we asked the owner. He
was an older man, He said he had “Well, | have an old fridge, a lady died”. And
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brought us this old fridge that was full of mold. | mean | cleaned it and cleaned it
with javex and everything. You know the old-fashioned fridge that has a little
aluminum door to open the freezer, tiny little freezer. And Abdel Salam said we’ll
paint it. And Abdel Salam wasn’t used to what’s here, so he went to Woolworths
across up the Mall, and he brought a can of paint, and the weekend of
Thanksgiving, that’s like about a month and a half that we had arrived, we
arrived in September so that was in October. He started to paint, we covered the
walls with newspaper and everything, because it was a spray. We thought we’d
take it on the balcony, but it was pouring rain, so we couldn’t do it that weekend
and that was his only time off. And he started to spray it, and he hadn’t looked, it
was fire engine red. So, | said we can’t have a red fridge (LG), so we stopped that
(LG). So, we had a laugh, and then after that, we got a can of white paint and
fixed it up, and we had it for a couple of years. It was working, but you know. And
then the next thing we bought was a washing machine. So that’s the basic things
you need with a family (LG).

| don’t remember at all, at all.

Well, he didn’t do the housekeeping, but | had to cook, and you know, | had to
use what | could. So anyway, we could cook in that frying pan, so that was good.
And it was a stove. But the next thing was a washing machine. That was
important, because we had two kids, five and a half, and four, so...

Do you remember, Louise, do you remember what year it was when you arrived?
Here?

Yes.

1974.

1974, thank you.

1974. Now at the time, we had left the mainland and of course there’s all those
restaurants, McDonald’s and all that. There was no such thing here, and |
remember when McDonald’s on Kenmount Road opened there was line ups
outside. And also, when (SL3) Swiss Chalet opened also on Kenmount Road,
Premier Peckford went there to cut the ribbon. | said “l can’t believe this”. You
know, but it was a big, big event at the time. Things have changed so much, you
know, since we’re here 50...50 years almost. So, now you can find all the stores,
you know, all the restaurants, there’s so many restaurants that offer ethnic food
for so many of the people who have lived here. But at the time, we were fairly
new, we didn’t know there where many other ethnic people except for a few
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Muslims that we met, but now it’s changed a lot. | mean, that’s immigration,
and...

| also would like to know more about your experience, Uncle, as a Muslim
settling here in Newfoundland and Labrador. So how did you feel as a Muslim
settling down in this province? What are your experiences of being received,
welcomed by the larger community? | guess at that time there were not many
Muslims, so you were one of the few. So how was your Muslimness, your Muslim
identity perceived, received by the larger community here? How did you feel like
as a Muslim here?

It was very nice, because there was no discrimination. People- they should look
at you because we are different [in] color or similar to a different person. They
respect you right away. They respect you because you are foreigner, because you
are Egyptian or Arab or whatever. People used to like you or to respect you. That
is what | noticed. Also, when we came here, we were a small number of families
together. And | remember when we were trying to find a place to pray- when we
were only 5-6 families- Muslim families living here- we had no problem. None of
the non-Muslim people had any problem or anything like that.

You went to St. Mark’s Church.
Yeah.

There were potluck suppers. So, that’s how we kind of met new people who
would join and come in for the potluck suppers. And St. Mark’s Church had a big
kitchen, and they lent the church for that, like for people, for the Muslims to
meet. Before that, it was in the Orange Room, but you couldn’t eat there. And
also, when Abdel Salam was at the Cancer Clinic, they gave him an office that had
a door, and he had venetian blinds on it, and so he had privacy to pray anytime
he wanted. And they knew when the door was closed that he is praying, you
know. So, he could say his prayers during the day in his office, in the Cancer Clinic
at the Health Sciences.

The people who were working with me, they knew that when the door is closed
and the cover is closed, | am saying my prayer.

When it was closed, the venetian blinds were down during the day (LG) and they
won’t disturb you. So, he was okay. They respected him for that, and...

Do you remember your encounters with your non-Muslim friends, neighbors?
How again your Muslimness was perceived or received by them?

Non-Muslim friends?
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Yes.

It was very good. They know that I’'m a Muslim and married to Louise. They
respected that. All the people, non-Muslim people, they were respecting that.
And | haven’t had any problem of whatsoever. None with the people, either
working with me or people | know outside. Even my neighbors- the neighbors
here, who are non-Muslims, we have fantastic relationship with them. The kids,
they can play with their kids, and you know, it was Canadian friends all around
the street we are in.

One of our neighbors that lived next door was actually in the Religious Studies at
the University. He was German from Bavaria, and his wife was American. | don’t
know if you know him.

It was Hans Rollmann and Marcella?

Yes, Mr. Rollmann, one day, we didn’t know him- he knocks at the door, and it
was suppertime. So, he says “l am new in Newfoundland and I’'m looking to ask,
you live here, how do you find it, and all this kind of thing”. He was all by himself.
His family was still in Ontario, | think, and so he sat down and had supper with us.
And after that, | remember, he used to write columns in the Telegram. One time,
he mentioned “I met some Muslim people, and they gave me a meal” (LG). It was
so funny. We couldn’t believe it. He was very nice, and his wife also was very
nice. And at the time, they were coming like... she was American, and he’s
German. They didn’t know how they would feel in Newfoundland. As far as |
know, he’s still here, and one of his kids went to Ontario to study, and he said “no
| can’t stay in Ontario, I’'m coming back here”. | think one of his sons works for
one of the radio stations here.

He does, yes. That’s exactly right, Louise.

Yeah. We were at number 5, and they were at number 7, immediately next to us,
you know. And they had the two small boys at the time. So, that was one of the
nice neighbors. And the neighbor next door was there for 40 something years.

Yes. | know there were neighbors, but all the stories she said, | have nothing,
don’t remember any of them.

He can’t remember the details. | remember some details. But even so, there’s so
much in my head, because, you know, I've travelled. And I’'m French. | am French
Canadian... Francophone, so | have a whole other life in French (LG). And so...
but here we have a Francophone Association also, which is very nice. But you
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know, there’s a lot of details. | didn’t meet so many French people here, but
there were quite a few Egyptians when we lived here. Yeah.

These are great anecdotes, and | was wondering whether we can locate that
article written by that professor of Religious Studies, where he mentioned about
being hosted by you for a dinner. That would be great addition to our archives
actually.

(LG) It was at supper time. It just happened that it was supper time. We were like
“come in”. | mean he was all by himself alone in this strange place, for him, you
know. So, he mentioned that, that they were Muslim neighbors. I’'m not Muslim,
but he is.

Well, it sounds like you had a great experience arriving and settling down here in
this province, but also you, Uncle, you lived here as a Muslim for many decades.
And I'm sure you made some observations about how people in general
perceive, receive Muslims. So, do you think that it’s getting better, like is there
any change in the way people receive Muslims? If you compare back your time
and now, do you see any difference in the way Muslims are perceived in this
larger community? Is it getting better, more positive, or is it getting more
challenging? So, based on your observations, if you could talk about that?

He hasn’t gone back very much to the mosque since his stroke of course; and
that’s the last 8 years. And so, he only goes... before Covid, he would go for the
prayers on Friday, but he would tell me that he didn’t know half the people
anymore, because he only saw them there, and you know, they’d go back to work
right after.

There are lots of people now that | don’t know them. But everything else is the
same. But sometimes | feel like they are not as attached but | guess this is the
rule, because [back then] we were small number, we were meeting each other
every week.

You were close. You were close.

Yes, and we could count them on one hand. Five to six people. You see them
every week, every week. And most of the time, they would have lunch in the
weekend, they would call and ask “come, come”. So, all the way, at that time, we
were like one family, one family. But now the total now, is not like that. There are
many families | don’t know. There are 2 thousand may be. | don’t know. But then,
there were only five families.

Can | mention a really funny incident? Our daughter Mariam, she’s now in
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Moncton. She had to go to Toronto for CBC, and they sent her to the CBC
building. She had to take a taxi, so she gets in a taxicab, and the taxi driver looks
kind of Egyptian or something. So, she asked him “are you from Egypt, and all
this?”. He said “yes”. She said, “I'm from St. John’s, Newfoundland and my father
is Egyptian”. “Oh, | was in St. John’s 35 years ago, and | remember Abdel Salam
Mesbah, | remember Mona El Tahan”. Mariam was just flabbergasted. | think she
asked his name, but she doesn’t remember the name now, because she was so
busy at the time. It was just so funny that someone who was here 35 years
before still remembers Abdel Salam and Mona El Tahan, because they were there
also at the time. Mona was here at the time when we, well she got married.
Hussein was here, her husband was here, he was a student, and then they got
married the year after, | remember. She arrived in the plane in the wedding
dress, and so on. And they came to our house eons ago (LG). But it’s just funny
that out of all the people in Toronto that she ended up in the taxi with a guy who
was here. He’s Egyptian. So... and he remembers St. John’s. But as it is, a lot of
the people left. You know, they were looking for work, and they didn’t have so
much work here, so that’s it.

Listening to your stories, | understand that you, Uncle, you lived in different parts
of the world. You lived in Egypt, you lived in Russia, you lived in other Canadian
provinces, and now you’re living in Newfoundland. So, you have been a Muslim
in different parts of the world. So, if | ask you what it is like to be Muslim in
Newfoundland here, is it different than being a Muslim in Egypt, in Russia, in the
other parts of Canada? So, can you compare, is it better to be a Muslim here
than other places? How is it different or similar?

From the political thing, it’s better here, better to be in Canada, because of
democracy and how people are treated. We don’t find the same thing in Russia,
when | went to Russia to Leningrad, now it is called St. Petersburg.

St. Petersburg.

Yeah. Here we have real democracy. Everybody can say whatever they like. But in
Egypt or Russia at that time, you are not supposed to say anything, or you can be
in trouble.

Yeah, but from the Muslim point of view. Not the political point of view, the
Muslim point of view.

Yeah, but... As a Muslim, when | was in Russia, | wouldn’t be able to go to the
mosque to say my daily prayers. | would go only once in a week or two, only for
Friday prayer. That was the only day the mosque would be open. All the people in
the mosque were old people. | was the only young one. So, | wanted to know
what is the situation. And | asked a Russian boy. Muslim families told me that if
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they ever say anything about religion in general — not only Islam, about religion
in general; they said that they would not be able to find any job whatsoever. So,
that was the situation at that time. In Egypt, in my school, they were spying for
Gamal Abdel Nasser- which is the same thing, you can’t open your mouth, or you
will be in trouble. So it is, ((XXX-39:40 — 39:48)). While in Canada, for example,
((XXX-39:50 -39:54)) we went to London, Ontario, we went to the mosque, and
nobody was against us. So, in Canada we had no problem of whatsoever,
whether you are from Egypt, Russia or other places.

So, you enjoy being a Muslim in Canada...
Yeah, being a Muslim in Canada was very fortunate
And especially in Newfoundland.

It is better than Egypt or any other Muslim countries you won’t be able to live or
speak your religion. For example, when you are eating, you want to make sure
that the food you are getting has pork or not. Like, here in the kitchen, they know
that | don’t eat any pork.

They accommodate you.

For example, if | say | can’t eat something, they accept you. So, people
downstairs, they know that | don’t eat pork. They give me other food. When |
touch the other food, | say Bismillah, Allahu Akbar. | say Bismillah, Allahu Akbar
when | touch the food if it has chicken or beef. The only thing | like is fish (LG).

(LG) They have a lot of fish. If you don’t like the meal, they give you two choices,
you can always say “OK, | want some cod”. And they have cod for everybody
every day. | think they must know a very good fisherman. You can always have
cod. But you know, they respect Abdel Salam. | think he’s the only one who
doesn’t eat pork in his whole building (LG). They say “Oh, in that one, there’s
going to be some bacon”. So, they prepare a sandwich or a clubhouse or
something, they don’t put bacon for him. They know. And that’s OK. And you
know, they’re very good here. When, you remember the calendar in 2019,
there’s a page cover for him? They were so excited downstairs they made a feast
for him. Everybody down in the bistro, they had chocolates and strawberries
dipped in chocolate and ginger ale and whatever. They were feeling so good for
him that he was recognized as a Muslim here. So...

These are great memories, thank you so much for sharing. Again, going back to
Newfoundland Muslim population, you said that initially there were only a few
families, but now we know that there’s over 3,000 people, we don’t know the
exact numbers, but we estimate it’s around more than 3,000 people. So, this is a
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huge growth, right? But besides the increase in the numbers, do you see any
other changes in the Muslim community? Like, do you see any diversity, for
instance? Do you see more people from different parts of the world coming here
as Muslims? If you can share with us some changes that you see happening in
the Muslim community, we would like to know more about that.

The Muslim communities, first of all, they started, for example the election. And
the people running this election, they had some difficulties with some people
and so on. And this was because of the number; it is a huge number. For us, we
didn’t have any problem because we were five - six people. | remember even at
the time when we tried to collect for the mosque some money that we can have
a place to worship, to buy an old house something like that, and we can find
everybody and try to collect some money. At that time, we had fifteen families.
Fifteen families in Newfoundland. We collected money from them, to try to put a
payment for this. But the problem is that we had to take a mortgage and some
people, from the Islamic point of view, they don’t agree with mortgage. They
were at that time people having mortgage to buy a home, a house, but they did
not accept that you have a mortgage for the mosque. So, as | said, at that time,
we were only fifteen families (XXX- 46:25 — 46:45)). But now, because of the big
number, the harmony we between few people, you cannot have that harmony
between two thousand people. No way. There are people who like, there are
people who don’t like. So, this is the big difference. But now, | am out of shape,
and | am completely out of this group at all. When | hear these things, | don’t, |
can’t get in touch and do anything about it.

Thank you very much, Uncle. So, | would like to now shift our focus to the
Newfoundlanders in general, and their culture, right? We talked about Muslims,
but what about the Newfoundland people in general? How do you see
Newfoundland culture? How would you define it? What are the main
characteristics in your experience of Newfoundland people’s culture? And Louise,
also you can feel free to join the conversation if you have something to add.

They are really very close people, like the relation between themselves, this and
that. It is not like in the mainland. The mainland is bigger but in Newfoundland,
we still have the old fashion scene. Like...

Families are very close.
Family. Family.

They’re very kind. You know, it’s a culture that, you know, the men used to go
fishing, and So, the women were alone raising their kids and everything, and they
had to contact each other all the time, because they were holding the place
together. So, people are used to that. They’re very close-knit that way. They had
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to take care of everything while the husbands were away for months fishing. So,
it made everybody kind of very close and dependent on each other a lot, much
more than when you go to a big city, in the mainland there’s all kinds of people
coming in and it takes a while to know people and this and that. But here,
because this was the main way of living, fishing. And you know, people were
spread around all over the coast of the province, the inside part of the province
was kind of a bit isolated. Now there’s a highway and everything, but in the older
days, they were living out of fishing and so on. So, things have changed with the
work now and there’s natural mines and wood and things like that. New things
that are being developed. But as a mentality, they’ve remained very kind and
very helpful. | mean, here we are so surprised... yesterday, this lady who works
in the kitchen, she came to Abdel Salam. She said, “Oh I've got to tell you
something. Do you know such and such person?”. He said, “My God, | worked
with her for 29 years”. “She’s my second cousin and she said she wants to ask
about you and all this”. She lives outside of town. But | mean, you know, people
he used to work with come and visit here and so on. Well, they can’t now
because of the lockdown. We’re in lockdown. And visitors still need... are very,
very restricted. Our kids- Samy can come on Monday, his wife can come on
Thursday and both of them can come on Saturday. But they take their
temperature when they come here and so on. So, they’re very cautious because
there are sick people in this building, three floors of sick people. So Covid has
changed a lot of things. People who are working here are very friendly. They have
to wear a mask the whole day. They come from outside, so they have to wear a
mask. But from the kitchen staff to the cleaning lady, they’re so fun. They’re
laughing and they’re so kind to the people. I've seen how they treat some of the
patients with dementia, they’re so good. There’s not that many nurses, a lot of
them are personal care attendants. And a few RNAs, but | think there’s only one
registered nurse in the whole building. So, it’s a great place. Because they have
such good personalities, you know?

Thank you. Before we conclude, | would like to again talk about your experiences
as a family. So, | would like to know more about the contributions that Dr. Abdel
Salam Mesbah made to the community here, to the larger community, not only
to the Muslim community, but to the larger community here through his work,
through his volunteering. So, if again Louise, you would like to contribute with
detailed information, you’re welcome to join. So, can we hear, can we learn more
about that?

Do you remember about the Ethno-Cultural Association? Not much...
| know but | don’t remember much.

Because he was at the mosque and head of the mosque at the time, there was
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an Ethno-Cultural Association of Newfoundland, with different groups of culture.
Here, I'll show you. They gave him a nice plaque. I'll show you that. And they got
his name wrong (LG). But can you see it? (Shows Plaque) They wrote Abdel
Salem, S-A-L-E-M, but this is in 1992-1994 in appreciation for your dedication and
contributions to our Association. And it was the Ethno-Cultural Association of
Newfoundland and Labrador. So, he was representing the Muslims, the Muslim
group here. So that’s one thing. But he was so busy at work, and he did cover
them for a whole lot of things, sometimes they were short of a skilled technician,
they would ask him to do it (LG). That’s beside his job, you know. He would do
things like that. But that was all about it really. And the Ethno-Cultural
Association had usually a meeting where people would have a table representing
their own country, or their own whatever. Abdel Salam was part of that, and we
had books on Egypt and all kinds of things like that. For the population here to
come and have a look. There were different tables for different countries.

| don’t remember the details.

You don’t remember.

| don’t know whether it still exists.

No, | think it’s. What was his name who started that? | think he passed away
since. He was an older man when he started that, so | think he’s no longer here.
So, he was such a busy person, working and doing a lot of overtime, because
cancer patients can’t wait. You have to do treatment plan. And he did a lot of
that, all the time. Every day, he was doing overtime.

As far as | know, in addition to being instrumental in the building of the mosque,
the local mosque here, | think you, Uncle, served also in different capacities in
the mosque management and religious leadership here. So, if you can briefly talk
about what you did after the mosque opened, in what capacity you contributed
to the Muslim community. | think you served as an Imam, volunteer Imam...

Yes.

And | believe you also served as a chair president of the Muslim Association for
some time?

Yeah.
So, if you can briefly talk about those things...

And you did weddings.
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Yeah. | did.

You did a few weddings.

Solemnize the weddings?

Solemnize.

Solemnize the wedding.

He would solemnize the wedding at the mosque.

At the mosque, | was imam. But when they started the mosque, Alhamdulillah, |
was the first one to pray in the mosque alone by myself. After that, we were as a
jamaat (group) of 3 -4 people to pray together. Also, as the Muslim Association

there was a group of people active outside of the mosque. | was one of them.

Another thing that he did, he used to go to a place to kill beef and chicken for the
Muslims.

At that time, | used to go to the company that had...
Country Ribbon. Country Ribbon.

So, | used to go to say the prayers. And when | go there, some Muslim, they say
“You must say, Bismillah Allahu Akbar on each chicken”.

(LG) Thousands of them.

| used to say just to make them happy. But the congregation’s view is that it is
enough that you look at the row full of chicken and say Bismillah Allahu Akbar.
That is enough. But the other people, they wanted to say for all of them
Bismillah, Allahu Akbar, Bismillah, Allahu Akbar, Bismillah, Allahu Akbar.

(LG).

But alhamdulillah, some people went with me and carried on the tradition,
especially younger people. We used to go after Fajr prayer because of the work
for the chicken. We used to wear something to cover us

An apron

Something to cover us. And shoes, our legs, you have to follow- something to
cover your shoes. So, we were completely covered.

16



Ayse:

Louise:
Ayse:

Louise:

A. Mesbah:

Louise:

Ayse:

Louise:
Ayse:

Louise:

Ayse:

Louise:

| remember about 18 years ago when | moved to Newfoundland, | remember we
used to order zabeeha halal chicken through the Mosque, so now | know who
was saying Bismillah (LG) over the chicken that we were having for supper (LG).

(LG).
Thank you, Uncle.

For the beef, that was a farm outside, not here in town. It was a farm, right? You
found a farm...

Outside of St. John’s, in the farm we used to say Allahu Akbar and bring the beef
to the Mosque.

You had freezers where you kept the halal meat at the mosque.

Thank you so much for these lovely memories. Before we conclude, | believe you
have some archival materials to show us. So perhaps if you could, Louise, take us
through these items, sharing some details about them, that would be great.

Okay, well the calendar... you’re aware of the calendar.
If you can please hold it a bit higher and in a straight line, yeah.

He’s on the cover, and that was last year, and it was the provincial government
that started to have a calendar of diversity about the different people in St.
John’s. Not only in St. John’s, but mostly in St. John’s. And also, there’s this page
and there’s a blurb about him there. Okay? So, we have... so I'll give you one for
your study. There is also... well, you saw that plaque that they gave him. Okay? |
took a picture of it, but | don’t want to get off the screen. But | can send you the
picture, or I'll show it to you when you come at the door, and you can see. There
is his retirement book, which is a big scrapbook that they made, and there’s a
picture of him in there. | took a picture of that also. It is very tiny; | don’t know
how much you can see of it, but he is in the Cancer Clinic explaining... Abdel
Salam, can you hold it please? Not too high, you have to keep the picture in
there. Down, down, down a bit. There’s the picture here on the left side, on
Abdel Salam’s side. He’s got a lab coat on and he’s explaining the new clinic
machine in the Cancer Clinic to different people. There’s a letter from Ms. Paulse
who was director of the clinic, can | read it to you? Okay?

Yes, please.

Okay. “Abdel, | am truly thankful for the years you have given to our
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organization”, That means the Cancer Clinic. “I shall always remember 1994 and
1995 when you were the only physicist available to our organization. During this
time, you worked tirelessly as a physicist, dosimetrist, mould room technician and
filled in, when necessary, as an electronic technician. Never once did you stop to
complain about the heavy workload and responsibilities. | shall always remember
and be grateful for your commitment, dedication, and contribution to patient
care and to our organization. Abdel, you have been a dependable,
knowledgeable, and highly skilled employee. Through your efforts and
contributions, we can truly say that we have a state-of-the-art equipment and
highly skilled professionals available to our radiation oncology department.
Abdel, you have been an outstanding employee, a proud parent and spouse, and
a remarkable person. It has been my pleasure to know and work with you during
the past 10 years. Many thanks, Bertha Paulse”. So that’s very nice. She was the
Director. Not the manager, she was a nurse, she was the head nurse, but she was
also the staff director of the technicians in the clinic. So that’s one. And then |
have some... this article that Mariam wrote. This is the book she wrote it for,
which is supposed to be in the libraries at school and in the schools in
Newfoundland. And you know the article? | have a photocopy of it for you. So, if
you want to show it, or do you want me to read it?

As far as | remember, it’s a long article. But you can show it in the screen so that
we have footage of it, yeah.

Can you see?

Yes.

It’s two pages, okay?
Yes.

It’s about her as an average Canadian teenager and her problems trying to fit in
as a young teenager with a father who did not like the outfit for physical
education that was not modest enough, and | had to sew her some bloomers in
the colors of the school... maroon and with a grey band, you know? She was the
only one wearing that, and she wanted to fit in so much. That’s the problem with
all teenagers, but at the end, she said: “When | came out in the real world, |
found out that things are much more different than in high school, and it’s a
place with room for everyone. You know? So, | realize that being different is a
wonderful gift. There’s a certain freedom in recognizing that no matter where you
come from, you are unique and accepting others for who they are allows all of us,
each of us to accept ourselves. | also have learned that differences in our
backgrounds, religion, and skin color, mean very little overall, since we all have
similar needs. All of us want to be loved and accepted by the people in our lives.
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So being different is now in. My black hair and olive skin and brown eyes are
considered exotic. Pita bread sandwiches are a culinary treat in our gourmet
restaurant, and my friends envy me because I’'m well-traveled”. But you have to
read the rest of the article for why she mentions this. “Today, when someone has
trouble pronouncing my name, | say with a smile, it’s Egyptian for Jane Smith,
and they smile back. This is a common name in Egypt, you know? Mariam
Mesbah”. And she’s a writer, so that’s one of the first articles she ever wrote. And
actually, the person... she did this article for the Newfoundland and Labrador
Human Rights Association, and they told her that your article is included in there,
but as the book is being donated to schools and libraries, there are no royalties.
So, | guess you can publish it like that, you know, if you want. Because that was
done in February 1993, so | don’t know if they still have it in the schools here for
the social studies. “The reader is designed to complement the social studies
curriculum of high school students in the province”, quote. | don’t think you need
a copyright or anything like that. Okay?

Yeah. | don’t think so, but we can double check, right Dr. Selby? But they are
certainly great additions to the archives as we are trying to develop here locally. |
was just wondering, do you have any family pictures, old family pictures with you
right now?

| have pictures of Abdel Salam. | have family pictures, | will go through them, but
you remember the article | mentioned to you that was in the Newfoundland
Herald, the photographer took some nice pictures, some nice pictures of Abdel
Salam. So, there’s a few that are, you know, the same ones. So, we have a few of
those if you need a picture. But | don’t know if you need a copyright. I’'m trying to
remember the name, because it was published with an article about the Muslim
Association and Abdel Salam was the head at the time. It had to be the late 80s
or early 90s, okay? We have pictures of the family, of course, but here in
Newfoundland. What else? There’s one here. But this was taken in Florida. This
one here, where’s my paper? This one... Okay, there’s one. | have to take them
out. There was one that... there’s always one of us missing. If I'm taking the
picture, I’'m not in it. You know, this is the story of us. | am looking here... This is
when the kids were small, Abdel Salam and me are in there.

Do you think that you would be able to donate some of these old family
pictures? Because they look lovely.

| would donate a copy of it, because you can go to Walmart and get a photocopy,
you know? And that would be good. | am looking here, there’s more. We took
the kids to Egypt and there’s photos of the pyramids and this and that. This is one
taken at Signal Hill. A friend who lived with... this one here, this one here.
There’s Abdel Salam and Mariam and our friend Gillian, who used to live on the
street. The kids used to play, how they call that? Spotlight, at night. There were a
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lot of kids on our street. So when it was dark at night, they would play spotlight
and they hide and so on. Now, you don’t feel safe anymore. But in those days, it
was nice and safe. Things have changed. This one is not the two of us, but the
kids at the pyramids. See the pyramids, how they are? They look smooth from far
away, but they’re big blocks.

Can you please lift a little bit, so we can see the people in the picture?
Can you see it? Just the two of them sitting at?
Yes, that’s perfect. Thank you.

And there is one also from the Acropolis. They’re kind of different ages too. Some
from England, some from Amsterdam. And there’s one that was taken here with
Samy and Abdel Salam on the boat in which Abdel Salam came from Russia to
Montreal. Here. It’s the Alexander Pushkin. Here’s... see if | can show you
Sammy, and Abdel Salam, and in the background, the boat. It’s the Alexander
Pushkin. And it came to St. John’s one year. Samy is about 8 or 9 years old there,
so that was about 10 years before that he traveled.

| guess we would certainly love to have that picture, a copy of that picture. It’s an
amazing piece, archival piece.

Yeah, so, | can get copies once | go to Walmart. But right now, it’s so crazy right
before Christmas, and | very...

Also, Louise, we're happy to make those copies for you. We can scan them, we
can scan them at the University. There’s an excellent scanner for archives, that

would be better quality.

(CG) Oh, for sure, for sure. Because, you know, that would be a really good
chance.

Yes.

Okay. But I'll put something at the back, to make sure we get them back just to
make sure...

Of course. Of course.

That’s the only ones | have, because these are from old cameras that | developed
not digital cameras.

Exactly, you don’t even have the negatives anymore.
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They’re probably somewhere in the house. There are millions of other things in
the house. So, that would be great.

Before we conclude the interview, if you, Uncle Abdel Salam, and you Louise, if
you have anything else to add to this conversation, please feel free to join. And
the same with you Dr. Selby, if you think there were some missing questions,
please, we can complete it before we conclude.

Well, do you have anything that you wanted to say?
(Nodding his head to say no)

We heard, we spoke to Mahmood Haddara. He told us about how important you
were about getting the mosque built and getting the mosque going. Do you
remember about that time when the mosque was being built?

Yeah. When we started the mosque, we had a problem with money. We didn’t
have. So, | went with Br. Wasi to Saudi Arabia to have some donation from the
people. Because the habit was that the people go to the mosque and the imam
would tell the people “These brothers are here. They are from Newfoundland
Canada. And they are trying to build a mosque, so please support them. So, they
would make their clothes like something for people to throw the money, throw
the money. So, the people at the mosque would go around to collect the money.
But unfortunately, when we were in Saudi Arabia, there was something bad
happening. Some bad people in the mosques were trying to make things against
the government, whatever. So, our situation was that the Saudi Arabia called all
the people who were collecting money. So, we couldn’t go to the mosque to
collect money. So, we went to the government, and we talked to some people.
They said, “OK, make an application that you need money to build masjid, when
you back to St. John’s, we will send you that money. You have to go back to
Canada, St. John’s”. So, we went to another provincial government and asked
them to help. They said “OK, go back, we will help you and send money”. So,
when the time comes, we came back with no money (LG). After a while, we
received that the King of Saudi Arabia sent us so much through the government
whatever that some people donated to our mosque. So, after having nothing,
what we are having is that the King sent us $25,000 something like that. Anyway,
it was over $ 20,000 what we got from Saudi Arabia. And we were happy with
that. So, we decided to build the Mosque. When we were looking at that time
there was a piece of land where the mosque is now. Actually, it was a whole
piece of land with the mosque would take you from one side to the other with
the whole thing. We could buy it, but we didn’t have the money. So, we bought
one piece of this land because we can pay the money for it. So we did that. Then
we started to writing letters to Muslims all over Canada and the USA, especially
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to medical doctors because they make lots of money. So, we started receiving
donations, sometimes as small as $10 and some big ones. And we started
building the mosque. Alhamdulillah we were able to complete. And one of the
nice things is when | was with Wasi- Br. Wasi. So, his name in his Canadian
passport is Wasi Ullah. But in Arabic, Wasiullah is one name for one person. So,
his name is Wasi Ullah. When we were in Saudi Arabia, people were asking me
his name because | was speaking Arabic, but he doesn’t speak Arabic. “What is
his name”. “His name is Wasi Ullah”. “Wasiullah what? What is the name of his
father?” (LG).

Where is the rest of his name? (LG)

Where is the rest of his name? (LG). No, it is Wasi Ullah, Wasi Ullah. (LG)

What an adventure, that you went all the way to Saudi Arabia, that’s incredible.
He went twice. Went twice

He went twice. Wow.

But at that time ((XXX- 1:22:30 -1:22-34))

You didn’t collect.

Wonderful, thank you for that.

We thank you so much, to both of you for taking the time and energy to join us
for this lovely conversation. I’'m sure the generations of Muslims and
non-Muslims, you know, alike, scholars for generations will really appreciate all
this information you have provided to this knowledge building process. And we
also look forward to being able to get some physical archival materials from you,
and we will discuss this later on. So, | would like to conclude our interview by
saying thank you again for all this lovely conversation.

You're very welcome. We enjoyed it.

Thank you, so generous of you. Have a nice evening, good to see you.

Stay safe.

Same to you.

And have a very merry Christmas that’s coming up soon. So, so quick! (LG)
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Yes, take care, it is great to see you both.

Thank you so much, have a lovely evening. Assalamu Alaikum Uncle.
Thank you.

As Salamu Alaikum

And I'll look for more photos, okay?
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