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Ayse:  Well, thank you so much for joining for participating the oral history interviews 
of our Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador project. I 
would like to begin our interview by asking you some basic demographic 
information about yourself, such as your name, age, marital status, education, 
and line of work.  

 
Mona:  OK, my name is Mona Shahwan El-Tahan. Shahwan is my middle name and El- 

Tahan is my husband’s family name. I’ve done my engineering undergraduate at 
Cairo University, civil engineering degree, and I did my Master’s in ocean 
engineering at MUN, and after that – I believe in lifelong learning, so I’ve been 
doing courses and degrees all the way even until my age now which is seventy 
years old. So, I’ve done like MBA with some executive courses in management, 
accounting, and marketing, because that’s help in my my company. And,  the line 
of work, I started working right away after doing my Master’s degree in 1980 
with Lavalin Engineering as the first female engineer to work with the company, 
and I worked there for eight years, developed, which was extension of my 
Master’s degree on modelling of iceberg drift, was the first model in North 
America to forecast iceberg movement and this was quite successful to use it 
offshore Labrador and Grand Banks, to protect the ships and supply boats in the 
area, and evolved not only to forecast one single iceberg but to groups of 
icebergs working for Environment Canada in Ottawa and in Downsview in 
Ontario. And actually, the Ice Centre in Ottawa used my model to forecast 
icebergs until now, for groups of icebergs offshore Labrador and Grand Banks. 
And in late 80s, which offshore was really slowing down, I proposed to the 
government to put all the different models and systems I developed over the 
years into instead of, it was in a large computer, put it on a laptop, or a pc, and I 
got a grant for about quarter million-dollar grant at that time. And, university 
heard about my (LG) large grant and I’m starting my own company at that time, 
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so they give me a really good position at C-Core, as a senior research engineer 
and having my company incubated within the university. And umm, I spent there 
over actually seven years, from 1988 to 1995, working and utilizing all the 
personnel at C-Core and the university to provide service to the oil companies, 
private companies and from forecasting iceberg, developing ice management 
system, complete system to help the offshore operation. Uhm I participated with 
and included several companies offshore like in Norway, and other 
organizations, to help me on providing a complete service to the oil companies 
and evolve from icebergs and ice management and so on to different other 
applications like develop model for forecasting the ship movement so we can 
know if the ship is gonna be safe driving in any area and saving time and fuel 
consumption for the ships, so developed an autopilot – advanced autopilot 
system for the ships. And Canadian Space Agency heard about the different 
technology I was working on at that time I applied, I launched a proposal to 
forecast like to apply the technology developed from autopilot artificial 
intelligence techniques or technology to the Canada Arm to uhm reduce the 
friction on the Canada Arm and work, at that time with a company in Ottawa 
which really specialized in artificial intelligence and a group of companies, one in 
US and one in Japan, Harmonic Drive System company and, all together put the 
technology and experiment and show the Canadian Space Agency actually in 
their lab in their office in Montreal, how the technology can be utilized to reduce 
the friction on the Canada Arm. And we were quite successful that they 
sponsored to apply for patent for the technology, so they filed for patent in five 
countries around the world and we were granted the patents and the technology 
being used between Canada and Japan in other applications at the moment since 
I [LG] retired now, but the technology is either from ice management or from the 
space applications or artificial intelligence it’s being utilized uh all over the world, 
I mean actually from different applications. And through all these applications of 
course I, there was some training for personnel and stuff like that and maybe I 
can elaborate more on that later on (LG). 

 
Ayse:  Thank you. Can you please tell us what do you know about the first Muslims to  

settle in Newfoundland and Labrador? 
 

Mona:  Uhm, actually from my knowledge that when we came here, I came in December 
28, 1975, there we met few friends. And the first one we know is Doctor Irfan. In 
1964, he was one of the first professors at the Physics Department. And, umm, 
of course there was some- we heard there were some other people earlier than 
1964 but there were scattered people and come and go, like they never settled 
in the province. Umm, but Doctor Irfan, he was one of the first ones settled 
along with Doctor Khalil. Dr. Khalil too was working with provincial government 
and then Doctor Nazir came afterwards and Brother Abdelsalam and different 
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other people. But the only one like I know from really settled just in 1964 and 
onwards.   

 
Ayse:  Thank you. Can you tell us about your personal settlement experience here in  

Newfoundland and Labrador? How did it go? And also, if you feel comfortable 
talking about it can you also tell us, how has been the reception of your 
Muslimness, your Muslim identity in this province? 

 
Mona:  OK. Uhh, I guess it was a pleasant experience. I immigrated to Canada in  

December 28th, 1974, and I came as a bride immigrant. I was wearing my 
wedding dress (LG). I had a good reception actually from landing, because I 
landed first from Egypt to London England in Heathrow, I had to spend two 
nights at one of the hotels and when I was leaving, I wore my wedding dress, my 
veil, everything (LG). And on the way I did not realize that I have-  at that time 
there was no direct flight to St. John’s, but I had to go to Gander and in Gander I 
waited few hours and then I came to, on the flight to St. John’s. And Air Canada, 
like the flight was almost empty because December 28th between Christmas and 
the new year and was, they really treat me like a queen, in the flight. (LG) They 
started putting enough seats for me to relax, because of my wedding dress and 
the veil and they started playing wedding songs (LG). And as soon as I landed at 
the airport, I mean, people were coming- some people because it was the flight 
wasn’t that full, but the people were coming to meet their families, they were 
actually clapping hands for me (LG) and cheering me, along with a small group 
from the Egyptian community here. And they took me all the way to Brother 
Abdelsalam’s house, actually at that time they had a very nice wedding, uh, 
wedding cake actually it was different layers it’s almost like I’m in my wedding 
(LG). And all the way they were telling me like “look, the whole city is decorated 
for you, for your wedding” (LG). Of course, it was decorated for Christmas and 
the new year but (LG) they just give me the impression that I have a very special 
reception in my wedding. So, this is of course I really remember it quite well. I 
mean we did the ceremony back in Egypt, with family and friends, but we never 
lived together. So, my first life as a married woman, and it was here in St. John’s. 
So, I have very special, umm I mean, memories with that occasion. So, and of 
course I mean I continued my life. Actually my, the supervisor of my husband like 
he said like, my husband told him a bit about my work and how I was involved in 
activities at the university in Cairo, he said- I suggest I was just graduated I didn’t 
have my certificate yet for graduation, he said I suggest that we register her for a 
couple of graduate courses, right away (LG). And my honeymoon, two weeks I 
started my graduate courses, like two graduate courses- coming from Egypt, 
never spoke a single word in English there, I had to attend the two graduate 
courses at the beginning. And even one of the supervisors which I still remember 
him, Doctor Sherry, he was teaching one of the courses, I was so quiet through 
the whole course at the end we have to do uh, like to give a presentation, at the 
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end of the course, in plus to the written test we have to do a presentation. So, 
the night before I practiced with my husband in the same room (LG) which we 
were giving the presentation. And uh I give the presentation, and he was 
completely shocked. He said “I didn’t know that you could speak” (LG). 
Alhamdulillah, I was doing very well that I got the best mark (LG) for at that time. 
So, I was encouraged actually, after that, to do more courses. I wasn’t planning 
actually to do graduate studies right away, I mean my husband was a student, he 
was doing his Master, so I said, for me to get familiar with the community first, 
and uhm the culture and so on and then maybe I think what I want to do in the 
province. So I-  actually there was Lavalin at that time. Lavalin engineering was 
the largest engineering company here with a branch Fenco in Newfoundland. So, 
I went to the company and I said like “I’d like to apply for a job as engineer”. And 
they said “Civil engineer? We never heard about a female civil engineer before 
(LG), but because of your resumé and your background maybe we can offer you 
a draftsperson position”. So, I said “Really? I thank you, but I’m not trained to be 
a draftsperson”. But they said “Well you can, as soon as an opening comes in the 
company you can take that opening”. I said “No, I am not trained to be- as a 
draftsperson”. And I really hate drafting anyway (LG) and I don’t wanna work for 
engineers and then become an engineer for our colleagues afterwards. So I, at 
that time, I refused their position. And I was accepted by two professors, actually 
three professors, to do my Masters in engineering, in ocean engineering. One of 
them was my husband’s supervisor. So, he said you can’t do that, like we can’t 
have the same supervisor. So, I had another - Doctor Sodhi -he was Indian, and 
he accepted me so I started my graduate studies in ocean engineering in 
modeling of iceberg drift. And that was the, I guess the highlight of my career 
because as soon as I finish my Master’s degree and submit my thesis actually 
there was an engineer from Lavalin walking by and he said “I remember you, a 
couple of years ago you were at our office and looking for a job, what did you 
do?”. I said “I just submitted my thesis” and when he knew the subject- 
modelling of iceberg drift- he said “Oh my God, we just got a large contract from 
Petro Canada and they wanted your expertise, because they said we have to 
have a technology along to be able to provide the complete service offshore”. He 
said “give me your number”. I gave him my number.  The vice president called 
me in the afternoon, he said “Mona, would you like to come and work with us 
full-time or part-time? (LG) I said “can’t we meet first?” He said “OK at eight 
o’clock in the morning”. By eight o’clock in the morning I went there, they had an 
hour interview and then they introduced me to the president and then he said, 
uh, they gave me the offer right away and they said “you start tomorrow”. I said, 
“honestly, I can’t start right away, I have a baby (LG) - at that time I had my first 
son Tahmir- and I need at least one week to organize my life, to arrange for a 
babysitter, and so on”. So they said, they gave me one week and after that I 
started, May 5th 1980. And I spent really wonderful eight years with them and 
was spoiled as a female. I never felt that I am foreigners or not from the same 
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culture or as a Muslim. Even when we used to have the gathering for Christmas 
parties, or any special occasions, they used to joke with me and give me Pepsi 
and they said now you can get drunk (LG). But they never, they never 
differentiate me. Actually, because I was the only female too, I had very special 
treatment. And even uhm they used to send me to different conferences and 
meetings - international- to present papers and so on and uh, and some of this 
offshore groups -actually I was the only female there in the hall-  and they used 
to say “lady and gentlemen” because I was the only lady within that group. And 
the same time Lavalin sent me to a conference in Montreal with-  about women 
in science and engineering. And they encouraged me- the group they had at the 
national organization- they encouraged me to start a chapter in St. John’s. So I 
started WISE: Women in Science and Engineering local chapter in St. John’s.  
That was in 1988 after I started, actually the same year. Actually, I started WISE 
in January 13, 1988 and my company in June in the same year. So it was kind of 
natural to span as an entrepreneur to start the company at that time. And of 
course, I mean, WISE and the company and all has lots of contributions, I don’t 
know if you want to hear about it, (LG) but we can see later, yeah. 

 
Ayse:  Yes, certainly, yeah. Uhm, so when you are looking back in time and then  

compare it with now, have you observed any changes in the reception and 
settlement of Muslims  in the province during your time? 

 
Mona:  Uh, yes, uh, definitely. Like, when we came, we were only 20-25 families in the  

whole province. And uhm until the mid-90s actually we start to see some 
increase. Morely, the increase came in the last twenty years but, majority, 
especially after nine eleven. Like uh there was- US actually stopped taking any 
students, any doctors, any Arab from all of the Arab countries or the Muslim 
countries. So, most of these students came here to St. John’s at MUN, and that’s 
what we saw the large increase of number. And, the same time over the last  few 
years, after the Prime Minister encouraged more immigrants and accepting a lot 
of people from Syria and so on, we saw a large emerge and increase on these 
numbers. So, from starting from 20, 25 families, now we are almost over 3000 
people in the province, which is really a large increase and, nice to see that quite 
number over the years.   

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

Labrador? And you can compare this with your experiences of being a Muslim in  
different parts of the world, maybe in Egypt, maybe in other provinces. So, what 
it is like to be a Newfoundland Muslim? 

 
Mona:  Uh, actually here, people really respect us a lot and we are very close and we are  

a small group. Uh as I said, I never felt any kind of discrimination against 
Muslims, or being a female as Muslim. Actually, in another opinion people- they 
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say “we thought women are really behind all men”. They don’t-  but when they 
see me and see, being uh, working in non-traditional field, they said “we really 
changed our opinion, about Muslims and especially Muslim women, that they 
really undereducated, they are not working on non-traditional fields, but this 
perception you completely change our opinion about that”. Uhm, compared to 
any other places- in Egypt actually I could have stayed in Egypt and continued my 
studies, but I have even some of my colleagues and close colleagues and she was 
even the top of my class. Uh, she spent over ten years to try to do her PHD, 
because of the facilities, the equipment, the uh, available for her to do her 
graduate studies. Like, even few times she even contacted me to even move to 
Canada or US, because she was really frustrated, not finding all the equipment 
and facilities to do her graduate studies. Here for me I did my Master right away 
in two years despite I was pregnant and having my first son. So, even with my 
condition I still uh, I still managed to do that. Uhm, in US I notice some of my 
friends, they have some discrimination. I mean they never managed to, even to 
get good positions in companies in their own career, so they had to shift to other 
areas, even from engineering, to nursing, or doing any other low kind of job, 
because they couldn’t find their, uhm opportunity to do it on their own field. So 
really here, I mean, I felt, that’s my own personal opinion, I didn’t have any kind 
of discrimination or not really advancing me in my career. Like even I get lots of 
encouragement and support from my first company I worked with, from the 
university C-Core I worked with, from other dealings I dealt with government, or 
other organizations. They really all encourage me and support me to advance in 
my career. So, uh. And, in raising even my children, like my two children, like, I 
have Tahmir, he’s a doctor now, he’s an orthopedic surgeon and practicing in 
Nova Scotia. And  I have my son Yassir, he’s a physiotherapist. And both of them 
alhamdulillah are really successful in their career and contributing too to the 
community, contributing to the community here, and the community in Nova 
Scotia. My older son has started actually a mosque, and he’s the president in 
New Glasgow for that mosque, beside his all duties as an orthopedic surgeon 
and having a son and another baby coming on the way, so (LG), alhamdulillah 
like everything is going smoothly for me and my family, so.  

 
Ayse:  Thank you. I would like to know: how do you see Newfoundland culture? How  

would you define, how would you perceive it?  
 

Mona:  Uhm, I feel it and from the beginning we are really a large family, like, people  
here are really friendly, uhm, very close to each other. Even the Muslim 
community here, we are large family all together, we get together, we ask about 
each other, it was more connections and interaction maybe in the early years as 
a small group. But, uhm. The other thing too like, there is lots of support from 
the Newfoundland people, especially during some disasters or things happen. 
Like during 9/11, the mosque was full with lots of support and lots of cards and 
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flowers. And all different occasions and accidents happen over the years and you 
can see those, Sister Ayse, from all the different recent disasters happening in 
Montreal, Toronto, or any other parts in Canada and the US. We really find a lot 
of support and welcome us in the community, so we don’t feel that we are 
different or has different culture or whatever. So that’s what I appreciated, a lot, 
from that sense.  

 
Ayse:  Thank you. As you also mentioned, the Muslim population in the province has 

significantly increased, especially over the last 20 years or so. Have you noted 
other changes alongside this population growth? Was it only a numerical, 
quantitative growth, or did you notice other qualitative changes? 

 
Mona:  Yeah, we uhm. It’s nice to see that growth, and we really welcome all the  

newcomers to the province. But, in early years and when we came, we were 
really used to get together a lot. Like a small group, we used to have functions, 
we used to have potluck supper.  I was the chairwoman for the social committee, 
and we used to have, like, even like a kind of, uhm, classes for- cooking classes, 
exercise classes. We had the potluck supper almost every week. We had - 
because we were a small group we managed to get together at the mosque, and 
the mosque can fit us. But right now, which I notice, with the large number, it’s 
very difficult to get everybody in the mosque. Right now, we trying to establish a 
new center in Bauline and which hopefully will be able to accommodate people. 
But most of the time, and all in our celebrations we have, we used to have all the 
Eid celebrations in the mosque: we do the prayer in the main halls and we go 
downstairs in the social to have tea, coffee and even, like, have cookies, and 
stuff. The kids could enjoy and feel Eid right away after the prayer. In the evening 
we have supper, potluck supper and we all eat together, enjoy all the different 
cultures, food and so on. Right now, it’s not that easy, and this is the major draw 
I feel (LG), but, I’m hoping over the years we’ll be able to find. We rent places 
now, but it’s not, we can’t get together, all the time. Like we, that’s the major 
drawback I feel, by increasing the number but. It’s nice to see that large number, 
but (LG), there is some effect on our social activities due to that number.  

 
Ayse:  You already mentioned some of it, but what are some of the contributions you  

have seen happen through Muslims in the province? Your personal 
contributions, your family’s contributions, and your friends’, Muslim friends’ 
contributions to the, not only to the Muslim community itself but to the larger 
community. 

 
Mona:  Yeah, uh, from, there is several, of course from my contribution- my personal  

contribution- is like, uhm to the province and to the students and young 
students I act as kind of a role model in a non-traditional field. I give different 
presentations at schools, from junior high to high schools and this encourage a 
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lot of, uhm especially female, to join the non-traditional field. I am in couple of 
textbooks, three textbooks at school, which they really help on that sense. I 
started WISE- Women in Science and Engineering organization. And the number 
of female, like in Canada, or actually at MUN, almost less than 1% when I joined 
engineering, now the percentage is almost 27% close to 30% which actually 
some, even in UK or in other parts in Canada, they may be looking to reach that 
number in another ten years, at least. But we were quite ahead by having this 
organization, which spun off from me as working in non-traditional fields and 
encouraging the young females to consider science or engineering as one of their 
options. And that could show them that you could be successful. We trained 
over a thousand female students over the last twenty years, bring Grade 11 
females to university and private organizations to- for about 14 weeks, it’s a paid 
work-term, and during that period they had exposure to different parts of the 
university and different department in the private sector, and that’s what really 
encouraged them to consider science and engineering as one of their options.  
 
Uhm, the other thing, I mean, the community here, like either from private 
companies or international companies whatever, they actually recognize some of 
the contributions I’ve done over the years. So, I got several awards, I mean from 
the NLOWE, the business women organization in town, even the government 
here locally as the first high-tech company established in Newfoundland, and so 
on. And recently, last year, I got an award from the Association of Professional 
Engineers the Community Service Award in 2019 through my contribution to the 
community and to WISE, and to other organizations: NATI -I was on the board. I 
was on the board of Women in Science and NSERC Grants Committee for four 
years. So, so many other committees, actually for volunteer work I have worked 
with almost 15 organizations in town, so this really impacted on the Association 
of Professional Engineers to give me this kind of award, and it’s, I appreciate that 
too.  
 
From my family’s perspective, uhm, my two sons. My husband first, he was a 
major structural engineer in charge of building the mosque and supervising the 
whole construction from 87, and 88, and 89, until we have the mosque in 1990. 
And he continued, he was the first president, he was the president at the 
student association, MSA, and contributed in, like he’s passionate as a structural 
engineer to help on that regard and continue in repairing and doing things until 
he got, maybe old now to contribute. But, our son Yassir is taking over and 
responsible now about some of the renovations on the mosque. And hopefully 
insha’Allah we live very close to the new center now about three minutes from 
the new center that we will be helping all of us to establish this new center and 
get it ready for the new generation. Uhmmm, and uhm… what else? (LG) I really 
can’t…   
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Ayse: Can you recall of any other Newfoundland Muslims, your friends, the people you 
know of who have contributed greatly to the larger community? 

 
Mona: Yeah, of course there is a lot of our friends from Brother Abdelsalam, Brother 

Nazir, Doctor Nazir, and Doctor Irfan. Doctor Wasi Ullah - he was really critical in 
raising the fund for the mosque. He travelled to Saudi Arabia with Brother 
Abdelsalam. And both raised a lot of fund for the mosque. They worked really 
hard for almost ten years to try to raise the fund because we had to generate at 
least half a million to get the mosque finished and all through this period they 
were really working hard all these gentlemen to to raise the fund gradually for 
each stage or each phase of the mosque. And they were alhamdulillah successful 
on doing that. There is lots of other ladies and colleagues/ friends; we 
established, like, different fundraising through some of the baking sale and craft 
sale, even through the Regatta sale we participated on some. We’ve done- uh 
most of them actually generated even the, some cards for Eid cards so we can 
sell it here and outside, and this all raised the fund. Uh others too like the, 
friends like Brother Abdelzaher and Sister Eman, they worked on- and of course 
Sister Ayse too, worked in teaching the young generation at the school, or 
different or through the special classes including of course, Sister Faiza Haddara 
and Doctor Haddara. Faiza was really instrumental on establishing the weekly 
meetings for women and educating them and I still remember her almost every 
day and so my prayers even when I remember few things she advised us, what to 
do and how to do things properly. So she was really good on that, yeah. 
Unfortunately, she passed away about ten years ago now, so we missed her, but 
they moved to London Ontario along with Doctor Haddara. So, there is so many 
contribution like, maybe I can’t remember everything but (LG) if you remember 
something I could elaborate on it, but [LG]. 

 
Ayse:  I think we are good, thank you so much. If you remember towards the end of the  

interview, you are more than welcome to add extra points.  
 
Mona:  OK 

 
Ayse:  I believe you have some pictures and books that you brought with yourself to  

show and share with us. So, perhaps we can start having a look at these 
pictures? If you can hold them in front of you, getting closer to the camera. 

 
Mona:  Like that? 
 
Ayse:  Yeah 

 
Mona:  Yeah, the first one actually, which I (LG) treasure of course, was in 1979 when I 

received my citizenship here in Canada. So, this was a picture of me at the City 
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Hall and receiving- just after I received my citizenship. And I think directly after 
this, there was the revolution in Iran, so there was some perception or, start 
people to see what those Muslim about, what is, so we were invited to and 
hosted by Shirley Newhook, and this picture was my husband, Doctor Hussein El 
Tahan and I think it’s not really quite clear- 

 
Ayse:  Can you please? 
 
Cameraman: Yeah, that’s it, perfect. 

 
Mona:  Uh, it was Sister, uhm… 

 
Ayse:  Farida?  

 
Mona:  Farida Bhatti and myself, and the host was Shirley Newhook. And, that was  

almost the first exposure as an interview to the public here to know more about 
the Islam and the Muslim community and because there was not many 
knowledge around about at that time, in the late 70s, about Muslims in 
Newfoundland and what their perceptions are. Uhm, and I have a couple of 
pictures about the celebration in Eid in early 90s, uhm about the-  actually this 
group is the all the community we have, at that time, we after the prayer. And 
actually, I have another one inside- uh, inside the hall in the mosque, to show all 
the different people. I still remember some of these, like Doctor Haddara, Doctor 
Saoudy and Fatima and Azza and the several people here. It’s hard to mention 
every name on these pictures. But this is almost for the whole community in 
early 90s. Uh, now as I said, we have almost, over, uh. That’s in mid/late 90’s  
where we had a bit more numbers outside the mosque. And uh, you can see the 
numbers start to increase but this was the whole community at that time. Uh we 
reach over 3000 now in Newfoundland. 

 
Jennifer: And that would have been for a celebration? Yes, that was after Eid, or…? 

 
Mona:  Yeah, that was after Eid prayer like, we are inside- after the Eid prayer we used  

to have, actually it was a tradition my husband used to take a picture for all of us 
inside and outside after each prayer, and uh, was nice to see the changes and 
the number of people all together. With part of my contribution, I guess would 
maybe you can, as I guess, the Muslim woman and has their own home- we used 
to celebrate weddings in our home, because there was not really so many, and 
especially for the newcomers and the ones uh- there is the Muslim men married 
to local Newfoundlanders. This actually was Sister Roxanne. She was- they were 
married in my home and she was wearing my wedding dress (LG) for the second 
or the third time I guess somebody wore my wedding dress for their wedding, 
here. And Doctor Irfan is conducting the ceremony- the wedding ceremony at 



 
 

 

11 
 

that time. And there was another- another wedding too, same kind of a local 
person along with a Lebanese student, and this was at my house too at that time 
in the 90s. 

 
Ayse: Are these, are any of these newly wed couples around, or did they move to 

somewhere else? 
 

Mona:  Yeah, there is one actually, Sister Roxanne, is the one who is in this picture, she  
moved to Toronto and I’m still in touch with her. And when she comes and visits 
her family -actually they are around the bays- she comes and either stay with us 
or spend some time with us, and uh but she’s raising her family and her children 
in Toronto. And they are really quite respected in the community there in 
Toronto. Uhm, here are some- one of the picture when we are trying to raise the 
fund for the mosque. So, we generated a few cards, Eid cards, to sell here in 
province and across Canada to raise fund. And this is just one sample of these 
cards at that time. Other from raising the fund here during Regatta, which we 
had a booth and most of the Indian food, Pakistani food, other food was sold at 
the booth, and we actually generated quite a fund at that time. And actually was, 
the one who was, I remember like, Sister Fatima Khan, which, she was, she’s 
quite good, and she’s now selling stuff at the flea market and stuff after people 
really like her food and stuff like that, so. 

 
Ayse:  I believe this was prior to 1990s, right? 

 
Mona:  Ah, yes. This was prior before, during too like the early 90s we used to raise fund  

for the maintenance of the mosque, so we had to continue raising fund along the 
way, until we established a good trust fund and then stopped this kind of (LG) 
raising fund. And some of the social stuff which part of the ones I used to 
organize for the community, especially for the Muslim Egyptian community, is 
doing some barbeque and this was in Marine Drive, that’s Doctor Haddara there 
having some uh (LG) some barbeque stuff, which we used to have as I said- 

 
Ayse:  Can you? Yes, this is better. 

 
Mona:  We used to have like as a small group, we used to have to get together almost  

every weekend to have barbeque together and spend time. And the children can 
play together and swim and swim and so on, so it was quite-  they grew all 
together, I mean so it was quite good. Now it’s, it’s a bit difficult these days. And 
the last one actually here was too during one of the picnics in Marine Drive. I’m 
not sure if you can, see it here.  

 
Ayse:  Yes 
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Mona: And actually, Doctor Haddara is here, and actually sitting with my father –
Rahmatullahu Alaih,- the one who’s wearing the hat. I guess I’m like my father, 
wearing hats still (LG), maybe a tradition in the family. So, he came here in 87’ up 
to until 89’ actually, and he spent two years him and my mother- immigrated to 
Canada, they got. My mother got later- got her citizenship as Canadian. And but 
he really enjoyed the two years he spent here. And then he felt he’s going to 
pass away so he said I like to go back home. So, my father passed away actually a 
few months after this picture and have been buried in Egypt. But my mom 
passed away in Canada and she’s been buried here in St. John’s. Even she had 
her own cemetery in Egypt under her name, but like she was sick over the last 
couple of years or  three years she spent with me and then passed away here at 
the Health Sciences. So uh, but, I guess we have some of the parents one here 
and one in Egypt.  

 
Ayse:  Can you share her name with us? 

 
Mona:  Ah yeah, Nawal Sherif Shahwan.  Sherif is her middle name and Shahwan is my  

father’s family name. And she’s buried in the nice cemetery actually downtown. 
So, lot’s, there’s several other pictures actually available, in- during celebration, 
birthday actually my older son. We just discovered his birthday was yesterday 
Tahmir and  

 
Ayse:   Happy Birthday 

 
Mona:  … discovered, yeah, discovered that 27 years ago, they had a quick celebration at  

the mosque after the boy’s club. They surprised him with a nice cake and (LG) 
celebration at the mosque, and my other Yassir was with him too, and Tariq and 
other people actually. Uh, here there is some- as I said we were recognized, and I 
mean never like here in 91’ uh with a book written about women- 

 
Ayse:  Yes, perfect. 

 
Mona:  Women in Newfoundland, and talking about their careers and their contribution  

to the community. And actually, they highlighted my profile at that time and 
many my contribution as a Muslim in the community and this was a quick article 
about myself in 1991, this one. And, other one I have, I have a copy of this for 
you to keep. The other one was the textbook for students in Grade 4, I believe, 
using that book. And they, uhm, was highlighted was my earlier hat, before (LG), 
my earlier (LG) picture with a hat, but wasn’t covering all my hair at that time, it 
was before Hajj (LG). So, this was being taught at different schools and I still get 
really good conversation with kids when they go home to their parents and say 
“Mom, Tant Mona was in the book! (LG)”. They call me and they say “We are 
really excited to see you, that we are studying you in the book” and they keep 
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asking me more questions and like to know more. And I remember few of them 
because this started, actually it was early in early 80s that was this picture, and 
some of the young females from the community here actually became engineers 
like Diana Rahman- Alta’s daughter- and others became engineers, Nancy. And 
there is several women, actually it has impact on them to choose engineering as 
one of their career. Recently actually one from Syria -Marwa Askar- she was like, 
she told me like, actually a few months ago that she got accepted into 
engineering, so she just started in September, and she said “due to your 
influence on me and after meeting you and talking to you, that’s inspiring me to 
choose engineering”. And she was quite happy, and I was really happy to see 
that she picked engineering and she’s doing very well this term in engineering 
alhamdulillah.  

 
Ayse:  Great. You briefly mentioned it - something like before Hajj- for the audience  

who may not be familiar with that terminology, can you please explain a little 
bit? 

 
Mona:  Yeah, before, like usually we are as a Muslim we have to cover, like to wear 

decent clothes and to cover our hair. And uh I started covering my hair with just 
the hat in mid 80s, but in 2005 I went to Hajj - 

 
Ayse:  which is pilgrimage. 

 
Mona:  Hajj pilgrimage in Mecca. And that’s actually my mother who was with me too  

during that period. And then when you come back, when I came back, I decided 
to try to cover my hair. But it was (LG) not easy for me to wear the scarf, so my 
hat was my (LG)], at least covering most of my hair, but my hat is considered as 
the hijab and I try my best to wear modest clothes and not to show any of my 
private, uh, I mean not sleeves or whatever like no sleeves. It’s, so, it is really 
required that we respect our religion and respect that we follow the guidelines 
and the rules. So, and I guess Sister Ayse follow it more (LG), more than me. 

 
Ayse: (LG) I just wanted you to elaborate on the meaning of Hajj, you know, maybe 

some people need to know that it means pilgrimage. 
 

Mona:  Yeah.  
 

Jennifer: I just had one other question about your children; one has left Newfoundland,  
and one has stayed. Can you reflect a little bit on that? What that means they 
were born here, and-  

 
Mona: Yeah, as you know most of the ones, even all the doctors and students, they 

come and leave, like mostly they finish their education and leave. Uhm, my son 
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has spent his first 30 years until he got his residency as an orthopedic surgeon in 
Newfoundland. Actually, he got options even to go to Ottawa or other places to 
continue his residency but in specialty, but he decided to stay in Newfoundland. 
He really enjoys Newfoundland, like it’s no doubt, like this is home for him. Uhm 
but to advance his career, he got a couple of scholarships, one in Cincinnati in 
the US. And he went and he did his post-medicine there. And then after one 
year, and he was married during that year, he went, he got another scholarship 
in New Zealand. So, he went and he did the second specialty or the third 
specialty in trauma, in New Zealand. And after that there was not so many 
openings in Newfoundland like for orthopedic surgeons. So, but he got a really 
good offer in New Glasgow in Aberdeen Hospital, and he’s been there for about 
ten years now and he is really enjoying his. But he visit us almost three times a 
year, and we visit him twice a year, so it is almost like he’s home [LG]. And it’s 
good that he’s contributing to the community there now because of his 
experience- Newfoundland experience- and his involvement with his father and 
with the community here really encouraged him to establish the mosque, just a 
couple of years ago, in New Glasgow. And especially they were- actually we met 
few times and we spent Ramadan there, the fasting month, with them, and few 
occasions, and we used to meet in one of the houses, as was early stages like us, 
that we used to meet in our houses and rent a place, a small place outside to 
celebrate Eid or whatever. And then, when after the immigration of the Syrians 
and refugees and so on the number starts to increase, so it’s very difficult for 
them, to uhm, to do it in one of the houses, so that’s why they established the 
mosque there. Actually, they bought a church which was not used for over two 
years, and uh the people like that it is becoming a more religious place, it’s not 
being used as a bar or any other activities. And they converted, using almost the 
same structure but some little bit of improvement or changes inside, and now 
they have been using it for prayer and for Eid celebration and so on. They are still 
a small community so they can manage to use their- the church as enough place 
for them at the moment.  

 
Uhm, Yassir has- he started engineering first actually in St. John’s at MUN, but 
after couple of terms he told me “Mom, I think I”. He likes to deal with people, 
he loves sports a lot, and he said, “I prefer, like, to switch but I’m not sure what 
I’m thinking about physiotherapy”. So, I arranged with him was actually, I mean 
he was still in second term in engineering, to see my physiotherapy and, Nova 
Physiotherapy, and they trained him for a week and showed him all the facilities 
and equipment they use, he really loved it, he really enjoyed it, and then he said, 
“Mom I’m gonna apply”. I got him too in one of my office for training like to train 
him and shadow, work and so on with some of his colleagues like Yasir Khan, 
Kareem Marzouk  and so on they came to my office and they saw some of the 
engineering but it didn’t, it didn’t inspire them too much (LG) like they more 
into, more into like Karim went to medical school and Yassir decided physio and 
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he was accepted at Dalhousie right away and spent three years there but came 
back to Newfoundland and consider here is his home. Like he even invested in 
real estate here, he loves the people, he really loves the nature, he is outdoor he 
hikes almost (LG) every day, and now he, let us move to Bauline next to Flatrock 
and all that, the area so he can- we live together now in a big house in Bauline 
Line, so we can share our life together and he can take care of us and we take 
care of his/hers, and hopefully with his children too. He doesn’t have a children 
yet but, alhamdulillah he’s married to a Muslim, brought her all the way from 
New York, but she’s her family originally from India, and but she close to our 
culture and we feel like a family. So, we see each other now every day and we 
pray together- jamaat- like together in most of the prayers alhamdulillah when 
he’s available at home, so. And we eat of course, and we share Egyptian and 
Indian cuisines (LG) and I’m learning few and trying to taste the hot food (LG), at 
times spicy and so on. So Yassir is a Newfoundlander and he decided he stay in 
Newfoundland and maybe he got married a bit later, but he said she’s gonna 
come and live here in Newfoundland alhamdulillah that he managed to do that, 
and you gonna see him and meet him on Friday insha’Allah (LG). 

 
Ayse:   Well, thank you so much, it was such a nice conversation. Before we conclude if  

you have  few more remarks, few more things to share with us, you are more 
than welcome.  

 
Mona:  I really thank you for that initiative and this project, it is good to show the new  

generation and future generations what’s available about our community and 
the archive you are doing. And I thank most of the people, the president of the 
Association, and other people in the community which they try to educate the 
people about the Muslim, the Islam in general, in Newfoundland. And they did a 
lot of public presentations and a lot of open houses at the mosque and so on and 
this really help a lot to let the people know about other religions and other 
cultures available in the province. And thank you for giving me that opportunity 
to share some of my [LG] thoughts and my experience in the province and wish 
you all the best of luck and anything else you need or any assistance I’m willing 
to do that. (LG) 

 
Ayse:  Thank you so much, it was such a great pleasure to have you over. 

 
Mona:  Thank you very much, you’re welcome, thanks a lot. 

 


