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Well, thank you so much for participating in the oral history of our Muslim
Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador project. We really appreciate
you taking the time and interest to join us today. We would like to begin our
interview by asking you some basic demographic information, such as your
name, age, marital status, education, and line of work.

Well, my name is Muhammad Nazir. | am 80 years old, my birthday was on
August 15" this year so | am 80. | am married. My wife’s name is Fatima Nazir. |
have 2 children: Mahmuda Nazir and Omar Nazir. | came to Newfoundland in
November 1976, and | have been here since then. My two children were born
here, and we have lived ever since here. My education: | have a bachelor’s degree
in agriculture, Bachelors in honor with honours in forestry, master’s in economics,
PHD in natural resources economics. And my work-related experience here; |
came here as a forest economist. Here | worked for over a year in that position.
Then | became a director of forest products in the Department of Forestry and
Agriculture. And after about a year or so in that position, then, | became
Assistant Deputy Minister of Forestry where | worked for a long time. And later
on, | was also given the portfolio of wildlife and inland fisheries. And before my
retirement | was Associate Deputy Minister of Energy in the Department of
Natural Resources. So, | retired in 2004 and | have been involved since then in
various voluntary activities. For example, as a director of Religious Social Action
Coalition with the main purpose of poverty elimination in the provinces in
Canada. Our main goals are elimination of poverty, increased wages, living wage
and fairness in all policies of the government towards everybody, and reducing
the income gap between the poor and the rich and that’s what we have been
doing. And | have also volunteered in the mosque, in, for example, renovating the
mosque, expansion of it and building the new cemetery and things like that.
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What do you know about the first Muslims to settle here in Newfoundland and
Labrador.

Well, when | came here, there was a dozen or so Muslims here, and, but we
knew there were some Muslims before us. And for example, when | came here
some of the earlier Muslims were already here for example Doctor Khalil and
Mrs. Khalil, Farida Bhatti. But beyond that, there were some people which we did
not meet for to be new. There were a couple of teachers in, | think Marystown,
or that way, Burin Peninsula. And there were some visitors before that, but we
didn’t know their names. And | was told that there was somebody who was
visiting on a ship. He was buried in Bell Island too, but | have never seen his
grave.

Thank you. You already mentioned when exactly you moved to St.John’s
Newfoundland. Can you tell us about your settlement experience? How did it go?
And if you feel comfortable, can you also elaborate on how was the reception of
your muslimness here in this province?

Well at that time, | think we were respected because we were very few , we
were mostly either medical doctors or university professors or other professions.
So, we were. We felt we were being respected and we were valued. That was my
experience because | came here only for 18 months contract and then stayed on.
| could have gone but the conditions were good, | liked it, my job was satisfying.
And my colleagues, | enjoyed working with them, my superiors, my
subordinates. So, at that time | think we were quite well accepted.

When you go back in time, can you tell us some stories of your first settling
experiences here when you first came, finding a house, settling down, any
memories that relate back to your first settling experiences here?

Well, | first came for an interview during the summer of 76 before we moved
here, and | did not know anybody here, because one of my friends in Ottawa, he
was with the Canadian Forestry service, he had visited Pakistan from where |
come from. He visited as an expert on some delegation, so | have met him. So,
when | arrived here, he knew | was coming. So, he sent me an advertisement for
a contractual position here. So, | came to visit, | came to Newfoundland. | did not
know anybody, except my wife knew- she has a cousin here. She had never met
him; Dr. Nizar Ladha, psychiatrist in Waterford hospital because his family lived in
east Africa, my wife in Pakistan. So, my wife’s mother and his father were brother
and sisters. So, she had called him and introduced herself that she was his cousin,
and | was coming. So, he was busy with his medical practice, so he sent his
father-in-law, Mr. Inkman, Dr. Linda Inkman’s father. Linda Inkman is a medical
doctor, and she is also the registrar of the medical association now. So, Mr.
Inkman came to pick me up at the airport and he knew there was only one brown
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person coming off the plane. So, he just walked over and said, “Hi, | am Mr.
Inkman and you must be Nazir”. So, he took me to the interview and in the
confederation building after that | went to lunch at his house. And in the
interview people told me | had the job at the end of the interview. Now you go
and see the town, if you like before you decide to accept. | was, | had no job. So, |
said whatever the town is, | will like it, don’t worry. So that’s how | accepted the
job. Then we came here in November. We stayed in a motel for two weeks as new
employees are. We drove and | did not know the snow condition, but people
have told me in Ontario, they thought it was a separate country | was going to
Newfoundland and therefore they told me you will not find anything, buy bed
sheets, buy blankets or anything you can load your car with.

So, when we arrived, the first thing on Kenmount Road, when we see there was a
big mall. And | was surprised that people were scaring me and here is a huge
mall here. That was quite a change of the opinion here. So, we stayed for two
weeks in the motel then we found an apartment for $350 dollars, | believe or
$275 at that time on Forest Road overlooking the Quidi Vidi Lake. And my office
was at that time in Pleasantville for the first couple of years, then | moved to
Confederation Building ,and | became assistant deputy minister. So, my office was
where the House of Assembly is now. Then they renovated. The House of
Assembly used to be on the 8th floor, so afterwards they changed, and they
brought the House of Assembly downstairs. And so that’s, then we moved to the
Natural Resources Building which is on Elizabeth Avenue. But that was my
experience and | liked it. And | got to know the local food and went to Battery
Hotel, and | told them that | would like to have the local favourite dish. They said,
“Oh yes, it is Jiggs dinner”. So, | ordered it. And | had one bite and said “oh call
the chef, he has put too much salt in it”. (LG). They said “No, no it is supposed to
be like that”. So, it was a learning experience. | thought the chef had made a
mistake and put too much salt.

Very nice. Thank you so much for sharing. Have you observed any changes in the
reception and settlement of Muslims in this province during your lifetime here.
You talked about your own experience of being received and settled down here.
Has there been changes over time?

Lots of changes. In the beginning we were a small community and we got
together more often and in fact we did not have formal get togethers. We would
just get together at somebody’s house and have dinner together, all the Muslims.
So that way it was a very close-knit community. And people from Egypt. Dr. Emara
used to be a professor here. Dr. Irfan, Dr. Khalil. There was Dr. Faridi, he was a
urologist here and his wife and Dr. Abdelsalam Mesbah, and Momen Wishahy
and Hussein El Tahan and Mona. So, these were the people here at that time and
we used to be really close to each other. So, overtime more people came, people
who are more business people, more refugees, or people who are working in the
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white color jobs, and even some blue color jobs or some store owners and so
forth. So, the composition of Muslim population changed. So, the perception
which we used to have in the beginning that everybody is a doctor, if we went on
the street, they would simply call us a doctor regardless of knowing whether we
are a doctor or not. But now the majority of the people are not professionals like
in the beginning (CG). Excuse me. So, that’s the big change. And the second
change is since the population is so large so you can not have those intimate
gatherings. When the population was, few years ago, let us say, few hundreds,
even then we could have gatherings in the mosque for a couple of hundred
people, hundred people for dinner but now it is so large that the mosque can not
accommodate. So, that is a big change; so, the community does not get together
as a whole as it used to be in the beginning. And also, various ethnic groups, they
are large enough to mix, mingle together instead of the larger community. For
example, Syrians have their own group. Similarly, people from Pakistan and India
will have get togethers among themselves. And so forth. Same for Bangladeshis
and others. But still, the mosque is the gathering place although we don’t have
those intimate dinner parties but still all of us, all of them come to the mosque
specially on Fridays. So, we still have that connection with everybody. So, we lost
some social aspects but at the same time, we gained a larger community and a
larger diversity and big more diversity and a larger community and a different
bigger experience from people from various backgrounds.

What does it mean for you to be a Muslim in Newfoundland and Labrador? And
you can answer this question by making comparisons between your experience
here and your experience back in your native country or if you have spent even
briefly some time in other parts of Canada. So how is it like to be a Muslim in
Newfoundland?

Well, Pakistan is a over 95% a Muslim country and in fact in the village | grew up
there was no non-Muslim. And therefore, you did not feel that you are
specifically Muslim, it was just taken for granted that everybody is a Muslim. And
the cultural aspects were more stronger than the religion in the village. Because
before partition, | was born before partition of India into Pakistan and India. So,
the culture of Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims- it was kind of mixed into Panjabi culture.
So, that was more dominant than the religious aspect. And for example, the
women there in my village, they never wore any hijab or any, any chadars or
anything. Of course, they had small chadars on their head, they worked on the
farms and men and women worked together. So it was that culture, everybody
was a Muslim so there was no need to protect that yes, we are Muslims. It was
just taken as a part of life. So as compared to that in Newfoundland so we had
the awareness that yes, we are Muslims. (CG) People treat us as Muslims
differently and we have to probably behave as more deflecting Islam than our
culture. So, that was a big difference. And here for example, we did not see that
any discrimination or anything, we were accepted, and we knew each other, we
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can call upon each other. Whereas in bigger communities whether it is in Pakistan
or Toronto for example people don’t know other Muslims socially that much as
we do here because of the smaller place. So that’s, that’s the difference.

Thank you. How do you see Newfoundland culture? So after having spent so
many years in this province, how would you define, perceive Newfoundland
culture?

Well basically, Newfoundland culture has similar values we have in the villages in
Pakistan because they were rural mostly. Although now the population has
shifted and continuously shift to urban centers like St. John’s, but still basically
their background is rural and they have the same values of caring for each other,
if you need somebody’s help, they will be there. And for example, my neighbours,
wherever | have lived in Newfoundland, a couple of places, they were always
helpful just like back home. Even my neighbour currently- he does not allow me
to shovel my snow, as soon as the snow is there, he brings his machine, he does
his snow and comes over and if my car has not moved for a couple of days, he
and his wife would call that “why your car has not moved? Are you alright? Do
you need any help?”. And during the corona virus when it started, we were in
Toronto, we had to quarantine, so he right away went and bought groceries and
everything and he would not even accept money. And so, we share our food with
him and whenever we cook something special, we send them to both
neighbours, both sides, and on the other side of the street. Similarly, when, like
before | changed to this house, the old house, my neighbours, when my daughter
was born, she was sick in the hospital for months, so all the neighbours, they
would come sit with my wife, console her, bring food for her, bread whatever
they could and looked after her. So, | find these values important, and |
appreciated it and that’s one of the reasons | stayed here. (SL 4).

Thank you. Well as you know, the Muslim population in the province has
significantly increased, especially over the last 20 years. Have you noted other
changes alongside this population growth? You briefly talked about them, but if
you can share more of your observations about any other change besides
guantitative growth that happened in the Muslim population...

Well, | think there is a lot of diversity now, as a result of the larger population.
When we came here there was only one store, Mary Jane’s that used to be on
Duckworth Street. And there, you could buy some of the ethnic food, spices, etc.
And there was no restaurant operated by any Muslim and now there are grocery
stores and now there are halal restaurants, not one but quiet a few and halal
meat is available at that time no stores carried it. Now Costco carries it, Sobey’s
carries it and | think some of the other stores also carry the halal meat. In the
beginning, we used to go to some farm and kill an animal whether it is chicken or
some other animal. But later on, when the Muslim population grew, then the
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Muslims Association arranged with the Newfoundland farm producers to have
the halal chicken. So, once a week, somebody would go and do the halal, make a
list of the meat requirements and they would deliver it to the mosque and people
would come and collect. Now even the stores owned by the Muslims, they are
selling halal meat, so we don't have to do that. So the Muslim Association has
stopped sponsoring the halal meat itself and it has become more commercial.
The ethnic vegetables are available whether it is Arabic foods or Indian,
Bangladeshi they are much more available. Some of the vegetables the main
stores are carrying then, some of the vegetables and when we came here ladies
used to come to us with a mango and say “what is this called and how do you
eat?”(CG)

Thank you. What are some of the contributions you have seen happen through
Muslims in our province? And | mean your personal contributions and
contributions of people you know.

Well in my personal case, when | came here, the forestry management was very
rudimentary. The general perception was there are too much forest, it will never
run out but that was not the situation. Because people did not know how much
wood was being cut, how much. They knew how much was being used, | mean in
the pulp and paper mills. But they did not know beyond that how much wood
was being burnt or how much sawmills are. Anybody could, without any permit,
cut wood wherever they want for a house. Building a house, fences and so forth.
So, first thing | did was to try to put a handle on, yes what is the supply and what
is the demand? And right away we figured out that there was a shortage. It’s like
money in the bank. If you have a thousand dollars in the bank and you want that
thousand dollars to continue that you must only consume what the interest is
unless you want to deplete the principle. So, our forest is the principle. It grows
at a certain rate every year, that is the interest on it. So, if you remove more than
what it grows, all trees put together, then the forest will get depleted eventually.
Nothing will left. It’s like money in the bank, if you are earning $100 interest but
you are withdrawing $500, in 2 years it will be gone. Therefore, we tried to
balance, and we brought in programs, | thought | was quite successful in starting
a plantation programs and regulating the harvesting and people used to waste a
lot of wooden cutting for example if they didn’t like a piece of wood they would
throw it out in the forest, so we told the industry that yes they have to consume
it properly. (CG) We brought new technologies for using the forest and we
protected the forest against fires and so | felt quite satisfied in bringing the forest
management wherever it is now. With regards to others, | think the university
professors; they made a big contribution. The medical doctors made big
contributions. For example, at that time Dr. Ladha, he was a forensic psychiatrist.
And he is still working, he is going to retire | think in a couple of years. He is 78
now | think he will be 80 in couple of years still working. And university
professors, for example Dr. Irfan, he was a nuclear physicist, and he started that
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program here in the university. Dr Azizur Rahman- he was a researcher well
known around the world and in fact he was involved in inventing the electric
motor for Toyota, the first electrical car startup produced. He had a lot of
Japanese and international students. He had dozens and dozens of PHD students
working for him, over the time. So, these are some of the very great
contributions. Dr. Haddara, for example, he was Associate Dean of Engineering
and he not only contributed he was a naval engineer, so he started that program.
But also, | think he contributed socially a great deal and his wife. Similarly, other
Muslims are participating in dialogues with other denominations, Christians,
Jews, Sikhs, Hindus and so forth. In my own case, | have been involved with this
Religious Social Action Coalition, which is Muslims, Jews, Sikhs, Hindus, Salvation
Army, Baptist Church, United Church, Anglican Church and so forth. So, we help
them and compliment their efforts. Similarly, they do and we come to each
other’s assistance. All these churches because of our work, because of our
relations with them they were all supporting us. If there is any incident anywhere
in the world. The Quebec mosque for example, they were all there, the society,
the City and so forth.

Thank you. | believe you have some personal pictures or other personal items
with you. So, could you please show and share some of them with us, explaining
what these pictures are about. Who are in these pictures, when they were
taken?

This picture was taken ....

If you can show to the camera.

OK

Holding it in front of you.

This picture was taken around 1980 or so (NS)

Can you please make it closer to you?

(NS) put right up front of your face, there you go. Even closer to the camera if
possible. There you go.

And this is Dr. Khalil, he was a scientist with the federal government, in the
forestry service, and then his daughter Dr. Nasreen Khalil, she is a renowned
medical doctor in BC now. Then middle is my wife Fatima Nazir, she has an
education background. And then, there is Mrs. Khalil and then there is Arshad
Khalil, he is a gastroenterologist in Ontario. This is Dr. Khalil’s son.
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Do you know when this picture was taken roughly?
Around 1980/81 .

It is your home? Or their home?

It is their home, | think.

Hmm. Thank you. Again, if you can show holding it in front of you closer to the
camera.

This is a picture taken in 1983. (SL 4) This is me and middle is my mother Mariam
and next to her is Farida Bhatti. She came to Newfoundland in 60's and she is
buried in the grave number 1 in the new cemetery in Bauline in Torbay.

Was your mother living with you or was she?

No, she visited. She came to visit us on my daughter’s first birthday.

Thank you.

It is taken in my house.

Thank you.

(SL6) This is me and my wife, saying a few words at my daughter’s wedding, and
the third person is my son in law.

Can you say when this picture was taken?
(CG) it was taken (SL 4) | think 2017.

Thank you.

And this is Talat.

| think this is another wedding picture, is it ?

Yes, this is a wedding picture with my daughter and my son in law. And next to
my daughter is Talat Mian. She used to own a restaurant here.

International Flavours.

International Flavours and on the sides are her two daughters. One is a dentist in
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Toronto and the other is a medical professional in Toronto.

Thank you very much. Before we conclude our interview, if you have any other
information you would like to share about your personal lived experience here as
a Newfoundland Muslim, please feel free to share with us.

The only thing | would like to tell you is that | have information and pictures on
our new cemetery which we started. We had obtained the land in 2001 and 2.
We got the approval in 1 but we finally got the grant in 2002. Then, since we had
a few plots in the old cemetery and what was not developed , in 1917 we, (SL 4)
in fact 13 we started developing it, removing the trees.

2013. 2013

Sorry 2013 | mean.

Yeah.

Sorry and we cut the trees, put in fillings for the graves, marked the graves. And
2017 we applied to Torbay to build a building there, which we have the
permission to start but because of the covid and various other things we have not
started . So, | have a file of pictures of the development, how it was done. So, |
can transfer that file to you guys later on.

Thank you very much.

If you like.

Thank you.

Other than that, | am happily retired and living here. My wife and myself.
Hopefully we will enjoy the rest of our life here. Thank you.

Thank you very much for your time. Greatly appreciate it.



