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Najia Mahjabin and Dr. Ayse Sule Akinturk

Well, thank you so much for participating in the oral history component of our
project; Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and Labrador. | 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.

Okay, my name is Soraya Carrim. Soraya Carrim White, now that | am married.
Umm. | was born here in Newfoundland in 1979. Umm. My parents moved here,
ah earlier than that (LG) in the 70s and | was raised in Musgravetown in
Newfoundland which is about two and a half hours from here. Moved into the
town shortly afterwards and spent my school years growing up here. | went away
a little while for school, but | came back to work. | am a clinical counselor right
now in private practice here in St. John’s. | have been married for seven years and
| have two lovely children, aged 5 and 3, Lila Davina and Dylan Rafik and they are
handful. (LG)

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

(BR) From my knowledge my parents were one of the first Muslims to come and
settle in Newfoundland. They were one of the 6-7 families to come together to
form a community here. My parents came from England. And my Dad was
offered- my Dad was offered work rotation study here and so when he was doing
his studies, he was asked to come back for a job. So, he came back. And my Mom
came back right away as well. And actually, she tells me how she arrived here on
a Friday and started work at the hospital on a Monday. Umm. And so hit the
ground running. And in the process, they started looking to meet people for
prayer, for Jumma prayer on Fridays and they were able to connect with some
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other communities, other community members. When they moved to
Musgravetown, to keep working, umm, they managed to keep in touch and- |
think Mom was saying that every two weeks or every three weeks they would
come into the town to connect with the Muslim community, these 5 or 6 families
that have come here. They started to create this bond, this sense of community
to keep them together, connected, umm, informed of each other’s doings and
being able to celebrate any Muslim celebrations together or anything in Islam, so
spent a lot of the time at the University, renting rooms and praying here. And
that’s how everything sort of started with that connection and they (SL3)
continued from there.

Can you tell us about your parents’ settlement experience here in
Newfoundland, giving a little more detail, and also, your own experience of
growing here as a Newfoundland Muslim child?

(LG) It’s a long answer. So, from my knowledge of my parents’ experience of
moving here was based on employment and opportunities. Umm, my parents
came from England and they were offered employment here in Newfoundland.
And because they liked it so much, they decided to stay after rotational work and
clinicals. My Mom, umm, they moved into St. John’s and then moved quickly to
Musgravetown which is a population at the time, maybe 200 people. So, coming
from central London England to 200 people was quite a culture shock in itself let
alone demographics and, but religiously huge cultural shock. And so, it was just
them out there. And | remember Mom saying that how she made friends, she
cooked. She cooked all the Indian food, she cooked all of the different and just
invited people all the time and that’s how they started meeting people. And then
within the Muslim community, they created those connections that | have talked
about before. And they started regularly meeting and making that extra effort to
be together so that, like | said, that sense of community was there, that they
were able to spend time with each other, celebrate important events, just really
enjoy each other’s heritage and background while surrounded by a culture that
was very different from what they grew up. So that helped them keep together
and keep them centered while trying to figure out their new lives in
Newfoundland. | think they really enjoyed it, | mean they spent about 10 years in
Newfoundland, Musgravetown sorry, before moving to the city. Umm, we, my
sister and |, were raised out there. | moved into the town when | was, when we
all did, when | was 5. And | think the reason was- | would like to say- that Mom
grew up in a population of millions of people, she said “That’s it, we are moving
to the city”. We have to go somewhere slightly bigger just to have more
opportunities to be with other Muslim families and opportunities in general that
she thought was beneficial for us. Umm, | know that Mom and Dad were really
heavily involved with the building of the mosque. Umm my grandparents were
involved as well. | know that - | know my grandfather and my father actually did
a lot of fundraising within the, umm, within the professional community here
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and also went back to England. | know that the prayer mats that were in the
mosque were- my grandfather was able - Dad and my grandfather were able to
get those out of- was it in Northwood in England?. Umm, but they were able to
because my grandfather knew somebody and was able to figure out how to get
the prayer mats here. So, that’s why we still have a few. My sister took them to
Toronto actually when they were replaced here. So, | know they were very big
with that. But | even remember Gushue Hall is where we spent a lot of our Eid
celebrations, meeting there. And it was only in total, with entire families, it could
not have been more than 30 of us. 20-30 of us there. We would pray in Gushue
Hall. | remember that and the food would be right at the front and so that’s what
kept me motivated (LG). And it was lovely. And we would have our Sunday
school- madrassa classes- in fourth floor of the science building. So that was me
at age 3 or 4 years old. Mom driving in from Musgravetown every couple of
weeks starting those classes and then regularly every Sunday until- | can’t believe
| am admitting this- | was 19. We would still go, we would still go, just because it
was the same 6 or 7 kids that | grew up with this entire time and so, creating that
togetherness and we were the young Muslim girls that grew up in
Newfoundland. And you know, not only if with cultural differences or color or, or
just where our heritage are, where were our background that at least we could
relate to each other in knowing that you know we weren’t the regular adolescent
changes but then having each other knowing we weren’t drinking, and we
weren't dating, and we weren’t partying the same way that we had that sense of
community that we were not alone in this and that was lovely. That was lovely
growing up. Due to Newfoundland climate, due to economics, due to job
opportunities, due to | do not know, number of Muslim people that are here, a
lot of us, people, a lot of my friends did move away, Umm and | ended up coming
back for my own reasons but it was, yeah it is very different now then it was back
then.

If you recall, can you name these friends that you grew up with together?

| can, yeah. So, it was Farah and my sister Farrah. It was Farah Abdullah and my
sister Farrah. Samra Mian through Aunty Talat who just recently left, Mona Nazir,
Tahmir El Tahan, Khalid Coovadia. | am trying to think, there were others (LG) but
that was our main. Nadeem Irfan, yeah these are the people | was really close to.
Okay, Thank you.

Sofia Wasi. Can’t forget Sofia.

Thank you. If you feel comfortable talking about it, can you please share with us

how has been the reception of your Muslimness in the larger community here in
Newfoundland?
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(BR). Growing up in Musgravetown, and this is from my experiences looking back,
because | was very young, so at the time, | had no idea, no idea. But looking back
and having my parents talking in different stories, | know that in Musgravetown
or | assume that in Musgravetown, it was very inclusive. People were very
inquisitive, very welcoming. There was some racism, definitely, but out of
ignorance not out of maliciousness. So, it was a sense of just really not knowing
versus being hateful. So that was overcome pretty easily. | know that there was
some difficulties for my parents at times, but | think in the big picture it was okay.
For myself it was great. Musgravetown was lovely. It was but | was very young.
Moving into the town it was the same thing when | was younger from my
recollection. There was some difficulties, there were specific things that |
remember- being called the N word at 5 years old. Umm, | am trying to think
what else. There were specific things that were difficult.

| remember that | was very involved in educating. So, from a very young age, | did
not mind the public speaking or the using my voice as a platform to explain
Islam. So, | was on, even with the Mosque Committee for Open Doors, | would
be one of the, not interpreters, one the guides that would come and explain
prayer and answer questions as best as | could. And | am sure that | definitely
irritated some elders (LG) with my answers, but, doing the best to help educate
and be as open as | can. Growing up here has been interesting for me because |
was born here so | am fully integrated. So, | did wear hijab for a while, and it was
not received well in high school and | did stop out of my own choice. My parents
were very open to whatever we wanted but they were also very strict in making
sure that | am very Muslim (LG), that | follow the rules, that | understand why.
And that has made me, | think, how strong | am today to understand the need or
the necessity for being open, not even open minded, understanding of different
cultures whether | agree or not and being inclusive. And so, as | have gotten
older, | noticed that that is not happening as much. So, when you are asking
about my Muslimness, | notice now, in the past-l will go back 15 years at least-
there is more of a divide now, there is less sense of community than there was
before. | know that’s not what you are looking for (LG) but there is, there is less
sense. And | think one reason is very good is that, because there is more Muslims
that are coming here. We have more diversity entering but because of that there
is more opportunities to separate, to feel like we can, we can be comfortable
because there is more that we were used to from people that have come away
that have come together and found that unity within. And | know for me being
born here, there is that disconnect.

Have you observed any changes in the reception and settlements of Muslims in
Newfoundland and Labrador since your childhood since you started, observed
things around yourself?

Yes! Ask the question one more time?
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Have you observed any changes in the reception and settlements of Muslims in
Newfoundland and Labrador?

Yes! Over time | have found that (SL4) people are more wary overtime, but in the
big general as | have gotten older, due to life events, due to circumstances, due
to the environment etc. But | have also known in the big picture people are still
very open minded, people are still willing to understand and that there is not, it’s
not as hateful as we sometimes perceive it to be. (CG) But | do think there is
more fear because in general, we are in an environment now where we have
been taught that fear is ok. So | think that has affected us, | think that affected
Muslims everywhere. | think we are a little bit more wary in Newfoundland for
the same reasons as anywhere else. This is what we have been, what the world is
teaching. And | feel that as long as we are very open to, to being open, and
explaining versus being frustrated that things will be that people will be
continuing to be understanding. (SL4) | could answer that better (LG).

No, Thankyou so much. That was great. What does it mean for you to be a
Muslim in Newfoundland in comparison to be a Muslims for instance in the town
that you spent some time or in comparison to other provinces here in Canada.

That’s a hard one.

So, what makes it a unique experience to be a Newfoundland Muslim instead of
Somewhere else?

an Ontarian Muslim or Quebec Muslim

Well, it’s hard. | am not in Ontario or Quebec so it’s hard. | will say that | | did a
lot of my schooling in the US, so | was very grateful and blessed to be a part of a
bigger Muslim population, where we were all coming in as students from
everywhere.

Can you tell us where it was?”

Yes, so | studied medicine in Atlanta, | did most of my rotations in Atlanta, so |
have spent a good year and a half there and then because of clinical rotations a
little bit in Florida, a little bit in New York. And so, it was, | mean, just a different
US culture itself is different but then meeting with other Muslims my own age,
my own demographic, people born in the western hemisphere, people just sort
of, so it’s sort of like | felt that connection. So that was really nice of growing up
with people where you felt that you could (SL4) be yourself and feel included. It’s
two-fold, because it was a time where it was- it wasn’t, so | was just focused on
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my studies (L). Just getting through my studies (LG). It was lovely. Moving back to
Newfoundland, | think because | have such a strong connection in my
Newfoundland heritage as well that | felt fine. Do | notice a difference coming
back? Yes! Do | notice it in my work? Definitely. Am | questioned on why my
English is so good! (LG) right? Yes! Like | speak well, but yes (LG). But yes, umm,
there is a difference. | think there is an assumption that if | am in Newfoundland,
| am automatically assumed to be new and learning the culture and an immigrant
whereas | am technically not! And it doesn’t matter either way. The questioning
is difficult and frustrating. But | know again it’s not out of a place of malice, these
are just questions. And in my line of work as a therapist, | work with people to
help understand their emotions, to help understand their own stressors and life
events and experiences. And if | can be a part of that to help people recognise
that we are all people, with different life experiences and backgrounds but we
can still understand each other. We still have the same fears and goals and
uncertainties and, and life affects all of us. And I think its really important that as
a Muslim here in Newfoundland I can help bridge that understanding of saying,
you know, | am very true to my faith, at the same time, | understand how life
around works and | can melt it together, for the most part very well and so its
yeah, it has been a great experience. | wouldn’t leave here, and | think it’s a good
place for my kids to grow up. And they are going to start Saturday school soon
and start learning more about the Muslims faith and being with their peers and
hopeful and | think they will be great. Thanks (CG)

Okay, as you know the Muslim population in the province has significantly
increased specially over last twenty years. Have you noted any other changes
alongside this population growth?

(BR). I think it is wonderful that the population has grown over the years. | think
inclusivity and education has offered so many opportunities for anybody but
Muslims around the world to come and see Newfoundland and be welcomed
into Canada openly. And | think Newfoundland is a wonderful place to start. |
think Newfoundland in general is, can offer, it is not too big, so it is not
overwhelming. We can be very, we have so many programs available to help
people come in, that, that anybody coming in in general, can be, can be, well
taken care off if we know about all the proper resources. With Muslim specially
coming in, | think it is such a great opportunity for connection within the Muslim
community itself because as we grow, we have more people to connect with, we
have more people to recognize to, to celebrate with, to express (SL2) and
celebrate our own culture, own backgrounds, and the religion itself with our
own, Eid and Ramadan, and just having that sense of unity. And the more of us
out there it can be so beneficial over all to have that sense of belonging because
it is hard to find that sometimes. The downside is though unfortunately as the
population increases, there is more opportunity to diversify within that
connection. So, when | was growing up, it was amazing because it didn’t matter
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what country we were from, it didn’t matter our educational background,
socio-economic status was nothing because it was the 7 families for my parents,
and then slowly growing, but none of that mattered. We were all together, we all
played together. There was no sense of anything except here are people that
have the same parents that have Muslim religion background, go celebrate. Put
your mendi on, go dance, put on your salwar, go. And it was wonderful. So, me
with my Newfoundland born, others Newfoundland born, Pakistani background,
Indian background, Afghan background, Arab background. Everybody that has all
the different, you know, different countries, it didn’t matter because we were
small, and that connection was all that was important. Within the last 15 years,
that connection has decreased because now we have the sub populations
together. | personally am not a fan of that, because even though | have Indian
background, | don’t because | am from here. My parents were raised in England,
and even though they are culturally linked to their background, generations, |
have that disconnect. So, it is difficult for me because | noticed in the last 15
years | have to work harder to be included. So that’s what | don’t like because for
new people coming in, then they have to find their own. | don’t like that “find
your own”. | like that “let’s all be together as a community and let’s all leave the
socio-economic status, let’s all leave that umm country of origin, like be proud of
where we came from definitely but be immersed together and | noticed that that
has decreased significantly.

Thank you, what are the some of the contributions you have seen happened
through Muslims in our province including yourself, your parents, and other
Muslim families that you have known off?

| think, umm- | know that | will be missing quite a few contributions because |, |
am very well aware that there is so much that the Muslim community has done
in Newfoundland and Labrador. For my parents, | remember at that time, within
their group of 6 or 7 families, the amount of just fundraising for the mosque
itself, going back to countries of origin. Umm, my father | know worked very hard
here within his profession, helping for contributions, financially for the mosque
itself. In addition, though the contributions made by people in general has been,
it is heart-warming to see what people have done. I- my mom works, you know,
volunteers with the Association for New Canadians just showing that she came
here and was able to, you know, work with the community and figure out ways of
how she can be successful, and she is passing that along, umm, with a lot of new
Muslims and others that have come in. You know, | am very, you know, thankful
for my mother to teach and my father to teach that we are able to do that. My
mom, you know, first started the privately run home care in Newfoundland and
worked very hard to do that while raising two young females, young girls and
taking them to mosque regularly, and making sure that we were going to do stuff
within the community but also all our regular activities that were important like
piano and figure skating and all of that stuff, so very proud of both of them. |,
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myself, from a very young age was taught to express myself and be true to who |
am. |, | remember in high school it started with doing a lot of public speaking and
the open doors at MUN, at the mosque and sharing with the general public what
it means to be a Muslim and what is a Muslim, and who is a Muslim and what is
Islam, sharing my knowledge the best | could and that’s with the general public
here in Newfoundland. So, anybody interested in learning. Umm after that | was
involved with the Human Rights Association and | worked with a lovely woman,
Adi from Israel. She was- she came here for a year. And we went to, this was
when | was in university, we went to a number of junior high and high schools
and just talked openly about our religions and that was at a time when it was
really important to show that we are able to be friends, get along and have so
many similarities and to create that sense of learning and an opportunity for
people to ask questions, any questions and high school students can ask the best
qguestion. So, no holds bar. It was lovely. Umm, | have done some work with MUN
itself and | remember doing a recording few years, 10 years ago about my own
experiences as being a Muslim in this community. | know that there is many
people that do so many different workshops around the city and lectures before
this pandemic here at MUN open to the community. Dr. Haddara comes back
twice a year just to continue to do some lectures in, for the community in
general. | know that professionally we have offered an opportunity for growth, so
education wise to offer research and different technologies and brought into
from our own educations. And as well as just everybody giving the opportunity of
saying that, you know, we are everywhere (LG) just like everybody else, we are
just entwined into the community. And | think, yeah, we have done quite a bit.

Great. | believe you have brought some pictures- very precious pictures, if you
don’t mind, would you like to show and share some of them with us?

Yeah, | can.

If you could also explain who are in the pictures? When they were taken, where,
what was the occasion?

So, | won’t go through too many, but | will show this, this little beauty right here
is my sister Farah and | in our house here in St. John’s and this was on our way to
Eid prayer in the morning. So, we were dressed in -not our finest- but we were
dressed in our finest and | think mom let us pick our clothes. And this was on our
way to Gushue Hall to celebrate Eid in the morning. So, we were just going to go,
come to the university and have brunch buffet breakfast and prayer and run
around with our friends on all of that carpet.

Do you remember which year was that?
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Oh goodness. | am just going to turn it away from the camera for a second. Umm,
| would say that was 86, 87, yeah.

Lovely. Thank you so much.

Yeah. This is where | can make jokes about my sister, but | won’t. (L). Umm, this

is sort of the core crew growing up. This was in the basement of the Mosque, this
was in 1998, in May 1998- because my mom was smart enough to write this on
the back. And this was a Ramadan iftar dinner. So, this was, we were fasting for
the day and then we came in the evening to open fast. And we were all together.
So, every Saturday during Ramadan, we would all meet and that sort of has
dissipated over the years quite a bit. But every Saturday would be a just buffet
and we would all come together and just sit around and be kids.

| guess it is because of the sheer size of the community, | guess.

Yeah. Mmm, yeah, | think it was a big part of it.

The- the hall can no longer accommodate such crowds anymore.

Not in the mosque. No, definitely not and so most of these people have, if not all
them actually, have moved away. Yeah, every single one of them actually has,
from looking at the picture from behind have left, but | came back (CG). And this
one is, and we don’t have to concentrate too much on this one, but this was my
wedding. And Dr. Hadara came back from Ontario to marry us. And we had a- it
was a Muslim wedding with different joint, you know joint wedding bringing,
mixing a few cultures.

Can you slightly change the angle? Yes, because yeah, there was some.

Yeah. Hm.

Perfect.

Is your husband from Newfoundland?”

He is. He is from Carbonear. Yes. And so, he converted a few years before we got
married and yeah, yeah, so we now have two beautiful children. He surprised me
by going to get his outfit and | didn’t know and | surprised him because
traditionally | was supposed to be in red for our Indian culture. So, | surprised

him by wearing white with a lot of blink, because you know (LG).

So mutual gestures (LG)
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Yeah, mutual gestures and neither one of us knew we are going to do that. Yeah.
Wonderful.

And you can’t get any of that here, he flew to get an outfit. So, it was really nice.
Yeah, very nice.

| tell him how lucky he is all the time (LG)

For sure. | think we have more time, if you want to share a couple of more
pictures, you are more than welcome.

Ah, sure.
No pressure, but just to let you know.

So, this was the Mosque. We did Eid Mubarak cards many years ago. | am going
to say this is mid-80s.

Can you say what Eid Mubarak means?

It means Happy Eid. Umm, so mubarak is happy and Eid is the celebration of- we
have two- but the one that we were celebrating here | believe is after Ramadan.
So after fasting for that month of Ramadan which is very similar to the ideas
behind the Lent that at the end we have a big celebration-celebrating the fact
that we are able to umm (SL2) able to succeed in our own ways -whatever that
means to us- and we spent the month recognizing that the world around us is- to
be grateful for what we have, to be understanding of what others don’t have and
to learn more about ourselves and our inner strengths and what we can provide
to others and so yes.

That post card you created together with some people | guess and then was it
actually kind of used to actually, you know, send out to different people as a
greeting card?

It was used for everybody at the mosque. | don’t know for certain how far out it
went outside but | am pretty sure it did because | think that’s why it was created
to give an idea so people can be more open to understanding. And | mean this
was pretty much the entire community on that Eid, well the entire community
that came that Eid that morning. And | know there were some people here from
Gander that came in that morning.

Again, do you remember that year? Maybe | missed it.
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Mid 80s, yes because | think | am. Oh, actually you know what, this was early 90s
because | think | am 10 here and | was 10 and that was 1990. So, | think around
there.

It would have been around when the mosque was built.

Yes. Yes, yeah, and those are the prayer mats that my grandfather and my Dad
brought from England and | will try to get you some, | just - they are in Toronto.
So, yeah. And down here is where we had the Sunday School on Sundays. So,
Sunday mornings we would come in and just- all the different classrooms but we
were very, it was very just like any kid, it was very important that at 11.30 we
were down for Timbits and Ping-Pong (LG) and learning of course (LG).

Umm, and then some other ones that is little bit- that | think are as important as
well. So, | was 6 here and this was at, | can’t remember the name of the place but
| think it was Jack and Jill on Logy Bay Road in the bottom, that’s where we had
Eid celebrations sometimes. So that was taken there. And then one other, | mean
| have family pictures, but one other is Islamic awareness week. So, | was
president of the MSA, Muslim Student Association for a few years and we
worked very hard every year to have the Islamic awareness week. Umm, and we
had that at one of the gyms here at MUN and we put a lot of work into having
different booths and different tables. Tell me if you want to change that.

Can you name some of the people who are in the pictures?

Umm, | probably could. | know Ehaab is there, | think Kamrul is there, Sabir is
there. And | would have to turn it around to see all these names. They worked-
all of them worked very hard to make this Islamic awareness week go very well.
So, we had lectures, we had movies but then we had tables on certain days filled
with our own cultural background and then a lot of just question and answer in
open periods. As you can, | myself was a minority in there (LG). The one woman
(LG) Yeah.

That was very rare to have, right, a MSA female president [at MUN] because
across Canadaiitis...

It was really, it was such a great experience. Everybody that we worked together
with was there just so easy and we had so much fun and because we were also
studying as well. So, it was just again just melting everything together, and just

creating that sense of enviro, that sense of unity and sharing it with everybody.

And so you were involved with MSA for?
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Soraya: | was involved for most of my undergrad. Yeah. Yes.
Ayse: And | see lots of diversity in terms of international students?

Soraya: Lots of diversity. Yes, | think, yes, lots of diversity. And a lot of them have left.
Few of them are still here and raised their children as well. So yes. Yeah.

Ayse: So, before we conclude, if you have anything else to share with us, if you think
we missed asking, forgot asking anything about your lived experience as a
Newfoundland Muslim, you are welcome to share.

Soraya: Of hand, | don’t think so. (SL7)

Ayse: Perhaps, you can make a projection for your own children? The third generation.
Jennifer: I would like to ask you about the third generation. This is really...

Ayse: How would you project their life as a third generation Newfoundland Muslims?
Soraya: | think that is a really difficult question. | think it can go in so many different

ways, as children as we know as they grow to be independent and thinking for
themselves, it can go in so many different ways. | think my job- it is important to
teach them about the Muslim religion, about what it means to be Muslim and
what it means to be Muslim in Newfoundland and recognizing the difficulties
that come with that because there are significant difficulties in mashing with a
culture that is, it is not different from your own but there are some differences
that you will find, significant growing up. | believe that unless there is that sense
of community, they will struggle, and it is my job to make sure that they feel
comfortable in who they are. | don’t want them to lose it, at the same time |
want them to feel that connection with others and | think that’s what | will do in
the best of my power to keep that. So, the question will be less on what their
future will be like, because I really don’t know but more so on what | can do to
make sure that they are connected with their Muslim peers. So, that they feel
that sense of connection, knowing that side of their lives, so that as they move
forward, whether they stay here or go elsewhere they can continue to have that
grounding with them, wherever they are.

Jennifer: Amazing, you mentioned the Saturday school, for example, the importance of
that
Soraya: Exactly, right? So, my daughter is now 5 and so she, five-year-old are when you

start, so she will start hopefully very soon and again just to meet others in the
community, and learning will come from the school and from- but the connection
is what is so important.
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Ayse:

Soraya:

Ayse:

Soraya:

Ayse:

Peers are so important.

Very important, right. It’s again what | can offer for her now and then as they get
older what they decide of how they integrate, will be up to them. But | have, |
don’t know what that will bring but | will do my best. | mean even now before
pandemic, we attended all of the Eid celebrations, we would go for the dinners.
They would be very much included, and we will continue to do that as long as we
can. Yeah.

Thank you so much for your time. Really appreciated.

Thank you, thank you.

Really appreciated.
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