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A Note of Thanks
Welcome to the seventh edition of our Ref lections magazine.

We’ve gathered an abundant collection of uplifting stories from the friends we meet 
at the Shaama center. We believe that everyone is sure to discover the joy and inspi-
ration communicated by the diverse contributors of this magazine. Learning from 
other people’s experiences and wisdom can be a powerful and empowering way to 
strengthen the connections within the local community. These enlightening stories 
make us aware of the issues facing the young, elderly, and new immigrants;  their mo-
tivations and challenges. We honour the contributors of this magazine for their effort 
to come forward and share their stories,  and we thank our seniors for initiating this 
project and for sharing their wisdom and insight through their stories.

-Mrs. Sofia Yaqub
Executive Director

A Word from the Editor
I am ever grateful for the window that Sofia opens up by inviting me to read and edit the stories for 
this magazine. The window takes me into the worlds of an increasingly diverse set of contributors. 
Their honesty reveals for me the courage to thrive, by choice or by what life has dropped on their 
doorstep. Those experiences have led to a desire to give to others from their hearts and their in-
sights. Every story speaks of stretching into unfamiliar territory, sometimes sparked by a yearning 
for new opportunities and sometimes triggered by a tragedy or a major change in circumstances. 
Many people wrote about the hard work it took overcome obstacles and the rewards they have 
reaped. Not all of the hard work has led to joy and satisfaction; we gain understanding and humility 
because of what people have been willing to share. At the core, all of the stories remind me of the 
value of feeling like we are part of a community. I sincerely believe these heartfelt stories strengthen 
the bonds that connect us with one another.

- Ann Goldblatt
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“There was never yet an uninteresting life.  Such a thing is impossibility.  Inside of 
the dullest exterior there is a drama, a comedy and a tragedy.”

- Mark Twain

Disclaimer:

The experiences and opinions expressed are unique to each individual and do not necessarily 
represent the views of the Shaama Centre.
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By Zara Adnan:

Tough Time, Tough Life
I was adapted to an environment where people clearly stated what they thought 

or how they felt. How was I supposed to try and decipher the hidden meaning 
in every comment thrown at me or my sister for that matter?

 I was born in a very small town just outside of Toronto. 
Growing up, my life was very simple. It’s because my parents 
were and still are the two simplest people I have ever met. 
We were not well off when we were young, so my sister and 
I found joy in the simplest of things. A box of crayons or a 
new book was the most exciting gift for us. My sister and I 
are only two years apart so I can call her my best friend. We 
did everything together and didn’t feel the need to look for 
other friends. We shared our deepest secrets, looked to each 
other for advice and helped each other in times of need. 
 I had a very normal school life. I was a social butterfly but 
my sister was still always my best friend. My father was a taxi 
driver. Day and night he worked hard to support his family. I 
remember sitting in the living room with him on his nights off 
and playing board games or watching a movie together. Those 
were the only times I really had a chance to see him since he 
worked very odd hours and a few hours with him were meant to 
be cherished. He heated up popcorn and I picked out a movie. 
Although he watched every movie with interest, now I realize 
how hard it must have been for him watching Snow White or 
Bambi. I was very close with my father and I am still to this day. 
 My mother is a housewife. She was a very educated wom-
an but she gave it all up to look after me and my sister. She 
was a lovely woman and she very quickly became a role model 
for me and my sister. Although she was quite strict, she was 
fair. She had her rules and we had to follow them. Of course I 
wasn’t challenging or rebellious so I did as I was told. In fact, 
both my parents were the same way. They always stuck to-
gether to saying no or yes to the same things so we would see 
them both as one set of parents and not as two separate par-
ents who treat me differently. Having a carefree and a happy 
childhood gave me a very positive outlook in life. That was 
until I moved and everything was a landslide from then on. 
 There was an economically challenged time when my 
parents decided that they wanted to move back to Pakistan, 
their home country (not mine). I hated the idea up being up-
rooted only to move to a place that was strange and mysterious 
in its ways. When I moved, I did not understand the culture 
at all. People said things and indirectly meant something else, 
including hurtful and offensive comments on the way 

I dressed or the way I carried myself. I had a very difficult 
time, but I knew it meant a lot to my parents so I put on a 
good face for them, pretending these things didn’t bother 
me. But they did and little did I know that this compromise 
would cost me my life. In my early 20s my parents were very 
anxious to get me and my sister married. After my sister got 
married, she moved back to Canada but I stayed behind. It 
was a very difficult time for me because I felt that my oth-
er half had left me. Being brought up to face hard times, we 
both pulled it together but constantly stayed in touch. Then 
it was my turn. My parents started looking for me and as it 
turns out, my second cousin had started to develop a liking 
towards me and so it all happened. There was a proposal and 
we met. He seemed nice but I was very straightforward. My 
parents seemed satisfied and so a wedding date was set. Prepa-
rations were underway and it was set to be a grand wedding. 
I was excited. It was going to be a new chapter in my life. 
 My wedding was more elaborate than I could have ever 
imagined. No expenses were spared and it seems that the en-
tire city came out to attend the wedding. It wasn’t going to 
last, not with what my in-laws had in store for me. My hus-
band (no, ex-husband) was, firstly, not morally sound. The 
first few months flew by and we seemed to get along well 
but that’s when it all started, the late nights when he would 
show up drunk. I was concerned and I told my in-laws but it 
seemed quite normal for them. I stayed up during all hours 
of the night waiting for him to come home. He would come 
home knocked out, smelling like other women. One day I 
gathered up the courage and asked him what was happening. 
He would go out with his friends to clubs, drink, dance with 
other women and come home. I felt like my heart was about to 
stop. What I felt that day when he told me I still cannot forget. 
 I ran home to my parents and told them everything that 
was happening. They could not believe it. Both sides of the 
family sat down together and discussed the issue because I 
was very upset but my in-laws insisted that there was nothing 
odd about my husband’s behavior. I was sent back and contin-
ued to tolerate the behavior. Two years later, I decided that it 
was enough and I got divorced with the help of my parents.
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 I was born in Belize City. It used to be called British Hon-
duras but after independence, the name was changed to Belize 
City. So there is Belize the country and Belize the city. Growing 
up there for me was very good. My father worked with a ship-
ping company out of the country, in the Spanish Honduras, 
and our family moved there for about two years when I was 
five or six years old. When I was little, I spoke and understood 
a  bit of Spanish because there were a lot of Spanish-speaking 
people in the northern and western parts of Belize but when we 
moved back to Belize two years later, we never spoke it again.  
 I didn’t go to school until I was 8 or 9 when we came back 
to Belize but I liked my elementary school. At the time, the 
British were ruling so if you were ahead of the class, you were 
able to skip a class. I started off with kindergarten but did skip a 
class in elementary school; I can’t remember which one it was. 
I was able to catch up with all the other students even though I 
started so late. I had a lot of friends. I wouldn’t say I was a social 
butterfly but I had good friends. A few have passed away but I 
am still in touch with two of my good friends. I have one adopt-
ed sister, and three other siblings. With a big family like ours, 
I never felt lonely at home. My relationship with my brothers 
and sisters was very good. Now, I only have one sister in Belize 
and one in the States. The others have passed away. My par-
ents were very good parents when I was growing up. My father 
worked out of the country so he wasn’t home that much but 
my mother stayed at home and she had a business. She would 
help people cook and sew. She was a seamstress. My mother 
was ahead of her time, an entrepreneur. She was very strict but 
my father wasn’t. He never spanked us but my mother would. 
 As kids, we didn’t have TV. We listened to the radio 
and that was our entertainment. We read a lot of books. I 
loved mystery novels. I read a lot of Perry Mason books.  
When I came here, I found out they have a show as well! 
 I went to high school in Belize and then went on to nurs-
ing school. Nursing school at the time was free but we had 
to live in dorms. It was hard work! We had practicums to do. 
They were 12 hour shifts and split shifts. We would work and 
then go to school. When my shift was done in the morning at 
around 7, I would go to the classroom. . They would give us a 
little bit of money and I remember it was about $25 a month 

at the time. They would provide food for us. Looking back, 
it wasn’t bad because otherwise we couldn’t have afforded it. 
 I was 22 years old when I got married. Very young. I met 
my husband (now ex-husband) in the city. We just met and we 
were going out at the time. I was married to him for quite some 
time but we got a divorce. It didn’t work out because of our 
work schedules and because I was travelling. It was shift work 
and I had to leave the city to go into the smaller towns to work. 
I have one son with him. I remarried when I came to Cana-
da. It has now been over 20 years. I don’t have any children 
with him. I have only one son but he is the apple of my eye. 
 I immigrated to Canada in 1970 and first landed in Ham-
ilton, Ontario. When I came to Canada, I came alone. I didn’t 
get my Registered Nurse diploma because I was told I had 
to go back and do everything all over again. I just couldn’t 
do that. Instead I got a Licensed Practical Nurse diploma 
and got a job working with handicapped children. That was 
a wonderful experience because I had never done this kind 
of work before.  After some time, I came to Edmonton. 
 I wasn’t prepared for my first winter in Canada. I didn’t have 
proper shoes for the winter. It was different. I had my coat but I 
didn’t have the right shoes when I came here. Although Ham-
ilton is not as cold as Edmonton, there is lots and lots of snow. 
If you were at work and it was snowing, there were times when 
I had to spend the night at work. In the winter, I would always 
carry essentials like washcloths, underwear and other things. 
 When I first came here, I had a cousin that was in Hamil-
ton at the time. He suggested I stay with him but I wasn’t sure 
because he was never there. He was always away. I had to stay 
at a hotel until he got back. Even then, I only stayed with him 
for two nights. People were very helpful. I didn’t feel scared 
coming to Canada alone. I was brave. I guess I was lucky 
or blessed. I always found people to talk to at the bus stop. 
 The people in Hamilton were okay. I found that the black 
community in Hamilton were mostly from other islands and 
tended to socialize among themselves. They had their own 
groups and they weren’t really interested in talking to me. 
The group I associated with at the time was the black com-
munity. Those were the people that were welcoming and took 
me in. They showed me where to go and how to do every-

W hile raising us, my mother told us that “You have to do without. If you are 
cooking and you don’t have salt, you cook without salt.” If you don’t have it,

do without it unti l you can afford to buy it. 

By Helen Byrne:

From There to Here
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By Haseeb Chaudhry :

Struggles

 I was born and grew up in a very small town in Punjab, 
Pakistan. I came from a family of four; me, my brother and my 
parents. I can say that I had a very happy and blessed child-
hood. My parents were two very loving and educated people. 
My brother and I were the apples of their eyes. We went to 
a good school and travelled abroad to many different places. 
 Growing up, I was a very obedient child. Maybe it was 
because my parents raised me that way but I also had no 
reason to be otherwise. I went to a strict convent school 
and later went to boarding school. My mother was a house-
wife throughout her life. I was very close to her and was 
saddened by her sudden death just last year. She was a very 
lively individual and I remember her as always being prop-
erly dressed. She had a grace to her. My father was a doc-
tor. He was educated and stood tall and well dressed. I al-
ways admired his work ethic as he worked and offered help 
up until his later retirement years. My both parents both 
led very long and fulfilling lives with kids that loved them. 
 My fondest memories of childhood are when we trav-
elled the world as a family, going to places around Europe, 
Pakistan and India. Not many people can say that they are 
lucky enough to travel the way we did but my father was a 

well-known doctor in the city and we were decently wealthy. 
 To finish my junior high and high school, my parents sent 
my younger brother and me to a boarding school. Boarding 
school in Pakistan is often seen as a place where kids toughen 
up. To some extent that is true. There exists a discipline that is 
quite necessary for raising boys. For example, boys who didn’t 
know how to swim were thrown into the deep end of the pool 
and expected to find a way to survive. Of course it wasn’t always 
so serious. Many pranks were played among us friends as well. 
 After graduating, I proceeded to apply for medical 
school and I got in. I wanted to follow in my father’s foot-
steps. Seeing him work that hard was very inspiration-
al for me. I could not have done it without his support.
 I got married in 1990 to a beautiful girl. My wife and I 
at the time were very obedient to our parents and so we let 
our parents choose a spouse. It was an arranged marriage. I 
had never seen my wife before. Perhaps I had but I had never 
noticed because that was not the upbringing I had. I only saw 
her after both our parents had agreed but even then we were 
not allowed to meet. We got engaged and then did the nikkah. 
Back in those days, the meeting of a young couple was looked 
down upon unless they were married and residing together.

Coming to Canada was not a serious decision at f irst. In the early 2000s, it
seemed that it was something everyone was doing. It took my wife and I two 

years to finish our application process and then finally the call came. 

thing. It was my Caribbean family. I didn’t have any language 
barriers with them. I spoke English with them. Growing 
up, we had our own language but when we went to British 
school, we were not allowed to speak our mother tongue. I 
never learned how to speak my mother language, Garifuna.
 I find that Edmonton is much better. I knew the differ-
ent cultures, the different Caribbean cultures. I was finally 
able to go out a lot. People would come over and invite me. 
The community in Edmonton has grown since. I find that 
people from my culture and background in this communi-
ty are not friendly. I would see them and I would say “Hel-
lo!” and “Hi!” They would look straight and just walk away. 
At least that’s what I thought since I’m a very friendly per-
son. Sometimes I would shake their hand just to see how 
they would respond. Getting involved with other communi-
ties was much easier for me. I haven’t met many Belizeans in 
Edmonton. I knew a couple but they moved back to Belize. 

The lady had a PhD in psychology and so she got a job there. 
 I find that the values within the community are different. 
For example, I am not a materialistic person. People tend to 
be very materialistic. I try to avoid that. While raising us, my 
mother told us that “You have to do without. If you are cook-
ing and you don’t have salt, you cook without salt.” If you don’t 
have it, do without it until you can afford to buy it.  She did that, 
and only two of us siblings followed that. I always live within 
my means. My father didn’t really care too much because he 
doesn’t talk about those things very much. It was always my 
mom. I learned more from my mother than my dad. My moth-
er always insisted that we have a good education and a profes-
sion. She always said that you don’t know what will happen in 
life. You have to work, be independent and have a profession. 
When I raised my son, I tried to teach him the same thing. 
He has developed his own values but he has learned from me. 
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 Our wedding was very elaborate. Our parents did not spare 
any expenses. Family from all over the world flew in. Perhaps it 
was because we were both the oldest siblings and the first ones 
to get married. Since then, life has been happy and content. We 
have been blessed with two children, one of whom is married.
 Coming to Canada was not a serious decision at first. In the 
early 2000s, it seemed that it was something everyone was doing. 
It took my wife and I two years to finish our application process 
and then finally the call came. My parents were sad to say good-
bye to us but at the time we figured it would be short term. Little 
did we know that the struggles were about to become real here.
 My medical degree from Pakistan was not fully recognized 
here. I had to go through a long and challenging process of study-
ing further and writing more and more exams. Back home, I 
had my own practice and life was set. Here, I was trying to pro-
vide for my family and establish my career at the same time. My 
wife and my children have supported me every step of the way.
For seven years, I worked hard writing exam after exam. 
My wife changed three buses just to get groceries and I had 
to commute for hours so I could put food on the table. Life 
was a struggle but somehow we always managed. Of course 
there are those who are less fortunate than us but there are 
no lessons to be learnt in life if things come easy to everyone. 
 My first winter here was harsh. Coming from a warm 
climate to a place where we had no means to travel other 
than the transit system was difficult. Even then, we man-
aged. Doing everyday chores, taking our kids to school 
and going to work seemed like the most difficult task. We 

were not accustomed to such harsh weather conditions. 
 The community in Edmonton was not quite so big at 
the time or maybe I didn’t know as many people. I consid-
er myself lucky because I found a few fellow doctors here 
who went to the same boarding school as me. With their 
help, I was able to find a residence, get to know other peo-
ple around the community and settle in without feeling lonely 
or out of place. I was doing alright but my wife and my kids 
had the most difficulty since they didn’t know anyone here. 
 Over the years, the community has expand-
ed to include more and more newcomers. I help out in 
the community by guiding other newcomers, provid-
ing them advice, help and friendship because I know 
how difficult it is to establish yourself in a new place.
 My parents have taught me many values that have stuck 
to me. Good moral ethics are extremely important to me and 
my wife and I embedded those in our kids as well. Respect 
and etiquette were very important in my family. I have never 
disrespected my elders, have taught that to my kids and hope 
that they will pass it on to their coming generation as well. 
 Attending a boarding school taught me self-discipline 
and etiquette. How to set a table, how to eat with utensils, 
time management, organizing important things and keep-
ing neat and tidy are some important lessons that I was 
taught. I always point these things out to my children if I 
feel that they are not doing them right. These are import-
ant values that must be taught generation after generation. 

By Ahmad Haroon:

A Passion of Mine
The many tasks I had to undertake while I was boxing included training almost

every day, and usually very early in the morning, and maintaining excellent 
nutrit ion at the same time as handling the burden of school and life in general. 

 Boxing, over time, has evolved from a form of bare-knuck-
led pugilism to a regulated professional sport. As one of the 
oldest sports, predating others such as hockey, football, and 
soccer, it satisfies an individual’s primal attraction to violence. 
However, the sweet science, as it is often referred to, goes be-
yond two men on a campaign to break another’s will while be-
ing enclosed in a squared ring. Boxing is almost a metaphor 
for life, where the cliché saying goes, the true strength of a 
man is his ability to get back up after being knocked down. 
Likewise, boxing teaches a certain mental fortitude and per-
severance that very few people possess in a pressure situation. 

 As the bête noir of sports, the discipline required sur-
passes most sports. In addition to physical traits, the men-
tal attributes taught in boxing translate both in and out of 
the ring, the specific trait being self-discipline. As someone 
that has partaken in boxing for a long time, I can say from 
my involvement that it is a sport like no other. It is the form 
through which I choose to express myself and release emo-
tion. As an individual sport, it has taught me to be indepen-
dent and to take responsibility for any failures or errors. Life 
is not a team sport. A person that makes mistakes, does so 
out of his/her own will. Boxing has taught me the value of 
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 I always ask myself about achievements in life and the pro-
cess of getting dreams. They are never easy or straightforward. 
Dreams start from the heart and end up in the mind so one can 
dare to achieve them, as I did . My dreams were not so big and 
they were not beyond my capabilities. They always kept me 
restless. The old saying, “get what you plan for”, is so true for me.
 Success for me is hard work. While oth-
ers were sitting on their sofas watching movies, I 
was working on my goals so I can live with them.
 A better future for my two kids is my whole life dream. 
I had a very nice life in Pakistan.I was working as a science 
teacher at LACAS and doing job as a Food Product Scientist 
with an organization. My jobs were good. Money was never 
a problem for me.  Everything was there that a female can 
desire on this earth but there was something missing. That 
something was the dream to come to the land of opportu-
nities, the land of my dreams that people called Canada. I 
started to explore the criteria for immigration. Luck was 
there and I found the profession that made me the exact can-
didate for immigration. I needed to collect birth certificates 
for my two kids  in English, computerized documentation, a 
driver’s license, and attested educational degrees. It was such 
a long, long process but it gave me firm realization that my 
decision to move to Canada was completely right. Anyways 
that is a different issue and not related here as I left past too.
 Immigrant is a common term; it’s a person who moves 
from one country to another for better life, job, education, 
business, etc. Immigration to Canada was a major debate 
for me at home especially when you have an affectionate 

mother, loving sisters and caring brothers, and a best friend 
like Fiaz Nadeem. Nobody wants to live away from them 
but it was my most desirable choice four years back when 
I moved to Canada in December with my two young ones. 
 I felt welcomed, My first few months were really chal-
lenging. I came from a big family so loneliness was my com-
panion but I integrated into the system and the community. 
I speak with everybody; there was no difference between the 
black and white, between Muslim and Christian, or man and 
woman, I felt all are the same. We respect and help each other.
 I was warmly welcomed by a society run by Sofia, the 
Multicultural Society for Women and Seniors. My first meet-
ing with Sofia was very interesting. It was snowing and I was 
waiting for her at the doorstep. She took me in and served  
hot coffee.I felt love in that cup of coffee. I was so impressed 
with the social work which they are doing for newly land-
ed immigrants that I showed my wish to volunteer for her. 
She is an angel and she gave me chance to help others as I 
can feel their struggle and obstacles as newly landed peo-
ple. In Canada, everyone is linked in the string of humani-
ty. Humans are accepted here first, then comes the religions.
 Canada is a very fantastic place to live. Cold weather 
and hockey are international symbols. Immigration is the 
sustaining feature of this land because of high living stan-
dards, health care facilities which are equal for citizens and 
permanent residents, regardless of income level, an excel-
lent educational system, low crime rates, a steady and im-
proving economy, a place where one can work for suit-
able wages, one can raise children free of the problems and 

By Sabahat Kazmi:

When Dreams Come True
My dreams were not so big and they were not beyond my capabil it ies. They

always kept me restless. The old saying, “get what you plan for”, is so true 
for me.

putting in the effort and realizing that a failure to do so will 
only lead to my downfall. This has transferred over to other 
aspects of my life such as school and the workplace. The idio-
syncrasy of the sport develops in a person a sense of self-be-
lief and confidence. Just lacing up a pair of gloves requires 
a certain courage and heart that very few people possess. 
 The many tasks I had to undertake while I was boxing in-
cluded training almost every day, and usually very early in the 
morning, and maintaining excellent nutrition at the same time 
as handling the burden of school and life in general. Despite 

what the average outsider may see, boxing to me is a beauti-
ful physical expression that very few people can master. What 
many people view as two people hitting each other, I see the de-
sire of one man against another. It is the belief in oneself, dedi-
cation, and hard work that a person achieves through the sport 
that distinguishes it from all the others. It allows the least privi-
leged people the same equal opportunity as the highest ranked. 
Boxing can be delicate or rough, but it is the unique experience 
of a fight that allows a person to comprehend that a boxing 
match goes beyond just what the ordinary person observes. 
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one can grow spiritually and socially. No matter where you 
came from, you have all the rights of Canadian citizens.
 There are so many opportunities in Canada. People work 
very hard, they try to reach somewhere, and they can fulfil their 
dreams..When I look back at my struggles versus achievements, 
I give thanks to Almighty Allah who blessed me with  the cour-
age to struggle. In the beginning, when I landed to Canada about 
four years back, I had nothing except my funds and a few bags.
I rented a basement and started living there. The first prob-
lem was my kids’ schooling , exploring routes, a job search 
and winter survival. All  these were hurdles for me and in a 
new country where you come with big dreams, such problems 
may depress you. I was weak and alone, but never showed my 
moods to my kids as it was a completely different experience 
for them, another home away from home. I met with a settle-
ment practitioner in Millwood’s library and she referred me to 
the Multicultural Society. It was my luck that their society was 
opposite my home so one day I went to see this organization. 
My heart was pounding, wondering how would they treat me 
but assumptions are really bad for health.  I cannot forget the 

warm and open welcome by Sofia and Iram. I discussed my 
all issues with them. Iram guided me well on routes, my job 
search and helped to make a resume. They left no stone un-
turned and went of their way to help me. They informed me 
about Capital Housing for low income people. The government 
provides houses for minimal rent. I applied there and within 
15 days, I was in a new home. Luck was there because this 
home was directly opposite the Multicultural society. My affil-
iation with the society became stronger.  I got a job as well and 
now, after getting my equivalency in mathematics, My desire is 
to be a social worker like Sofia so I am doing my degree in so-
cial work. It feels so good with inner peace when we help oth-
ers to meet their needs and through difficult times. Beginning 
is difficult in Canada but there are societies, libraries and cen-
ters helping newly landed Canadians. Never lose hope as there 
is always rainbow and spring after the rainfall and autumn.

By Mehnaz Khan:

My Ever Evolving Odyssey
Even with all the support, this was not an easy journey. I have always been a

very shy person, so talking to all the people I do now would have definitely 
scared me back then.

“The world exists as you perceive it. It is not what you see 
but how you see it. It is not what you hear, but how you 
hear it. It is not what you feel, but how you feel it.”   -Rumi

 This is an inspiring story of  a shy Indian girl who 
blossomed into a confident businesswoman and em-
braced a new world and culture that she now calls home. 
 My name is Mehnaaz Khan. Some of you might know 
me through my involvement in local community bazaars. 
My husband and I, along with our children, moved to Ed-
monton in 2009 for our kids to ensure that they get an 
amazing education. So, when my husband was offered a job 
here at the Stollery Children’s Hospital, we took it. I am ex-
tremely grateful to Allah (swt) and my husband as it is be-
cause of them that we are here in such a free and righteous 
country. When we first came here, I was an immensely shy 
person who didn’t engage much in the community. Lucki-
ly, for me there were many incredible people here to help. I 
have grown significantly as a person since I have arrived here. 
 I grew up in Hyderabad, India, with my family made up 
of my father, Mir Khasim Ali, my mother, Aliya Khasim, and 
my siblings. My father is a former national table tennis cham-
pion and a Commonwealth games medallist who was hon-

oured with the Arjuna Award (which is the highest award for 
sports in India) by the government of India. My mother was a 
selfless, hardworking homemaker, role model, and a business-
woman. She was also my inspiration and support system to, 
one day, start my own business of jewelry. In 2010, that final-
ly took place with her guidance and my sister’s help. We dis-
cussed and communicated by phone, along with an abundant 
amount of pictures and Skype calls, as she did all my jewelry 
shopping in India and sent it by parceled to me in Canada.
 I started from Multicultural Women and Senior Services 
center. I still remember how all the ladies there supported and 
encouraged me to be where I am today. To this day, Sofia Ya-
qub and her team always invite me to all their events. I appre-
ciate all their hard work, support and all the time they put in to 
make our community a better place for everyone. Even with all 
the support, this was not an easy journey. I have always been a 
very shy person, so talking to all the people I do now would have 
definitely scared me back then. Thankfully, I had made some 
wonderful friends to surround myself with who have comfort-
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 My father has been my role model ever since I can remem-
ber. When we came to Canada 6 years ago, he had nothing. He 
came here with a wife and three kids and an engineering degree. 
Although he was educated, he was unable to find a job and with-
out money or support, he was unable to find the resources to 
upgrade his education. Education from back home means very 
little here. The standards are different. Even then, my father 
did not give up. He once told me that if he can’t provide for us 
by being an engineer, he will provide for us by doing odd jobs.
 This was the first lesson he taught me. He told me that 
there is no shame in doing odd jobs. If anything, it proves 
that as long as you are willing to work hard, you will get 
what you deserve. No job is too small or beneath anyone.
 The second lesson I learned from him was that you should 
be content and happy with whatever your life gives you. We 
must always be thankful for what we have and shouldn’t dwell 
on things we don’t. If we started to compete with people who 
have more than us, we will constantly be in competition and 

entirely unhappy. It’s a moving target that you will never meet. 
 The third lesson I learned from him was working hard. 
My father would sometimes work seven days a week just so he 
could provide for his family. He now drives a yellow cab; it’s not 
a big job to some people but he has made it one. He is always on 
time, will work any shift he is asked to, always keeps his cab clean 
and is friendly and respectful to anyone who travels with him. 
 I can be proud when I say that despite many struggles, 
my father has always been an optimistic person. It is difficult 
to be optimistic when nothing in life goes right but being his 
son, I can see that there are also things in life that DO go right. 
 My father often told me about his dream of me becoming 
an engineer one day and doing better than he did. His dream 
is coming true. I followed in his footsteps and went to school 
to become an engineer. I am one year shy of graduating and I 
would give my degree to my father because he is the reason I ha-
ven’t taken one loan in life and I have such a strong work ethic.

By Nauman Latif:

My Role Model

By Saim Memon:

Losing My Father

ed me since the beginning. After attending a few functions and 
bazaars, I started to understand how they work and became 
more active and felt more content. Since then I have showcased 
my collection at numerous events such as the Heritage Festi-
val, Chand Raat Bazaars, Diwali Mela and Christmas events. 
 One of the many qualities I love about Canada is that it is 
exceedingly multicultural and diverse. I try to take advantage 
of this and get involved in all the different and unique commu-
nities as much as I can. I am a type of person who adores the 
variety of cultures and loves to learn about them as I go. Today, 
I am truly proud of myself as I have overcome my shyness and 

have established a name for my jewelry that I have dedicated a 
tremendous amount of my time for. I am so glad that I got to 
learn and still keep learning every day from this journey. I ad-
vise everyone to always try new things and take risks in life be-
cause you never know what is in store for you. If you are inter-
ested in the variety of jewelry that the Indian subcontinent has 
to offer, I invite you to have a look at my Facebook page which 
showcases a collection hand-picked by me. With assistance 
from one of my very good friends, I have created my Facebook 
page  called “Jewelry by Mehnaaz”, so be sure to check it out too.

I have to commend my mother who has stayed strong throughout all these years.  
She is the reason why my sisters and I haven’t broken down [all these years]. 

She has been a big support for us, however I sti l l  miss the presence of a male 
role model in my life.

My father often told me about his dream of me becoming an engineer one day
and doing better than he did. His dream is coming true. I followed in his 

footsteps and went to school to become an engineer.
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 I was born in Nyeri, Kenya in 1938.  It is a small town in the 
Aberdare Mountains. These were the mountains of the English. 
No one could live here. We had a family business. That family ex-
panded there and then from Nyeri, it went to Karatina. We were 
privileged in the sense that we were given everything. Nairobi 
was the center. Every place, the basic diet of the Africans was 
sima. That was yellow corn flower which they mixed in water 
and kneaded to make sima. All the people ate sima except for 
us who had come from outside. We had roti made from wheat. 
 The English did not establish mills. My father and 
grandfather did. He went first to Thika. It’s a pineapple 
place with thousands of acres of pineapple. He got some 
donkeys and workers and started making maize. From 
there, he got another mill in Karatina. In Karatina, water 
flows down from the tunnel onto the big, thick stones, and 
makes them move. These mills continued until I was born. 
 Every corner in Nairobi had the “Osman Allu” shops, Os-
man Allu Ltd. The English men who were farmers had acres and 
acres of land and were all customers. They bought two or three 
thousand pounds worth of goods. In those times, that was a lot 
of money. Those goods were used to make a lot. These were 

maintained until the 1950s. At that time I went for my studies.
 I came to Pakistan in 1958. I sent to Hyderabad 
to finish medical school where I spent five years.  Af-
ter I finished medical school, I came back home.  I was 
then earning and practicing as a general practitioner. 
 I made a lot of money then and built my own house. My par-
ents were there as well and they maintained the shops. My moth-
er looked after the children and the family. We were not a small 
family; we were a big family. My mum took all of us to school. 
 When everyone finished metric, they went abroad to 
study. My brother is in London now. He would come for 
two or three days to say hello to us. He would go back but 
we would return to Nyeri. It takes eight hours to reach Lon-
don. I have two children in London so when we visit them, 
we stay fortnight and then go to Nairobi and then Mumbasa. 
 I had my general practice and made a lot of money.  For 
each child of mine, I have a 3000 square foot plot in the center 
of Mumbasa, so if I drop dead, they will get those. They all earn 
well. The land would go to my wife or if we both die, it goes to 
my children. Everyone’s name is on it with exact proportions.
 There were so many houses and all of them took care 

By Abubakar Notiar :

Kenya, My Home
Kenya is a beautiful country. It is very green and all the wildlife you see here, 

you can see there. Because we are used to something different, we avoided 
the national parks. It was sort of an exciting l ife. 

 I was very young when I lost my father. I remem-
ber I had a very good relationship with him. I have two 
older sisters, so having a male member of the family was 
quite reassuring. I could have a man to man talk with him. 
 I was only 16 years old, getting ready to go to high 
school when I came home to find out that my father had 
passed away. To this day we still don’t know what hap-
pened but we think that the fact that he was diabetic played 
a role in his death. He did have a sweet tooth after all. 
 My mother started to face many challenges when my 
father passed away. In our culture, a single mother is often 
looked down upon and there was a lot of negative talk. I had 
expected it to take a toll on my mother however my mother 
stayed strong. Soon after my father’s death, his siblings and 
family tried to take charge of my father’s property and his 
assets. [Of course] They turned out to be cruel and selfish. 
 For years and years, my mother was going to and from 

the court. She had seen the face of every courtroom and ev-
ery judge. For a young widow to do all this, it was tough. 
It was painful for me and my sisters to watch this but I 
can’t imagine what it must have been like for my mother. 
 I have grown up now. I am married and I have three 
beautiful children. I always look at them and tell myself that 
I need to be there for them every step of the way. We don’t 
know where life will take us and anything can happen at 
any minute. I don’t miss an awards night or even a soccer 
game. I would like my children to know that their father 
will always be there for them just like my father was for me.   
 I have to commend my mother who has stayed strong 
throughout all these years.  She is the reason why my sis-
ters and I haven’t broken down [all these years]. She 
has been a big support for us, however I still miss the 
presence of a male role model in my life. Although he 
may not physically be here, I know he is here in spirit.
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of the businesses. It was like a supermarket. Goods were 
brought from Nairobi and sold there. It was a very rich city. 
There were 12 parliamentarians and everyone had a farm. 
There was a huge range of mountains on one side. Ev-
ery Englishman goes there in December for a few months. 
They stay in hotels and they come by the hundreds and 
thousands. The mills provided most of the money. We also 
owned a transport company and though as a Muslim it was 
not right, I transported beer to the Somalis in Moyale. It is 
about 900 miles in the northeast corner of Kenya. That was 
a time when the railways were going to all of these places. 
 Whomever came from Pakistan or India was put in 
the railway labour by Englishmen. We were business peo-
ple. We had a 100,000 acre farm in Nanyuki and a 10.000 
acre farm in Nyeri. Kenya is a beautiful country. It is 
very green and all the wildlife you see here, you can see 

there. Because we are used to something different, we 
avoided the national parks. It was sort of an exciting life. 
 In 1958, I used to go from Lahore to Amritsar 
and from there I have seen all of India. I have been to 
many places, including Calcutta, Madras, Southern In-
dia, Mumbai and Gujrat. We migrated from Jamna-
gar, home to many of the richest families in the country. 
 My brothers and sisters went to London, studied whatever 
they wanted to study and  married there. Over the years we 
have spread out to places all over the world- Australia, New 
Zealand, England, France, Spain,and beyond. . Most of the el-
ders in my family passed away in the 1930s and I was in Ka-
rachi getting my son married when my mother passed away. 
 Parting is so difficult. You miss your family no matter 
where you are. You are in France. You are in England. You are 
in Canada. It doesn’t make any difference. You still miss them. 

By Thokazani Nyoni:

My First Time in Canada
I really loved the winter snow feeling, to wear warm padded socks, winter boots, 

woolen scarves, winter jackets, and winter coats, as well as woolen hats and 
winter gloves. Just being outside was very wonderful and exciting for me. 

 My name is Thokozani Nyoni. I am sixty-six 
years old.  I come from Zimbabwe in South Africa.
 My first time to visit Canada was in June 
2014 and that was in summer. I stayed for five 
months. The weather was rainy, cold, and hot.
 My second visit was when I arrived in Canada in Octo-
ber 2015. This was the start of the winter here in the prov-
ince of Alberta. I live in the city of Edmonton, in Millwoods.
 This was the first time in my life seeing snow and ice. 
The snow started to fall here in November 2015 and con-
tinued to the start of March 2016 here in Millwoods. I re-
ally loved the winter snow feeling, to wear warm padded 
socks, winter boots, woolen scarves, winter jackets, and win-
ter coats, as well as woolen hats and winter gloves. Just be-
ing outside was very wonderful and exciting for me. I even 
took pictures in the winter snow. My children said the snow 
that winter year was not as bad as it used to be in previous 
years. Indoor, I also experienced the heating system which 
is switched on during the winter. All in all I really enjoyed 
my first winter here in Canada. I also enjoyed seeing the 
snow castles and people snow-skiing and snow avalanches.
 I grew up in an environment where there was no radio, 
wireless, no television, no cell phones, or telephones in the 

schools where I was growing up. There were no hospitals or 
clinics near our home, neither was there any modern trans-
port. People would travel to about 10 kilometers to catch a bus. 
There was no tap water. We had to rely on digging wells. Every 
home was to dig a pit toilet (latrine), which was also a bathroom. 
 I grew up herding cattle, cooking, washing clothes at 
the river or a small dam. Our character was to listen to the 
elders on all matters of life without asking why or talking 
back to any elder. Every elderly person was your parent 
and they could discipline you without any fear of repri-
sal from your parents. Our behavior was good and differ-
ent then. We would eat whatever was cooked, no choices.
 Parenting today has become very different. Our chil-
dren, even the younger ones, have a lot of choices because the 
world has changed a lot. They have become very inquisitive 
about everything they see and they now have child rights 
to say “yes” or “no”, whether it’s reasonable or not. There is 
too much media for them; we parent them with every me-
dia gadget available. Today’s children cannot be disciplined 
by their parents using a belt or a cane stick or talking harsh 
words. Our children have become very rude and stubborn!
 Our parents and elders then, would always sit with us at 
evening time and tell us lots of stories and about how they grew 
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“Trade your expectations to appreciation and the world 
changes instantly.”   – Conry Robbins

up. We also grew up eating a lot of wild fruits that our children 
would not even touch or eat. They have a lot of food choices. 
They also have too much information from the television and 
all the information gadgets we supply to them or buy for them.
 After my two years after secondary school, I became 
very sick for almost six months and was confined in bed 
all the time. My body became very weak due to this ill-
ness. Later I was healed since we had a hospital nearby. 
 Later on, I applied for a job at one of the chain retail shops 
or stores. I was accepted and worked as a shop assistant/sales 
lady for two years. This is where I met and fell in love with the 
man who later became my husband. He was working in the 
same stores as a bookkeeper or accountant. This was not an 
arranged marriage, though in some villages, yes arranged mar-
riages were still practiced. We got married two years later. Our 
marriage was solemnized at the District Council by the marriage 
officer. We were blessed with five children, four girls and one 
boy. My husband passed away, he had bad high blood pressure.
 I am building my community while I am here in Ed-
monton. I came to visit my son who had lung surgery 
transplant in September 2015.  When the mother goes 

to work, I help look after their daughter, my grandchild, 
who is three years old,and help look after my son, who is 
recovering and healing very well. He has yet to recover. 
 At present I am a member of the Multicultur-
al Women and Seniors Services Association, on the se-
nior’s health and exercise team. I would very much 
love to join in volunteer work, especially teaching En-
glish and doing handwork such as knitting and crochet.
 I would like to see a future with healthy people and new 
born babies. They should grow in an environment that is full 
of love and care from both parents and relatives, thus forming 
a good community. To live in a violent free world. To be taught 
how to work hard and be independent in their lives as they grow 
up. To teach them to study hard and to know that education 
will open greater windows in their lives. Our children should  
be taught to look after their old and aged parents and to respect 
every elderly person, regardless of whether they are your next 
of kin or not. To see a Canada with a loving and peaceful people.  

By Mohinder Kaur Rai:

Life is a Play, Play it
I felt as though my hopes and dreams were accepted by God, and all of it had 

come true for me. One thing that I am sure of is that it shaped me to become 
the woman that I am today. 

 Hello everyone, my name is Mohinder Kar Rai. I was 
born on January 7, 1949 in Punjab, India. I am the third oldest 
among seven siblings. My dad was a shopkeeper and my mom 
was a house lady. My early childhood was of a typical mid-
dle class environment. I had a happy and normal childhood.
 I joined school at the age of six. In the 7th grade an 
unexpected incident happened in my life. My young-
er brother fell into the canal. Neither having knowledge 
nor any practice of swimming, I immediately jumped 
in the water and successfully saved my brother. My par-
ents were very happy and proud at my achievement. 
 I was very good at studies in school and every year, I 
stood at first or second position in my class. As a badmin-
ton player, I travelled to so many different cities in India. I 
was smart enough to tackle the very tough and hard college 
life. I travelled four miles daily on my cycle and then caught 
the train to go to college. I have always lived a simple life 
and I played through the pain.  I took 2nd position in my 

B.A from Lyallpur Khalsa College, in Jalandhar, for women.
 I joined the hostel when I was doing B.Ed from Rhag-
wara College. My hostel life was very interesting and I 
spent quality time there. There were four girls who shared 
a room with me. Every Wednesday, all the hostel girls went 
shopping and we all had so much fun there. I was also the 
Chief Editor of the college magazine, published in 1969-70. 
 I completed my B.Ed degree in 1971 and it immedi-
ately became clear to me that I had made the right career 
choice. In 1973, I joined a Government job as an S.S Mis-
tress in Nurmahal High School. I worked in many schools 
after that such as Dhaliwal, Sunner Kalan, Sansarpur, 
Sofipind talwan, Malisan, Srinh, Bhandel Himmat, Kang-
niwal, Pooranpur, Raipur and in my own village Khus-
ropur Jalandhar Cantt. In 2005, I got my early retirement.
 When I was teaching in Nurmahal School, I got married. 
It was an arranged marriage. My husband, Mr. Gurdip Singh, 
was also a teacher in the school. I was very lucky because we 
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 I was born in Vancouver in the late 1980s. When I was 
very young, my mother passed away. She was a cancer sur-
vivor but the cancer eventually came back and she lost the 
strength to fight it. I ended up learning the responsibilities 
of a daughter, sister, housewife and a student all at the age 
of 18. When my mother passed away, my world shattered. 
More than that, my father lost his mental stability.  I had to 
drop out of university because I could not afford the tuition 
for school. I had to take care of a recovering father and my 
12 year old sister who needed a maternal figure in her life. 
 I started off by giving my father support. He loved my 

mother very much and it was painful to see him suffer. I would 
constantly catch him crying to himself. I felt that watching him 
be this unstable was going to put me through the same thing but 
I gathered myself and became stronger. Both my parents had 
come from a very strong family background where family was 
a priority and they valued relationships. At times I had thought 
about just running away but then I realized I was weakened 
and that there are people in this world who have lost more than 
just a parent, although for me my family was my everything. It 
took me months to get through to him but he finally realized 
that we were all in this together and that he had to pull himself 

By Maya Rodriguez:

Making it in Life

were both in the same department. He was very loving and 
caring. Some of my happiest and worst memories come from 
that period of my life. In 1978, I gave birth to my daughter 
Gagandeep Kaur and in 1981, my son Jagroop Singh was born.
 I was able to finish my M.A degree with this fresh 
start. I felt as though my hopes and dreams were accept-
ed by God and all of it had come true for me. One thing 
that I am sure of is that it shaped me to become the wom-
an that I am today. My retirement from teaching came 
sooner than I would have liked due to a number of reasons.
 My daughter got a C.S.P degree from Jalanchal Col-
lege, Jalandhar, and in 1977 we celebrated her wed-
ding with Mr. Rajbir Singh who was settled in Cana-
da. She came to Canada and in 1998, she had two kids. 
She applied for our sponsorship in the year 2000 and in 
2001 my husband, my son and I migrated to Canada.
 We lived with my daughter for the first three months and 
then we rented a basement. The owner of the basement was 
not good and that was a very difficult time for us. Only my son 
had a job. After five months, we decided to go back to India. 
My son started living in my daughter’s house again. We felt 
very lonely in India because my husband and I were alone in 
India and both our children were in Canada. So again, after five 
and a half months, we came back to Canada. My son had been 
driving a truck for two years and after that he joined the night 
college and completed his Information Technology degree.
 After a while, I was able to buy a house in MillWoods 

and my husband joined the Imp Company as an atten-
dant. I worked with Bee-Clean and later became a supervi-
sor in the company. I remember, in November, 2002, it was 
early morning when I peeped through the window and 
there was so much snow all around our house. I was scared 
even thinking about having to walk outside. Our first win-
ter in Canada was strange and tough. I was granted citizen-
ship in 2005. In 2006, we celebrated our son’s wedding with 
a Canadian lady, Mrs. Rajbir Kaur, who had a government 
job. Now they have one child named Mannat Kaur Rai.
 I had a small but happy family. On 1st November, 2015, 
my husband suddenly fell ill and passed away. It was a great 
tragedy for our family, especially for me. After that I think 
my own life is nothing but meaningless without a life part-
ner. I was depressed and constantly lived under stress when 
my best friend called me and told me about the Senior Ser-
vices Association. She encouraged me to join the Multicul-
tural Women and Seniors Services Association last year. Act-
ing on her advice, I joined and now I feel much better. Being 
here, I learned so many things. It is good for every senior.
 May Canadian Government give more and more 
benefits and facilities to the seniors. I miss my mother-
land but I keep in mind that this is my home now. I fol-
low the Sikh religion. Our religion teaches us good deeds, 
Nam Japu, Kirat Karo, Band Shacoo. I love Canada because 
it our Karam Bhumee and India is our Janam Bhumee.

My routine started at 6 and ended at 11 every day. I would get up in the morn-
ing at 6 to make lunch for my dad and my sister. I would then make their 

breakfast. I would wake them up, iron their clothes and made sure that they 
were dressed and fed before they both went off to work and school.
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together because he was the sole provider in the family now.
 My little sister’s mind was still developing at the time, 
but she understood mom’s death. When my father was sta-
ble and went back to work, my sister required some atten-
tion. She was going through her mixed up teenage years 
and I had to keep an eye on her. At that time I was doing a 
part-time job at a local restaurant. I wasn’t able to find much 
work due to the fact that my home was still unstable and I 
needed time off on short notice. The restaurant owners were 
an old couple and they understood my situation very well. 
My routine started at 6 and ended at 11 every day. I would 
get up in the morning at 6 to make lunch for my dad and my 
sister. I would then make their breakfast. I would wake them 
up, iron their clothes and made sure that they were dressed 
and fed before they both went off to work and school. My 
shifts at the restaurant varied so I adjusted my routine accord-
ingly. If I had morning shifts, I would get everything ready 
and leave notes about where everything was or I would lay 
everything on the table for my dad and sister. I would work 

long shifts. Sometimes 6 sometimes 9 hours. I needed to 
put away some money for savings.  I came home to my sis-
ter home alone. I did not like it because I wanted to keep an 
eye on her so later I scaled back some hours. I would help 
her with homework, cook, clean and get dinner ready when 
I came home. By the time I helped her with schoolwork, 
fed my dad and sister and cleaned the house and finished 
any remaining chores like laundry, I would be exhausted. 
 I think it’s fair to say that I have not seen many luxuries 
in life. I have always been a hard worker and it wasn’t un-
til my late 20s that I was finally able to put myself through 
university. I am proud to say that my sister got a full schol-
arship to a great school. I still live with my father as he’s old-
er now and requires more care and attention. I did a nurs-
ing diploma and life is quite nice now. It’s slow paced and 
I was successful in raising my baby sister and taking care 
of my father. I don’t know how I gained the strength or pa-
tience but I have a feeling I inherited it from my mother. 

By Amara Saleem:

Starting a New Life
I moved to Canada with my husband and just a l itt le baby. At f irst I was intimi-

dated by the new environment because I was l iving so far away from my loved 
ones, but I have always been a flexible person so I learned to adjust.

 I was born in Lahore Pakistan in the 70s. My childhood 
was very simple. I have two older sisters and a younger brother 
so life didn’t seem empty at all. My parents were not well off and 
they were simple people as well. My mother was a very strong, 
independent yet straightforward. She tawught us sisters all the 
essentials in life. At home, either we did our own chores our-
selves or we did them all together. I still remember our beds 
were always made, closets always organized, desks tidy, laundry 
folded and clothes ironed. Helping our mother in the kitchen 
was a very common and enjoyable task for us. We helped my 
mother do all the cooking while learning the recipes ourselves. 
 My father was very similar to my mother. His parents had 
passed away ages ago so he built himself up and all he had 
become was due to his hard work and motivation. He ran the 
house in a very organized manner, a trait that we sisters ad-
mire to this day. When going to school or college, our shoes 
had to be polished, hair had to be tied up properly and our 
clothes had to be ironed and worn in a sophisticated manner. 
When we came back from school or university, in the evening, 
the tea trolley had to be set properly with the tea, milk, sug-

ar and sweet snacks. The dining table had to be set a certain 
way as well. My father was a lawyer and he had studied in 
England for many years so we assumed that he learned the 
way of the British. He was a lover of music, poetry and art. 
Music poured through his bedroom every so often and his 
bookshelves were filled with books of great authors and po-
ets. We were not allowed to take his books without his per-
mission because he always had a great attachment to them. 
 In some ways I am now more like my parents than 
I had realized. I have the will power of my father and 
the strength of my mother to face tough times. My re-
lationship with my siblings has always been strong. We 
still speak to each other every other day if not every day. 
 We were given top education and my father made 
sure that we focused and did well in school. I was able 
to do my Masters. Our entire family is very well educat-
ed and very well off but it wasn’t like us to have a luxu-
rious life. We learned to enjoy the simplest things in life. 
 I got married after I did my Masters. Getting an ar-
ranged marriage was my only option but it was my choice. 
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My parents had picked husbands for my sisters and I had full 
trust that they would pick the right one for me. I was right. 
My husband is kind, loving and he supports me endlessly.
 I don’t quite remember how the story goes but according 
to my husband, he fell off his chair the first time he saw me. Of 
course I was presented in front of him and his mother. I had 
never seen him before. I liked him but I didn’t think much of 
him at the time. I never interacted with any boys in school or 
college because I didn’t want to. It wasn’t appropriate for me to 
do so. After that, we met at a wedding and I talked to him for a 
brief moment. I saw the attraction and I liked him at that point. 
 We got engaged at my parents’ house. It was a very 
elaborate wedding because both of us had big fami-
lies. We also got married there. Back home, houses have 
yards big enough to host a wedding. There were tents, 
decorative flowers, dances, music and of course the fam-
ily. My parents had done what they could at the time. 
 I came to Canada in 2002, shortly after I got mar-
ried. The move was due to changing times and my husband 
had thought that life here would be better. He was right. 
 The beginning of the 21st century brought a lot of chang-
es in my life. I moved to Canada with my husband and just 
a little baby. At first I was intimidated by the new environ-
ment because I was living so far away from my loved ones, 
but I have always been a flexible person so I learned to ad-
just. We came to Toronto and bought an apartment right 
away. We didn’t own a car but in a few weeks I was confident 
enough to get out of my comfort zone to go see the big city. 
 Very soon, I fell in love with the place. There were tall 
buildings, endless malls and the environment was friendly 
and bright. I found it a little tough to adjust here because in 
Canada, you have to do EVERYTHING yourself, pay bills, 
take care of the house, cook and look after a husband and 
kids. As well, it was a post-9/11 world. My husband found it 
difficult to find a job and perhaps it was due to the chang-

ing culture of North America. I feel that one of the drawbacks 
of the Canadian culture is that this country has little to of-
fer to immigrants professionally. It is difficult to get started. 
 I do, however, feel that Canada is a very safe and wel-
coming place for newcomers. Looking around and seeing 
the diversity that this country has to offer has really opened 
up my eyes and my mind. During my time here, I feel that 
the diversity has grown. When I took the bus or when I go 
to the mall, I will see people from at least ten different eth-
nic backgrounds. Being a Canadian is what binds us all.
 I am generally a very open-minded person. When I first 
came here, I did not look for people I recognized. I made new 
friends and looked for new faces. I think of the community as 
being bound together by common values, not culture.  I saw that 
everyone I met here was hardworking, honest and friendly. Good 
nature and good work ethics are what built the community here.
 I was also able to find some old friends I went to college 
with. Over the last decade or so, some of them have moved 
here and we were able to rekindle our friendships. Our chil-
dren have also bonded well together and so have our husbands. 
 I have always held the belief that life should be enjoyed to 
its fullest. We don’t know how long we have but the time we do 
have, should be invested in happy memories, hard work and a 
good family life. We should also be strong individuals. Having 
the drive, motivation and will power can go a long way. Focus-
ing on yourself is also a good thing. One should keep oneself 
healthy because a healthy lifestyle will lead to a happy lifestyle.
 All the values I have, my parents have taught me. 
They have always placed an emphasis on respecting el-
ders. Our parents have raised us and provided us with end-
less love. We must respect them and always look up to 
them. Getting a good education is also among one of my 
values. Our education status determines our place in soci-
ety, especially for women. It teaches us to be independent, 
think for ourselves and to make more informed decisions. 
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Stories from the Canada 150 Celebrations

CANADA 150: The Shaama centre, formerly the Multicultural Women & Seniors Services Association (MWSSA), celebrated 
Canada’s 150th Birthday on December 10th by organizing a mini heritage-style festival, inviting twelve communities to par-
ticipate. The participating Communities were from Bosnia, Chile, the Philippines, India, Iran, Iraq, Kenya/Tanzania, Pakistan, 
Somalia, fourth generation Canadians, Indigenous Canadians, and others from our rich Canadian Mosaic. The theme was 
about celebrating pluralism and diversity. It was a huge success and drew a large crowd. It was an opportunity to showcase 
that we can freely celebrate our cultural and religious heritage and at the same time be fully Canadian. There were art & craft 
displays, dance, music, children’s games, international food booths and much more. We also had the opportunity to work with 
Indigenous peoples and learn about their history and spiritual beliefs. Each booth presented both live and digital stories. The 
event was made possible by the Canada 150 funds provided by the Federal Government of Canada which is highly appreciated.

Please enjoy the stories the participating communities have shared. 
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 In 1992, 5,000 Bosnian refugees came to Canada, most 
of them Muslim, and most going to Toronto, Montreal, Ed-
monton, or Calgary. Many more would come in the fol-
lowing three years of the war, and some had already made 
Canada their home before the 90s.  Altogether, there are 
over 22,000 Bosnian-Canadians. In the 2016 census, 1535 
Albertans claimed Bosnian heritage. In Edmonton, there 
is a strong, cohesive Bosnian community and one eve-
ning in November 2017, ten members of this community 
met to talk about their experiences immigrating to Canada. 
 Many Bosnians were forced to leave their country in 
order to survive, and some members of the group had lost 
loved ones and experienced grave danger and extreme hard-
ship during the war.  Those from Sarajevo talked about the 
life-threatening risks of going anywhere in that city: one 
young woman remembered how people would zig-zag from 
garbage can to garbage can to avoid snipers. The tunnel un-
derneath the airport was especially dangerous: now, it’s a 
symbol of courage and survival. The most desperate peo-
ple tried to cross the airport runway itself: 50% died trying. 
 Despite the hardships, it was not easy for some of the 
group members to leave the country and life they loved. 
And everyone had to overcome obstacles to get to Canada.  
 Once in Canada, some Bosnian refugees were trau-
matized and had PTSD symptoms; most did not speak En-
glish, and had very little money. The group talked about 
their concerns for family members left behind and how 
difficult or impossible it was to communicate with them. 
 Supporting their children to adapt to Canada was an-
other huge communication challenge. One woman said 

the hardest part of emigrating was putting her girls in a day 
home while she took mandatory LINC 1 language classes: “I 
would call every day and hear my daughter crying and the 
woman would say quit calling, she’s fine.  I lost 13 kg.” The 
young women in the group recalled the challenges of going 
to school: “It was grade six and everyone made fun of me. I 
remember running away from school to go home and scream-
ing let me go home! when they caught me. There were so 
many different people. In Bosnia, everyone was white; I had 
seen one black man. When I asked a girl what do I call peo-
ple of colour, she said, the n word.  I got in so much trouble.” 
 Despite all the struggles, everyone in the group spoke of 
making connections and finding community. “We are very 
persistent and very resilient,” one group member explained.  
“And very open—openness is part of the resilience.”  Others 
talked about pushing themselves beyond their limits and the 
subsequent feelings of both exhaustion and accomplishment. 
 Bosnian-Canadians have made many significant contri-
butions to Canadian life and culture.  For example, one of the 
group members used her painful school experience to help 
other immigrant children: “My English teachers would tell me I 
wouldn’t get anywhere in life because of my English. I took tapes 
home to listen and improve comprehension. Now I’m a psy-
chologist and I redesigned the tests—marks are up by 50%. Bos-
nians are very persistent and resilient, so I proved them wrong.”   

Stories from the Bosnian Community

M y sister sent papers to sponsor us.  I said, no, I don’t want to go but my 
Mom said, maybe you should try.  We had to go again under the airport, 

then we wait 24- hours--on the 2nd day we got on a bus to Croatia.  I thought we 
would go straight to Canada, but it took 10 months.

“I have one life and one chance to make it count for 
something… My faith demands that I do whatever I can, 
wherever I am, whenever I can, for as long as I can with 
whatever I have to try to make a difference.” 
              — Jimmy Carter

Stories from the Chilean Community

I say thank you Canada. I would l ike to say a lot of things, I remember Punjabis, 
Canadians, First Nations  people helped me. I had nothing. When I came my 

mom said don’t go back to Chile. You wil l have education but no work. In Chile 
you wouldn’t have any more than you have in Canada. You are so lucky in your 
l i fe.
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 On September 11, 1973, the Chilean military overthrew 
the elected government of Salvador Allende in a coup d’état. 
Chileans began coming to Edmonton as refugees in 1974. The 
migration continued until the nineties, when General Pino-
chet’s rule ended.  By 2011, there were 38,140 Chileans in Can-
ada. In November 2017, seven members of the Chilean com-
munity met to reflect on their experience of coming to Canada. 
 One woman spoke of the difficulty of life in exile after 
they fled to Argentina, which was also under a military dic-
tatorship. From there, the United Nations gave her the op-
portunity to go to Australia or Canada. She chose Canada. 
When she arrived, she found Canadians to be very kind. She 
was 7 months pregnant. Three months after the birth she 
went to work as a janitor. She worked hard and quickly be-
came a supervisor, and two years later, she created her own 
cleaning business. She had purchased her own house by 1978.  
 That fortitude and gratitude for assistance was reflected 
by several of the storytellers. Many Chilean refugees were as-
sisted in their resettlement by social service organizations in 
Canada like Catholic Social Services. However, in the 1970’s 
there were not thesame opportunities for language training 
as now. One woman spoke of how she learned English from 
soap operas and from her children. These Chileans had to 
start work immediately upon their arrival. In many cases, 
English classes were only offered to the breadwinner.  Many 
women were left isolated in their homes and roles were re-
versed as they depended on their children to act as translators. 

 One of the main contributions of the Chilean community 
was their founding of organizations to help Canada’s grow-
ing Hispanic community as refugees arrived from other Lat
in American countries in the 1980’s and 90’s. In Alberta, that 
groundwork included the television news program Nosotros 
(We) and the radio program Hispanoamérica in Edmonton. 
 One of the latest additions is the senior’s group, Pri-
mavera, which is the first Chilean group in Edmonton 
to have its own building. They managed this by insist-
ing that community members put aside the politics that 
have divided the Chilean community for many years.  
 The group spoke at length about how, as exiles unable to 
return to Chile for decades, the Chilean community in Cana-
da became their family. That welcoming warmth and comfort 
was reflected in this group by the presence of a Nicaraguan 
and a recently arrived Chilean, new members of this extend-
ed family. When asked about their contributions to Canada, 
the group spoke again about their sense of gratitude, their 
faith, volunteerism, and values of love, solidarity, and family.
 The evening concluded with a demonstration of the spirit and 
spontaneous joy of the Chilean community as a guitar appeared, 
panuelos (handkerchiefs) waved in the air, and dancing began.

Stories from the Filipino Community

Here we have a better l i fe, we are able to help our families, contribute to their
education. Education  is a very strong value. We are a success. Canada is a 

blessing for us.

 Canada’s third-largest immigrant group comes from the 
Philippines (China and India being the first two). Emigra-
tion from the Philippines to Canada increased in the 1970s 
and has steadily risen. As of the 2016 census, there are 837, 
130 Filipino people in Canada with 65,340 living in Edmon-
ton.  Although Filipino immigrants work in every field, many 
fill labour shortages in nursing and personal care, especial-
ly as live-in caregivers.  Many Filipino immigrants come 
here to support families at home. Approximately $2 billion 
a year is sent to the Philippines from Canada every year. 
 A small group met in November 2017 to share stories 
of coming to Canada from the Philippines.  Some had ex-

perienced great difficulty in having their credentials rec-
ognized and finding work-others arrived at times when 
training and work opportunities were very good. Every-
one was happy with their decision to live here. They ex-
pressed appreciation for health care, economic opportuni-
ties, and the support they were able to provide their families. 
 The most painful difficulty was leaving small chil-
dren behind in the Philippines, and, in some cases, not see-
ing them again for several years. The group talked about 
the joy of bringing family members to Canada once they 
were financially established.  They were especially appre-
ciative of health care. One person recovered from a seri-

“What counts in life is not the mere fact that we have 
lived. It is what difference we have made to the lives of 
others that will determine the significance of the life we 
lead.”    - Nelson Mandela
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ous illness and said she would likely have died at home.  
 One woman came to Canada in mid-70s after ex-
periencing discrimination in the United States. Not only 
was Canada friendlier, there was a reciprocity agree-
ment for nursing, and she was able to quickly re-certify.
 Teaching paid very poorly in the Philippines, and one per-
son left to come to Canada as a caregiver.  Eventually, she opened 
a successful agency for caregivers and foreign workers. Others 
also left professional but lowly-paid work in the Philippines to 
work for higher wages as caregivers. Many went to school to 
retrain in Canada while also working. An urban planner with 
a Master’s degree had an especially difficult time finding work.  
With five children, life was very difficult. During her stud-
ies, she developed a network and opportunities did open up. 
She advises newcomers to invest in 2 or 3 years of education.
 Despite the economic advantages of coming to Canada, 

it was difficult for many in the group to leave the Philippines.  
One woman spoke of how sad and isolated she was for her 
first winter. Others in the group talked about how crucial the 
Multicultural Health Brokers and the Edmonton Mennonite 
Centre for Newcomers were for them. Not only did they re-
ceive assistance and training, they developed a community. 
 Strong relations between the Philippines and Canada were 
clear in 2013 when Typhoon Haiyan devastated many parts 
of the Philippines. Canada sent emergency response teams, 
over $20 million, and gave priority to immigration applica-
tions from Filipino people affected by the typhoon. Clearly, 
the Canadian government recognized how integral Filipinos 
are to Canada. As group members pointed out, resilience and 
perseverance characterize their community.  Through Filipi-
no immigration, those qualities enhance Canadian society. 

Stories from the Indo-Canadian Community

Y ou have to drive the forklift, said my boss.  I didn’t know how to drive at all.  
I took lessons, learned the car and learned the forklift. This was my first job 

in Canada, and I worked there for 35 years.  All the young guys would call me 
MomKim.” 
 One evening in October, 2017, a group of Indo-Ca-
nadians met at the Multicultural Women and Seniors 
Services Association to share stories about coming to 
Canada. Although each story was unique and many 
were rich with detail, there was also much shared expe-
rience—the shock of a Canadian winter, for instance.
 Everyone in the group came to Canada with a deep sense of 
duty for the welfare of others. Many people left India for Can-
ada so their children could have a more secure future and live 
in more safety. Many women came because of their husband’s 
career, some leaving their own successful occupations behind. 
Most everyone in the story circle came to Canada because of a 
family member: one man, arriving in winter, was sure he had 
made a terrible mistake and, for five days, fought with the brother 
who had convinced him to come.  (Things quickly improved!)
 Leaving India was not easy for most of the group.  One 
woman, a gifted musician and artist, left a thriving, fulfill-
ing career and community. Many others had the experience 
of starting “at negative” occupationally—some retrained, 
others started completely new careers, and others adjust-
ed to working in any job they could get. Several people in 
the group came with the high-level education and profes-

sional skills that Canadian immigration preferred, a few 
had already been offered positions. Every person in the 
group had worked with remarkable rigour whether they 
were starting over or continuing to advance in their profes-
sion—they clearly shared a belief in the value of hard work. 
 The group shared a commitment to community along 
with their devotion to family. For some, this involved expe-
riencing a new multiculturalism. For instance, while taking a 
government “bridging” program, a woman befriended a Nige-
rian man who initially scared her “because of his appearance.” 
 From another perspective, a woman spoke of being the 
only Indo-Canadian family in her neighborhood when she 
grew up, the racism she experienced, and how much things 
have improved. The granddaughter of one of the first Sikh 
Canadians, she talks with her children about current racist 
issues as  “they must know that history is happening now.”
 Community was key to thriving in Canada, and the Mul-
ticultural Women and Seniors Services Association (MWS-
SA) provided crucial social connections as well as informa-
tion and language training to help people fully participate as 
Canadians. Some people experienced great loss in Canada; 
one woman’s husband died very suddenly, leaving her a sin-
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“I was complaining that I had no shoes till I met a man 
who had no feet.”    – Confucius

My parents came for a better l i fe for the family. They were both geologists
and at f irst my mother worked at Tim Horton’s and my father worked at the

Bay. Over the years, things changed. The life we are given and the opportunities 
we have are amazing. 

Stories from the Iranian Community

 Until the Iran-Iraq war, Iranian immigration to Can-
ada was very low. During the 80’s many Iranians came as 
political refugees; in the 90s and following decades, peo-
ple also came for economic opportunities, liberty, and 
a more secure future for themselves and their children. 
From 2001 to 2011, the number of immigrants from Iran 
increased from 71,990 to 120,685. By the 2016 census, 
4630 Edmontonians claimed Iran as their original home. 
 In November 2017, a group of eight Iranian people met. 
Although two group members came to Canada in the 90s, 
most arrived after 2005, the exception being a young man 
who was raised here. Consistent with national trends, most 
people in the group were highly educated and had left good 
careers. The initial challenge was the climate, especially for 
those arriving in winter. One family came from plus 40 to 
minus 40. Another person lost all her groceries one day be-
cause her hands were too cold to carry the bags any further. 
These recollections were shared with good humour as every-
one had adapted to Edmonton’s climate. In fact, for some, it 
had become the norm: “For me now, when I go home, I can’t 
stand the heat. If I’m there more than two weeks, I adjust.”
 Adapting to occupational change has been a more com-
plex process for many. One person left a highly-paid profes-
sional position to work in Walmart and gradually built up a 
new career in warehouse management. Others came on stu-
dent visas to complete doctoral work. One woman could not 
get a visa for her family and it was very hard to leave her par-
ents, husband, and daughter to go on her own. Another person 
had the reverse situation; a physician in Iran, her family lived in 
Canada for two years before she could immi-

grate. Over two years, she visited every two months, 
each time encountering trouble with immigration. 
 Once in Canada, she faced the complicated pro-
cess of becoming re-certified. Unable to secure a res-
idency, she continues to work as a surgical assistant. 
 Many people in the group said the opportunities that 
Canada offered their children more than made up for their 
own losses and struggles. The group acknowledged that Ira-
nian children are often under great pressure to succeed and 
joked about the trend of Iranian kids becoming either doc-
tors or engineers. They talked about the difficulties of par-
enting and how children have many challenges as the open 
school system contradicts certain cultural standards. School 
could be a different world from traditional Iranian home life. 
 Overall, the group felt they and their children were 
welcome in Edmonton. One mother spoke of bullying: “I 
taught both my kids to fight back; this country taught them 
to be strong, to stand for themselves, to have freedom of 
speech. They would never have been this strong in Iran.”   
 The group spoke of honouring nature in numerous cele-
brations. Feasts are integral to these celebrations. As one person 
pointed out, “At the end of the day, food connects everyone.” 
They spoke about coming from an ancient civilization and 
also embracing Canadian culture. The youngest group mem-
ber said, “I stopped saying “back home” when I was around 
21. When I visit Iran now, I say back home in Edmonton.”

gle mother with three boys. She returned to India then im-
migrated again when the sons were grown and accepted into 
Canadian universities. The MWSSA is a key part of her life.
 Throughout the evening, much appreciation was ex-
pressed for life in Canada.  People spoke of being thank-
ful that their children’s futures are secure, that their fam-
ilies are safe, that their air and water is clean. In return, 
Canada gains their capacity for hard work, advanced skills 

and education, and especially their dedication to giving 
back to the community.  The group nodded in agreement 
when one person said, “Fulfillment comes from work-
ing for something bigger than yourself; from belonging.” 

“Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and 
find all the barriers within yourself that you have built 
against it.”   - Rumi



JULY 2018  Reflections        19

Stories from the Iraqi Community

Everyone remembers the moment in the Canadian Consulate when the consul
holds his pen and looks at you through the glass wall. You cannot take your 

eyes off the pen.” 

 Until Saddam Hussein became president of Iraq in 1979, 
very few Iraqis immigrated to Canada. The numbers steadily 
rose through the Iran-Iraq war and the Gulf War. Many went 
to Syria before coming to Canada. By the 2011 census, 49, 680 
people in Canada reported Iraqi ethnic origin. By the 2016 cen-
sus, 2,065 people from Iraq made their homes in Edmonton. 
 Three men from Iraq came together at the MWSSA to talk 
about their immigration experiences. All three are remarkable 
storytellers. The youngest will soon have his story published: He 
left Iraq for Syria in 2010; once civil war broke there and mosques 
were attacked, his family came to Canada.  A few months after 
arriving, he wrote a story, with the help of a translator and an 
ESL teacher. The story became a book, featured on Al Jazeera; 
a new edition will be launched in Edmonton in Spring 2018. 
 All three men were sponsored by the Canadian govern-
ment; the mystery, they say, is who got picked. One man, a 
journalist, was in danger and at the time had three children and 
spoke three languages, so it made sense that he was approved. 
The consul noticed that he and his wife spoke French and sent 
them to Montreal. After two years they came to Edmonton. 
 As a journalist, he had written about atrocities commit-
ted by both Al-Qaeda and by the Americans. One morning, 
he woke up with an American boot on his chest and a gun 
aimed at his head. He was put in Abu Ghraib prison with 
12 Al-Qaeda leaders. The Americans mistakenly thought he 
was a rebel leader. His house was destroyed and he was im-
prisoned for a year. His tent mates trusted him; he became 

their interpreter. And heard their stories. For a month, he 
talked with a young man about the problem of killing in-
nocents; he actually changed the young man’s thinking. 
 Another man managed to get his family to Syria after years 
of difficulty in Iraq. Four million Iraqis had escaped to Syria 
and were blamed for unemployment and high rent there.  One 
morning, he discovered his entire neighborhood had been 
evacuated during the night because the army was moving in to 
battle rebels. No one told him because he was Iraqi.  Shooting 
began, rebels on one side and the army on the other, and he had 
to get his family to safety. He lost track of his son, was mistak-
en for a rebel and arrested, and yet somehow got through it all. 
 Adjusting to Canadian culture was not easy for these men; 
after shouldering heavy responsibilities for their families and 
others under many life-threatening situations, they found safe-
ty in Canada but entirely different gender and parental roles. At 
school, their children would see and hear things that seemed 
to undermine the family dynamics they knew within Iraqi cul-
ture. People would ask their children questions which would 
have been intrusive and insulting in Iraq.  And then there was 
learning the strange quirks of Canadian social interactions. 
 A sculptor and ceramic artist, one of the men hopes 
to translate Canada’s anthem into Sumerian then in-
scribe it on clay tablets in Cuneiform. What an excel-
lent way to show how Canada, 150 years young, is con-
nected to ancient cultures thanks to immigration. 

Stories from the Kenyan Community

For me, this is a dream come true. I have wanted to come to Canada since I
was 18 years old and finally I am here. I am living the Canadian dream.

 At under a thousand people, Kenyans represent a 
small community in Edmonton. But they are mighty. 
They proudly speak of the magnificent wildlife and lus-
cious fruits and vegetation for which their land is famous.
 On a cold afternoon in November, we invited a 
dozen Edmontonians from Kenya to gather around 

a cup of tea and share their stories – these were sto-
ries of adventure, of challenge, of accomplishing dreams. 
 Since Kenya was a British Colony, English was widely 
taught in schools, so Kenyans do not face the same kind of lan-
guage challenges as other newcomers. But they spoke about the 
cultural challenges – something they all laughed about now – 
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M y Dad said, “Son, you should explore the world. I said “okay, I ’ l l  give it a go
-- Australia, England, or Canada.” I knew three things about Canada: Pierre 

Trudeau, Wayne Gretzky, and the Alberta scenery in a James Bond movie. So I 
went to Edmonton.

Stories from the Pakistani Community

 In the 1930s, only a few people from what is now Pa-
kistan lived in Edmonton. These included novelist Sad-
hu Singh Dhami, a professor at the University of Alber-
ta, and others who had also come from the significant 
Sikh community in BC. By the 2016 census, Edmon-
ton’s Pakistani- Canadian population had grown to 8,450. 
 Most Pakistani immigrants came with excellent cre-
dentials and immediately contributed to their fields in Can-
ada. Some came as students working on advanced degrees 
who were then offered positions. Others left well- estab-
lished careers for family or political reasons and their cre-
dentials were not recognized in Canada. A few were even-
tually re-certified, and others entered other occupational 
fields or stayed at home to raise children. These trends were 
reflected in the group that met in early November 2017. 
 A professor of economics for 15 years in Pakistan had to 
leave for political reasons and, in Canada, could not find sta-
ble work in his field. After working in roles to support other 
immigrants, he took a Master’s Degree from Calgary in Com-
munity Development. An etymologist with a Master’s degree 

had plans to do a Ph.D., but these plans changed after join-
ing her husband in an Alberta mining town of 500 people. 
 The two physicians in the group continued to prac-
tice medicine: after several years, one doctor studied fur-
ther to become a surgeon and the other was able to com-
plete a residency at the Royal Alexander Hospital and 
resume practice. Two people came as Ph.D. students 
and were offered positions; another person came with a 
Master’s in Home Economics and she felt very for-
tunate to have her degree recognized. She did a 
second Master’s in Community Development. 
 Most people in the group knew very little about Edmon-
ton before coming here and the climate was a shock. Those 
who came in the 70s, when supports for new Canadians 
were scarce, had many struggles. That said, everyone in the 
group seemed to arrive with a spirited sense of adventure. 
 The group shared a commitment to Canada and said 
the most important thing to them was that the 2nd gen-
eration of Pakistani-Canadians—their children— suc-
ceed as Canadians. Many in the group came to Canada 

in moving to a country so different in every way. Naturally, the 
snow was a big deal. One woman recalls her first winter here 
and she wondered ‘how are people walking on this snow?” She 
took lots of falls at first. But another woman thought the snow 
was the saving grace of winter. For her, “if no snow, no light”. 
 Most of the group decided to come to Canada for one rea-
son: a better future for their children. One man brought his 
three children and in the early days lived with his brother. He 
was really frustrated at first. He had held management positions 
in Britain, but had great difficulty getting a job – overqualified 
they told him. Back home in Kenya, he worked in the motor in-
dustry and had a big house and company car. In Canada, it took 
him two years to upgrade his education before he started earn-
ing a living. It was hard. But he kept going, because of the kids.
 One woman, educated in Nairobi as a health visitor, told 
of her beautiful life there. A beautiful home, anything she 
wanted she could afford, a rewarding career, and breathtak-
ing natural surroundings. But she saw no future for her chil-

dren, so she and her husband decided to move to Canada. 
 It seems that these ambitious and hopeful Kenyan moms 
and dads knew what they were talking about. As the stories 
shifted from them to their children we learned that this small 
group of people had raised many accomplished children- a para-
medic, an RN, a commercial pilot, an optician, a civil engineer; 
and others studying dentistry, law, and veterinarian medicine.   
Many in the group had returned to Kenya on occasion to vis-
it family. They all shared the same reaction. We cannot go 
back there. There is no future for us there and it is not safe.  
 One couple – he a prominent doctor and she a former 
Montessori teacher and active community worker - have raised 
children and now grandchildren in Canada; they travel back 
and forth to Kenya often. They are older now and lovingly dis-
agree on where to spend their time. She gets lonely back home 
with no community work to keep her busy; he is not happy 
here because he cannot find a passion as meaningful to him 
as practicing medicine. They continue to go back and forth. 
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“When all your desires are distilled You will cast just two 
votes: To love more, And be happy.”  - Hafiz

for their children. They spoke of more opportunity and 
less hierarchy than at home. At first, they were surprised 
by the lack of formality in Canada: one would never call a 
teacher by their first name in Pakistan, and one’s boss was “sir.”   
 The group brought a deep respect for elders to Cana-
da. They spoke about cherishing the elderly and caring for 
them with grace and love. They talked about how everyone 
must have a sense of belonging: everyone needs a meaning-
ful role within family and community. One woman came 
from India nine years ago, sponsored by her son. It was dif-

ficult for her when everyone would go to work and she was 
home alone.  She came from a big family where there were 
always people around, and she began to get lonely and 
bored.  But her two sons got married, each had two chil-
dren, and now she looks after the grandchildren—ages 5, 
4, and 1-year-old twins.  She also sews and knits for them. 
She beamed as she talked— everything is fine now, she said. 

Stories from the Somali Community

I was a high school teacher and never heard of Edmonton. At Reception House, 
I felt l ike a complete stranger here. It was so hard. I decided to learn English 

and educate myself. I started a Somali women’s group to help others who come 
here and don’t know where to turn.
 Most Somalis arrived in Canada between the late 1980s 
and early 1990s when civil war broke out in Somalia. The fol-
lowing year an estimated 35,000 Somalis died of starvation, 
disease or civil war. Many refugees found their way to Canada.  
In 1991, with fewer than 20 Somalian families living in Ed-
monton, the Somali community formed the Somali Canadian 
Cultural Society of Edmonton. Since then several other So-
mali groups have formed in response to community need. On 
January 18, 2017, in the year of Canada’s 150th birthday, one 
of those former refugees, Ahmed Hussen, was appointed as 
Canada’s Minister of Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship. 
 Today, Edmonton is home to 9,800 Somalis. They live 
and work in Edmonton in a variety of capacities ranging 
from university professorships to holding the current ti-
tle of Edmonton’s Poet Laureate. We gathered a small group 
of Edmonton’s Somali community to listen to then describe 
their journeys as Somali Canadians. Here are their stories. 
 Somali Canadians’ life and migration experiences are 
vastly different from one another. Somalis have been com-
ing to Canada since the early 70’s for educational oppor-
tunities. Later, when war erupted, some fled from star-
vation, torture, and imprisonment and became refugees 
in neighbouring lands; some were born in refugee camps 
and came to Canada never setting foot in their home-
land; some were able to flee directly to Canada. Each 
group of Somalis has a unique history, flavour, and dialect. 
 Somalis are known for their entrepreneurial spir-
it. Many women stay home to raise their families but make 

a bit of extra money by selling homemade hijabs or do-
ing henna for friends and neighbours. And there is a 
large market in Edmonton for delicious Somalian food. 
 Somalis truly understand community. Families are close- 
knit; friends and neighbours are welcomed as family. There is 
a strong bond of trust between Somalis, despite the internal 
political divisions in their country. When a community mem-
ber gets married or has a child the whole community comes 
together to celebrate. When someone dies, Somalis across the 
city and beyond collect money to support the bereaved family. 
Although many Somalis face barriers to employment, their gen-
erosity of spirit shines through when the community is in need. 
 The women are strong. One woman talked about 
having her first baby here in Canada and how terrify-
ing that  was in a land and language that was so foreign. 
Her baby had some difficulties breathing and they had 
to stay in the hospital for some days. Her husband was 
at her side and the community was very supportive. And 
she remembers a kind hospital worker in a green scarf. 
 In Somalia, when a woman has a baby they move back to 
her mother’s house for 40 days. The grandmother takes full 
care of mom and baby - cooking, bathing, ensuring they both 
get rest. In Canada, it is the community members that pop by 
every day to check on and care for the new mom and babe. 
 Several women talked about their work in Edmonton 
at an agency that supports immigrant and refugee moms. 
They are able to support moms and newborns from many 
cultures who do not have such a strong diaspora here.   
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Third & Fourth Generation Canadians

 Our daughter in law and granddaughter live with us.  Our 
daughter in law is Korean so our granddaughter is mixed race.  
It is difficult to live in Korea with a child of mixed ethnici-
ty but they managed while our son was alive because he was 
quite famous.  After he died, they came to Canada.  Here it 
doesn’t matter; when I went to her Christmas concert, half of 
the kids were from elsewhere and many barely spoke English.
 My grandparents came to Canada from England and 
Scotland.  My maternal grandfather was an “English Home 
Boy.”  They were boys who were either orphaned or from very 
poor families in England and were brought over in the late 
1800’s and early 1900’s to work on farms here.  My grandfather 
became a farmer in Ontario and had 2 sons who also farmed.
 My parents were born here, my children were born 
here and now I have a mixed-race grandchild.  There are 
many children from other cultures in his daycare and no-
body seems to notice or care.  We are all people. It doesn’t 
mean that racism does not exist but as our makeup be-
comes more and more mixed, it has become quite usual.
 My kids grew up in south Edmonton and always 
had a very mixed group of friends. It is just the way it was 
and the community becomes more that way all the time. 
 Growing up in the 70’s and 80’s in British Colum-
bia, it wasn’t about race.  When you are in high school, it is 
more about not standing out.  Do you wear the right kind 
of clothes, listen to the cool music? Do you watch the same 
TV shows?  I sometimes wonder if we have become too ho-
mogeneous?  Should we hang on to more of our cultures?
My grandparents came from Ireland and settled in Nova 
Scotia, near Halifax. We grew up in community made up of 
Caucasians, Indigenous people and a black community from 
somewhere in the Caribean. Each group lived in their own 
part of the community.  Going to school, there was some 
prejudice against the native children but it wasn’t part of our 
upbringing – we were taught to love all people.  We were al-
ways curious about what the other children did on week-
ends and holidays because it was different from what we did.
 We always invite newcomers into our home.  Some-
times we end up with 27 people for dinner on a holiday.  
Newcomers to Canada need friends and people to talk 

to.  They appreciate our hospitality and we love doing it.
 Growing up in Sherwood Park, nobody was 
raising a generation of racists.  We knew it was 
there but we were mostly an inclusive culture.  
 I grew up in Toronto and was very accustomed to a so-
ciety of mixed cultures and ethnicities for as long as I can re-
member.  Toronto, being a large city even then, was full of all 
kinds of people.  I think it is different if you grow up in a 
small town or rural community because you are less ex-
posed and it is can be much easier to mistrust or judge 
people you don’t know.  When you meet a person, they are 
just a person.  If you have never met a black person, brown 
person, a Chinese person, or a gay person for that mat-
ter, it is easy to think of some stereotype or extremist you 
might see on the news and make judgements based on that.
 My sister and I had best friends living down the street 
who were Japanese. We also had friends who were Pol-
ish, Greek, Italian and Jewish. My mother’s best friend 
was from Holland and lived across the street. There were 
many Italians in our community and we used to chuck-
le about them planting vegetables in their front lawns – we 
didn’t realize how smart they were!  People cared that you 
were a good and respectful neighbor, not about where you 
came from.  Nobody cared and I think we care less today.
 When I see people dressed up in special celebratory 
garb I find it fascinating and beautiful!  I love to learn about 
their holidays and celebrations and I have been fortunate 
enough to have friends from other cultures who have invit-
ed me into their homes where I could experience things first 
hand.  Maybe when you are too different all the time, you 
separate yourself somewhat, but to be different and stand out 
because you are celebrating and joyful draws people to you.
 We are CANADIANS.  What are Canadians like? We are 
very polite.  We like our space – tend to require more person-
al space than some cultures where people are accustomed to 
living in close quarters and everywhere being crowded.  We 
are generally quiet. What things do we identify with as CA-
NADIANS?  Hockey, lacrosse, curling, square-dancing, ma-
ple syrup, the maple leaf, poutine, cold, and skating rinks!

When I see people dressed up in special celebratory garb I f ind it fascinating 
and beautiful!  I love to learn about their holidays and celebrations and I 

have been fortunate enough to have friends from other cultures who have invited 
me into their homes where I could experience things first hand.
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Classes

Sewing Class Painting Class Computer Class

Senior’s Exercise Class

English Class



Workshops

Interfaith Events

Supt. D. Jolly on Domestic ViolenceEntertainment: Spanish Dancers

Interfaith Speakers

Blanket ExerciseElder Abuse Workshop

Immigration Workshop Dealing with Depression & Anxiety



Canada 150 Events



Events

Senior’s Week Celebration

MLA Rod Layola, Minister C. Grey, Minister A. Sohi

Counciller A. Knack, MLA Rod Layola, Minister C. Grey

The Name Change Event - A Taste of South Asian Street Food



Senior’s BBQ Field Trip



Art and Craft

Paintings

Senior’s Intergenerational Garden Project
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light@shaamacentre.ca

shaamacentre.ca

780 465 2992

/shaamacentre

329 Woodvale Rd W
Edmonton, AB  T6L 3Z7
Charitable Registration Number - 861921500 RR0001

MWSSA is now The Shaama Centre 
Why a name change… 
MWSSA has a new name that increases visibility and access. While the organization has had 
remarkable success growing its audience, it would like to reach more people, and increase name 
recall with its existing clients. To do this we need a name that captures our hopes and dreams.  
Challenges with the old name included it being a hard to remember acronym, easy to misspell, and 
very similar to organizations operating in the same area with similar communities: Mill Woods 
Seniors Association (MWSA) & the Mill Woods Senior and Multicultural Centre (MWSMC).  
Current clients refer to the organization generically as ‘the Centre' or by an even older name 'the 
Handicraft Centre.' This has led to confusion, impaired a meaningful online presence, and limited 
our organization's ability to outreach to new clients.  
Finally, in an age of increasing digital reliance the old name was 
acting as a liability online. It was difficult to search for and made 
it hard for us to connect online with our community.  

Improving Access for Current & Future Clients... 
The name change does not impact access for our current clients. The majority of clients connect 
with us through word of mouth. The new name will make it easier for our existing clients who 
provide referrals, and for new people to find us. 

Lead up to the new name… 
Our new name emerged after five months of research and consultation with the board, clients and 
a branding firm with over twenty years of naming and communication experience. 

What does Shaama mean? 
Shaama, means candle or light in many languages. It's used in many cultures from Cyprus, to Spain 
to Indonesia and beyond. The name reflects the light of wisdom present in our seniors, and women. 
It represents hope to those struggling with dislocation, domestic violence or loneliness. It captures 
both how we see those who come to us – as lights, with stories needing and providing illumination 
– and how we see ourselves – as a source of hope.
Shaama is a gathering place and a beacon that can help illuminate a path forward for the 
community. Shaama, is a place where people can come together. Shaama is a welcoming place for 
newcomers and seniors.   

“There are two ways of 
spreading light: 
To be the candle or 
the mirror that reflects it.” 

-Edith Wharthon



Programs & Services Offered by the Shaama Centre
SENIORS’ PROGRAMS AND SERVICES (FOR MEN 
AND WOMEN)
One-on-one support, outreach Services, workshops & infor-
mation sessions, English and computer classes, art & craft, 
excersize program, citizenship classes, health and wellness 
classes, referrals, assistance with form filling, Translation 
services (Hindi, Urdu & Punjabi), and many opportunities 
to socialize, join support groups, develop new hobbies, story 
writing & poetry reading.  

WOMEN
Personal development and skill building, job search skills, 
updating of resume, & interview skills, basic computer & 
english classes, Citizenship preparation classes, Parenting, 
Budgeting classes, life skills, workshops on topics of interest, 
sewing classes, opportunities to generate income, promote 
small home- based businesses. 

RESPONDING TO VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC VIO-
LENCE IN SOUTH ASIAN COMMUNITIES AND FAM-
ILY SUPPORT PROGRAM (Open to Men & Women)

We provide the following services:

• Helping victims navigate the system (accompany them
for needed services if necessary), legal aid, court, child &
family services, low income housing etc.

• One-on-one support, Outreach services
• Referrals to professional counselors, spiritual leaders and

other service providers (if requested)
• Risk management/safety planning
• Translation Services (in Urdu, Hindi, and Punjabi)
• Education, Information, Awareness
• Workshops (communicating through conflict, medita-

tion, anger management, dealing with difficult people,
financial literacy, parenting etc.)

COMMUNITY
• Youth: Math & Homework Help
• Urdu Classes
• Free Tax Returns Filing (income under $30,000)

“There are two ways of spreading light: To be the candle 
or the mirror that reflects it.”

Handmade dolls and 
original paintings available 
at the centre. Funds raised 
go towards the programs 
offered at the centre
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