
For Syrian refugees, adapting to Canadian culture is 
hard. We asked a Syrian-born Arabic-speaking 
journalist to interview some of the United Church-
sponsored newcomers about learning to live in a new 
land 
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HAMILTON 
Elshfiy family 
Arrival in Canada: February 2016 
Family size: Four, plus an extended family of 15 
Sponsor: A coalition of seven United churches (Lynden, Rock Chapel, Carlisle, Kilbride, 
Lowville, Nelson and Westdale)  
 
In Out of Syria, an ObserverDocs video produced last year, Ayman Elshfiy shares his first impressions of 
Canada, his relief to be raising his children in a safe country and his hopes for the future. As I dialed his phone 
number last fall, I prayed that his positive feelings had not faded away.  
 

Elshfiy sounded confident. “Hamilton doesn’t feel like a new city to us. We can get around easily — from going 
to school to buying groceries. We are well-integrated in the city. My two girls are happy in school and have 
friends. They were a little disappointed about not seeing Ramadan celebrated like back home. We explained 
that we can have the celebration in our house, and that they can enjoy the Canadian holidays.”  
 

Elshfiy seemed determined in his optimism throughout our conversation. It was only when we talked about his 
struggle to find work that a hint of frustration crept in. In Kuwait and Syria, Elshfiy was a pharmacist — a 
vocation with which he strongly identifies. “I loved my job and what I did as a pharmacist. . . . Looking for a job 
is very challenging for someone who never was unemployed,” he said. “I don’t want the year [2016] to end and 
still find myself in the welfare system. I can work; I am healthy.”  
 

In the meantime, Elshfiy is taking English classes — his command of the language is already strong — and he is 
planning to take the two exams required to qualify him as a pharmacist in Canada in the next year or two.  
 

“I can be a pharmacist assistant, but they are asking for Canadian experience. I am expanding my job search. I 
am frustrated and stressed out. I have a plan, but I don’t know if I can make it.”  
 

Elshfiy’s spouse, Sonia, likes Canada. “No more fear from war,” she says. She also appreciates how her voice is 
heard. “People genuinely listen to me and to my needs. Even Christian people. They know we are Muslim, and 
they treat us in a humane way.”  
 

Sonia is skilled at knitting and crocheting, creating her pieces from donated wool. Her church sponsors 
encouraged her to sell her handmade hats and scarves in a local bazaar. 
 

“It is not easy to make something from different types and quality of wools,” she noted, then laughed when I 
reminded her of an old Arabic proverb: “The good knitter can make a scarf from a dog tail.”  
 

http://www.ucobserver.org/faith/2017/01/like_it_here/ 


