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Oral History Interview with Faiza Ocasio
Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories, 2018.006.46
Interview conducted by Zaheer Ali on October 6, 2018

at OMG Pastures in Westminster, Maryland

OCASIO: All right.

ALIL: I'm Zaheer Ali, Oral Historian at Brooklyn Historical Society, and today is Saturday,
October 6th, 2018. I am here at OMG Pastures in Westminster, Maryland, conducting
an oral history interview with Faiza Ocasio for the Muslims in Brooklyn project. Sister
Faiza, if you can introduce yourself to the recording by giving your name and when
and where you were born.

OCASIO: My name is Yvonne Betancourt. That’s my name that I was born with. I was born
on [date redacted for privacy], 1953, in New York City.

ALL So tell me -- what part of New York?

OCASIO: I was born in Manhattan, and I lived on the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

ALIL: OK. Tell me about your family background.

OCASIO: My parents both were born and raised in Puerto Rico. They migrated here in the
’50s. And I'm going to - [ am a product of my parents. So my mother was a jibara de la
montafia, and my father a luchador de Candvanas. And what that means is “hidera”
means “countrywoman,” or someone from -- that tills the land and is in the farm and in
the mountains. “Luchador” means a person who fights but also a person who struggles.
So just like in Arabic the meaning of words are multi-leveled. So in Spanish if you
know the word you can’t just translate it into one word; it has layers of meaning. So -
now, that’s me. I'm both my mother and my father. I'm a struggler, 'm a fighter, and I'm
a countryperson. [laughter] At heart.

ALI: So what -- what were -- what did your parents do --

OCASIO: My father -

ALI - while you were growing up?
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OCASIO: - was a painter. And my mother worked in a factory sewing and cutting and
things of that nature. And we grew up in a neighborhood that was with different kinds
of people. They were -- the Chinese people from Chinatown; there were the Jewish
people that lived in the co-ops; and the Black and Latinos also lived in the projects
down there in the Lower East Side.

ALI: And so who would you say your peers were comprised of? Who was, like, your -- your -
your hanging group growing up, or your childhood playgroup?

OCASIO: OK. Just as I just described the neighborhood, that -- those were my --

ALIL Yeah?

OCASIO: - friends. I had a Jewish friend named Iris Molloch [phonetic]. Ihada--a--a -
not a boyfriend, but a friend who was a boy, and he was Black. And another one that
was [talian. So - that I forgot about, Little Italy is also on the Lower East Side. So my
friends compo-- were composed of different types, different nationalities. Of course I
had Puerto Rican friends, ‘cause I lived in a Puerto Rican neighborhood. So -- and the
thing about the neighborhoods in those days is that your -- you didn’t live in your

apartment, per se. Back then, you lived in the apartment and the street.

So there were a lot of games being played; people were always sitting at the window
with a pillow under their elbows looking out the -- out the -- out the window, talking to
the people when they came back from work, knowing who’s who. Everybody had a
pulse on everybody else because everybody was very visible to one another. So I grew
up on the street. And in my home, of course. My mother was always watching out for
me, and - but basically I went -- I had my breakfast, go out to play -- in front of the
house, always in front of the house -- games. Games of hopscotch, double Dutch, all
those types of things. And so, you know, it’s a very different world now. We don’t do
that much.

ALIL: What was your religious background, your family’s religious background?

OCASIO: OK. My mother was Catholic, and my father called himself Catholic, but he didn’t

go to church. And so I was a devout Catholic. I went to church every Sunday. I went to
4
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catechism classes. And I was what they call an “hija de Maria,” which is, like, a group of
girls that would go for classes, and on Sunday they would wear a special blue ribbon
with a metal on it, and they would sit apart, and it was kinda like a little club.

ALIL And -- and what -- what earned that honor or that identification?

OCASIO: You just had to -- like, it was like a club. You had to sign up for it and come every
Saturday and catech-- to catechism class. Yeah.

ALIL: And did you go through all of the -- the rituals, like -

OCASIO: Ye--

ALIL -- confirmation -

OCASIO: Yes.

ALL -- and things like that?

OCASIO: Yes.

ALIL Tell me what that -

OCASIO: We had -

ALL -- that was like or what was -

OCASIO: We did -

ALIL - involved with that.

OCASIO: -- the confirmation; the communion, of course, the first communion, you know, we
went through all of that, where you dress up in your white dress, and -- and we had the -
- the -- that’s basically the two things that -- baptism. My mother baptized me when I
was little. And then it is communion. And after communion comes confirmation. And
you have to go to confession. So even now I -- I remember what I had to say when I
walked into the confession box, to tell the priest what I did right or wrong, and then I
had to struggle to see what was it that I did wrong? [laughter]

ALI So -- during this time, so you -- as you said, you went every week. You were part of this
select group of - of young women. So is it fair to say that you had a kind of complete
devotion or understanding or -- an understanding that made sense to you religiously,

or did you have questions at the time?

This transcript is hereby made available for research purposes only.

QOcasio, Faiza, Oral history interview conducted by Zaheer Ali, October 6, 2018, Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories,
2018.006.46; Brooklyn Historical Society.



Access

OCASIO: I did have questions. I did have questions. And the -- the -- the -- the Trinity, I
didn’t understand it, but they said, “Oh, you just have to take it for what it is and keep
on walking.” But the Trinity did not make sense to me. What made sense to me was
that there was one god. What made sense to me was that there was a - a - a - a being
that was above all of us that controlled everything. And that -- that -- that -- T just
pushed the -- the -- the questions to the side because I didn’t know what else to do at
that time. But as I grew older, I was seeking the truth. This is what I called it. I was
seeking what was right. And I think that ultimately led me to Islam.

ALIL So before we get to -- to Islam, tell me a little bit about your -- your home life. Did you
have siblings, and where were you in the order of siblings?

OCASIO: OK. I am the oldest of four children. And I played that role. That was my role, the
oldest.

ALL [laughter] What does that mean?

OCASIO: The oldest is responsible for everything. If the -- if your -- if the little brother wants
to go to the park, you take him to the park. If your mother needs help, you give her
help. If your sister’s doin’ wrong, you tell your sister she’s wrong. So I have one sister
and two brothers. So there were four of us -

ALIL How -

OCASIO: - two girls, two boys.

ALI -- how spaced out were you?

OCASIO: Between me and my sister, 3 years. And then between me and my brother is 12 or
13 years. And then between my other brother and him is 4 more years.

ALIL So -

OCASIO: Yeah.

ALI: - so you were - you were a teenager, and you had younger siblings. So -

OCASIO: Yes.

ALL - so that’s even more of a responsibility that you were --

OCASIO: Yes.

ALI: - able to take on.
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OCASIO: Yes.

ALIL Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.

OCASIO: The other thing about school is that because my mother mostly spoke Spanish,
and my father spoke some English, I had to do everything myself. There was nobody to
help me do homework. And I knew that, so I had to do it myself. And alhamdulillah
that I was, I guess, smart enough, and the -- the school saw that, you know, I was able to
do this on my own. And I would go with my mother and translate to her what they were
saying about me and, you know, stuff like that. So.

ALIL How -- how unusual was that, or how usual was that experience among your peers?

OCASIO: It was - see, this now, that the children always come home and the parents always
help them with homework, did not exist at that time. A lot of the people in my
environment were Spanish-speaking. So they sent their kids off to school to learn
English and to come back, but there was not that much involvement between the
teach-- the parents and the -- the -- the students, or the -- or the children.

ALL So tell me a little bit about your experience in school. What high school did you go to,
and what was that experience like for you?

OCASIO: OK. I went to Seward Park High School. And that’s also on the Lower East Side, on
Grand Street. And one of the reasons why I went to that school was because it had a
pool. And there were very few schools that had pools in my day back then. But I did go
to swimming classes there. And I learned to swim there. But it’s -- it was a good high
school. And I became involved, and I was elected student president of the -- the student
organization, S.O. And I tried to, you know, give my input and -- and -- and try to make
changes, ‘cause I - I love to -- I love to invoke change. I love to see things grow.

ALIL Well, you know, you were -- you were coming of age in the late ‘60s and early “70s.
There was significant -- I guess some people would say turmoil, change -- in - in the
air, right?

OCASIO: Yes.

ALIL So there’s the civil rights movement, Black Power -

OCASIO: Yes.
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ALIL - there’s the -

OCASIO: Young Lords -

ALIL - Young Lords (speaking in unison) -- there’s the -

OCASIO: Yes.

ALL -- anti-war movement. Tell -- tell me what you remember of that -- how you saw that
during that time, growing up.

OCASIO: I was so excited. I wanted to be part of it. I -- it was to me a very progressive time
in history. And it was also a scary time for those in power. OK? That’s how I see it.
They -- they were just afraid that there would be rebellion, because there was so much
happening at that time. And actually I remember in college they -- they had a -- a -
they had a -- a - a club for the Hispanics, they had a club for the African Americans,
and they would ask us to come in and talk to us because they wanted to kinda quell
whatever things were going on, you know? So they tried to stay in communication with
us. And eventually they minimized and downplayed those organizations in the - in --
in -- in the college. But I was there when they was a big deal. It was, you know, there -
the people had a voice.

ALI Did you -- your -- your family, your -- the elders in your family, your parents -- you said
your parents were migrants, and they -- you know, and their whole idea was, like, to
send you and their children to school. Did -- did they -- what did they tell you about
these political things happening? Would they -- what was their advice to you?

OCASIO: They -- they were not involved with it at all. They were not involved with the
social, economical policies or the political policies. They -- they knew who was running
for president, but - that -- that was the extent of it. They didn’t know why or what or
how. And that was fine with me because in a way they were from another world, and
now I'm in this world, in -- which I was brought up in. So -- they - they didn’t have
much to say about it.

AL So tell me about your -- you mentioned college. When did you -- where did you go to

college?
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OCASIO: I went to college at Fordham University. And actually I got a full scholarship and
had a few dollars in my pocket, which was fantastic, because, [laughter] you know, my
parents were not from -- well-to-do. Then -- we all struggled all along. And I had a good
time in college.

ALIL Did you -- did you move closer to college? Did you commute, or what was -

OCASIO: I commuted. I took -

ALIL OK

OCASIO: - the subway every day from -- well, at -- at times I was in Brooklyn, right. From
Brooklyn, right, to Fordham University I would take the Norwood Avenue train sta--
and go into Manhattan to go to school. And at one point I did go to the campus on the -
- in the Bronx. And I stayed there for a semester and had a dorm room. And my father
was enraged. Because he was very, very, very traditional Puerto Rican man. And there
was --

ALI: What does that mean?

ALI: How --

ALI Did you -- - -
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