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Oral History Interview with Misba Abdin
Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories, 2018.006.53
Interview conducted by Liz H. Strong on December 17, 2018

at Deshi Senior Center in Ozone Park, Queens

STRONG: Today is Monday. It is December -- what’s the date today?

ABDIN: Seventeen, I think.

STRONG: It’s the 17th? I believe you. Okay. So December 17th, 2018.

ABDIN: Want to make sure.

STRONG: This is [laughter] Liz Strong for the Brooklyn Historical Society. And we're just
checking the date.

ABDIN: Of the twelfth -- 17, yes.

STRONG: Yes! Okay, we got it right. So Misba, why don’t you introduce yourself and just say
when and where you were born?

ABDIN: Okay. My name is Misba Abdin. I born [date redacted for privacy] 1969, in
Bangladesh, District Sylhet, [inaudible] Beanibazar.

STRONG: Tell me a little bit about your life growing up. What do you remember about your
childhood?

ABDIN: [laughter] I remember the time that I -- the memory that -- back that my father -- I --
I was living with my stepmother. My father lived in United State. That I remember. But
I do remember my grandmother died in 1979. That’s the earliest I can go. And 1982,
June 28,1982, 1 -1 --1did arrived in New York with my stepmom, my two stepbrothers,
stepsister, and one of my older brother.

STRONG: Do you have any memories of life with your grandmother and what -- what it was
like?

ABDIN: Yes.

STRONG: Tell me about it.

ABDIN: I remember my grandmother -- because my mom died when I was very young.

Perhaps someone say six month, someone say a years, but I don't know exact date. I
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remember every time people -- in our tradition people always, when they go to house -
guest - guest comes to the house, they always bring food or food for them. I always
remember my grandmother always save all the food she don’t eat, save it for me. And I
would not eat because she was sick. She had a kidney failure. And she’s homebound. So
[ --1--Tused to feel disgust some reason, so she’s not clean. And she used to give me
most of -- most of the time I would have the food and take it, and I used to throw it
away.

STRONG: Why was your father in the US? What was he doing here?

ABDIN: For what I heard from my father he came -- he - he had some fight when he was a
teenager, so he had to leave the house because my grandfather was going to beat him
up. In our tradition they do something, they really get beat up. So he went into working
for the ship, and then he - in 1948 -- he came before -- I think sometimes late ’30s, but
he got caught, went back -- 1948 he finally came and arrived and stayed here. And also
the story that I heard, until 1960s, early ’60s, that he never communicated with my
grandfather and mother. They thought he dead or something. So suddenly some -
sometime early '60s he went back. That’s how my grandfather and grandmother found
out that he’s alive.

STRONG: Wow. And did he get married when he went back?

ABDIN: Yeah. Then my -

STRONG: What'’s that story?

ABDIN: -- yeah, that's how my grandmother and grandfather forced him to get married,
because they thought if he leaves again he never going to come back. So that’s why
[laughter] they - my grandfather forced him to get married to my mom. And yes.

STRONG: And you have no memories of your mother?

ABDIN: I have no memories of my mother.

STRONG: Tell me about your siblings a little bit.

ABDIN: We are -- from my mom we have four brothers. And then I have a step-- because I
was a baby, so [ wasn’t -- grandmother was sick, and the time I -- my grandfather died

before I born. So I heard the story that my uncles, my grandmother, forced my dad to
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get remarried, so [ was a little kid, so someone can take care of me. That’s usually in
third world country. So he got married, left here, then I have a two brother and one
sister, stepsister. But nobody can tell but us because we has -- we still live together. We
have no -- we do fight and everything, but we have nothing -- there’s nobody “they are
step.” We all are same. You know? We don’t have that kind of stepbrother -- we don’t
even say that, you know. It’s not in our culture. “It’s my brother; it’s my brother. It's my
sister; it’s my sister.”

STRONG: Tell me about your stepmother a little bit.

ABDIN: Oh, my stepmother -- and -- and one thing about a third world country, once the
morning open - [ mean, [laughter] when the morning happen, once you open the door,
you come out, and the whole world to you. You don’t home -- go to play, go to school,
go to mosque, and then go to play -- one time -- only time you come back in the day, the
evening. So it doesn’t -- you don’t -- yeah, we go to house only time when we need to
eat. Otherwise we never home. [laughter] Especially my father wasn’t there, so there
was no restriction, you know. Even they do yell, but who listen? [laughter]

STRONG: What was she like?

ABDIN: No, she’s a great mom. She’s a great mom. She always cook, take care of us, but -
yeah. My grandmom, she loves me, but she also yell at me most because I'm the one
who give her the most problem. [laughter]

STRONG: So when you moved to the US it was after your grandmother died.

ABDIN: Yes.

STRONG: So tell me about what that transition was like.

ABDIN: I remember -- that’s -- that’s the earliest I can go -- my grandmother died, and then I
--1--1--1remember my father applied for us. So I think it took a couple of years to get
everything ready. Same time I also -- my father also -- my uncles, they apply for my
aunt and my cousin. So actually they -- both of them is like maybe a week different. The
embassy call us for the - pick up the visa, so we do. So our cousin and us, we came to

United State same date, same year.
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STRONG: What do you remember about Brooklyn or the US in general when you came?
What were your thoughts?

ABDIN: I remember exact word -- that my older brother picked me up from JFK Airport -
when I was [driving]. We were looking because of course there’s -- we came from a very
remote suburb and to city, one of the best city in the world. Cars, lot of houses. I see a
kid playing football on the sidewalk. So, you know, I was a small kid; you know, I
always like sports. I say definitely maybe a week later I was dreaming, smiling that we
were going to play. But actually, I said earlier, it never happened because -- where my
father actually -- most of his American life he spend on Sixth Street. That’s where he
used to live, downtown. That’s where most Bengalis used to live. It wasn’t a very good
area, but they used to live there. So when he applied and we got our visa, he moved to
Ozone Park, Queens because he thought this neighborhood was better than down -- it
used to be very bad downtown. So we moved here. But we came where the border of
Brooklyn and Queens. One of the most craziest places in the earth East New York.
We've been picked and bullied all -- I -- growing my life up has been always picked,
bullied, fight every other day. That’s the normal life. Growing up it was a nightmare.
Even sometime -- even today my wife sometime say, “Why you sometimes scream out -
-” T wake up screaming, and I -- and I don’t remember those thing lot of time. Because
my two older brother was working; my brother, we were in school. We are only a couple
[Bangladeshi] family there. A couple, a few family. But as a young kid we are the

probably first family.

Of course, I came when I was young. [ was learning English. I did have an accent. I still
have an accent, but I do speak other language same time. We’ve been called Gandhi;
[they] used to spit on us; they used to [say] we smell spice, we stinks. They always pick
on us, bully us. We had to fight. I was a - I don’t take -- because my -- one thing about
my mom died when I was young, so anybody call “m.f.” I don’t take it. It doesn’t matter
1 or 10, I used to swing at them. They used to beat the shit out of me. And they used to

beat the hell out of me.
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But, you know -- I -- I remember one time my cousin -- I was coming from the school,
and I was like -- 10, 15 kid were saying about “m.f.” and say something, and I turned
around and hit him. Ten guy was beat me, kick me, punch me. I get up. A lot of good
kids said, “Misba, stay down, you’ll be safe.” But me, long as I can stand up and fight
back, I fight back until I pass out. Many time I did fight, and I pass out. Most of the
time I - I used to go home [laughter] black and blue. One time my father got so tired of
me he put me some - “Why don’t you go to karate school?” So I joined the karate
school too. But, you know, karate school if karate school, you learn -- but yeah, I be able
to defend myself some time or no. One thing about martial art is [confidence]. You
know, you cannot fight them, you cannot beat them, you know, best thing is run.

[laughter] So I ran.

The worst thing in -- in the nightmare growing up in East New York, people do get
trouble a lot of time; we call 911. Especially 75th Precinct, even today, is one of the
craziest precinct. We call 911; instead of arrest them they used to always be -- we are six
brother and a sister. To my knowledge, and you can check it, we have no crime history.
We don'’t steal; we don’t do drugs. But all of our six brother got arrested. Not one time;
many times. Because we call 911 for help. You know, we are like one against hundred,
but they always picked us up because -- because it was Italian, the officer was - hey.
You know. That’s what happened. We got pick up many times. As we speak, the house
that we live in former, we still have the bullet hole. If you can -

STRONG: Someone shot at your house?

ABDIN: Yeah. One time I -- we had a fight [laughter] and -- and then they came back later
with a gun and shoot at the door. We still have -- it was a metal door. We didn’t change
it. We still have the door. So if you go you can take the picture. It still -- bullet hole still
exact -- it’s been almost over maybe 30 years. [laughter]

STRONG: Your family lives in the same house?

ABDIN: No.
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STRONG: Oh.

ABDIN: We moved to -- we moved two block away. It’s also our house but, you know, as
working in the land of opportunity now we are better off than before. We bought a new
house. Actually, we bought a land that we build a house, and we build a two house
together. Each floor our each brother lives. We are five brother live in one big building,
and one brother live another building.

STRONG: So you’re all still close.

ABDIN: Yeah. We are very close.

STRONG: That’s great. So around this time, your childhood here, your father was also being
kind of a -- a hub for new immigrants moving to the neighborhood.

ABDIN: Yes.

STRONG: Can you tell me about that a little bit?

ABDIN: Yes. My father actually he was the oldest one and most respected one in here.
Anybody need any suggestion, looking for a job, my father always there to -- so if
there’s anything they do they always take suggestions my father. And my father always
give them suggestion. If anybody comes to America [laughter] everybody send them
to go to [laughter] Sup-- my father name was Suptar [phonetic]. So they come. My
father let us sleep sometime in sofa, sometime in carpet, depend how many people are

there, until my father help them find a job. [laughter] So when they job they move on.

Okay

—and - - -
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