
Salma wouldn’t be the successful picture book character she is today if it 

wasn’t for the school librarians who made space for me in their classrooms. 

CBC COLUMN

In December 2019 all I wanted for 
Christmas was a successful release 

of my then-upcoming children’s 
picture book: Salma the Syrian Chef.

It had been a minute since I’d written 
for children. Back in the Middle East, 
before I became a Syrian refugee 
in Lebanon, then a newcomer to 
Canada, I wrote a weekly series of 
comics for a children’s magazine. I 
enjoyed the work, which differed 
greatly from the rest of my writing. I 
had a cartoonish image in my mind 
of how my writing streamed into two 
personas: a reporter on the region’s 
civil wars and uprisings during the 
day, and a fun-loving children’s 
author at night. Very Clark Kent, 
minus the underwear over pants 
thing.

I had abandoned writing for children 
the way I’d abandoned the region. 
I came to Canada with a focus on 
becoming a writer of literary fiction. 

My first 
novel, The 
Clothesline 
Swing, 
became 
a slow-
burner of a 
success over 
the years. 
Gradually, 
I gained a 
name in the 
new country 

I called home and garnered an offer 
to return to children’s writing.

The picture book, which tells the 
adventure of Salma and Mama, a 
Syrian refugee family arriving in 
Canada and missing home back in 
Syria, received buzz months before 
it was due to be released in March 
2020 by Annick Press. Book tours 
were being scheduled; festival events 
were organized; school visits were 

lining up; and a keynote speech 
or two across North America were 
planned.

Then, Salma the Syrian Chef was 
released the same week Canada 
announced a full lockdown due to 
COVID-19. During the first weeks 
of my book hitting the shelves, I 
watched as festivals were canceled, 
flights were grounded, events fell 
apart, and schools shut down. On 
top of the fears that the pandemic 
brought about the health of my 
family and me, I watched as the next 
big thing in my career deflated.

I was devastated. Famed for my 
overzealous emotional speeches, I 
told my husband that I was watching 
as my little Salma faded away in the 
world that betrayed her. My good 
man tried his best not to roll his eyes. 
He failed.
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Weeks after the release, I sat in my 
pajamas at home playing a video 
game when I received an e-mail 
from a school librarian. “Hey, I 
don’t know if you do this type of 
thing,” the e-mail read, “but I 
am wondering if you’d be open to 
coming for a virtual school visit. We 
have moved our school activities 
to Zoom, and all the children are 
zooming in from home. Maybe you 
can join us for an hour or so, read 
from Salma the Syrian Chef, and answer 
some questions.”

I stared at the e-mail, unsure what 
to say. I’d previously done readings 
from my novels to an adult audience. 
I had never done a virtual reading, 
nor a reading from a children’s 
book. I also knew myself. I know 
how to write for a child, create a self-
assured character with agency, offer 
an array of emotions, and allow the 
story to shine through the lenses of 
my morals and values. I don’t know 
how to talk to a child or engage 
them enough to listen to me. Not in 
person, let alone over Zoom.

“Just be a clown,” my good husband 
said. “You have this juvenile sense 
of humor anyways. I am sure you will 
do fine.” I wasn’t sure that that was a 
compliment.

A couple of days later, I sat across 
from my laptop, its camera brought 
up to my eye level with multiple 
books underneath it. I smiled when 
the school librarian introduced me 
to the students, and then I offered 
the prepared presentation I’d 
worked on for a night or two.

“I am Syrian-Canadian,” I told the 
kids. “That means that I have two 
homes. One right here in Canada, 
and the other in a place far away 
called Damascus.”

“If you want to visit Damascus from 
Vancouver, you will have to cross all 
of Canada,” I explained, “then cross 
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the ocean, then fly from Europe to 
Africa, then find the small part of 
Asia, until you are in Syria.

“That’s so far away,” one of the 
students said. “Do you want to see 
my dog?”

I giggled. The teacher quickly muted 
all the students on the call. “Yes. 
I would love to see your dog in a 
minute. Let me tell you more about 
Syria first.”

I read the book and then answered 
the students’ questions. They ranged 
from simple things like “What’s 
Salma’s favorite color?” to more-
complicated things like “Why didn’t 
Salma’s father join them in Canada 
from Syria?” The hour passed 
quickly, and by the end of it I was 
so joyful I could have burst into 
laughter. The children’s engagement 
with my little Salma was like an 

antidote for my devastation over the 
possibilities for my book.

“Thank you for coming,” the school 
librarian said. “I know all the 
children really love Salma and 
appreciate getting to meet you in 
real life.”

“Thank you for having me.” I 
truthfully was grateful. “This has 
been the best thing to happen since 
the start of the pandemic.”

Over the next months, school 
librarians reached out in great 
numbers. Every invitation resulted 
in two or three more invites. The 
educators needed an hour of their 
day filled with a special guest, and 
the children loved Salma and were 
engaged with my presentation even 
when it was virtual. My material 
grew. I added a bit about what it 
means to be a refugee, included a 

segment about universal languages 
understood across differences, and 
talked about how Salma handles 
her difficult emotions. The 
presentation became lively and 
wonderful.

Salma wouldn’t be the successful 
picture book character she is 
today if it wasn’t for the school 
librarians who made space for me 
in their classrooms. Virtual events 
gave educators in small towns 
across North America the ability 
to book me for an hour without 
worrying about airfares and hotel 
reservations. It’s a little miracle that 
I get to be Clark Kent again: writing 
hard-hitting literary fiction about 
the queer Syrian refugee experience 
during the day and writing more 
fun adventures of my charming 
little Salma at night.

I will leave it up to you to decide 
which one of these two personas is 
my favorite.

Salma’s adventures continue in Salma 
Makes a Home, the first title in an early 
chapter book series also written by Danny 
Ramadan and illustrated by Anna Bron, 
which will be released in May 2023 by 
Annick Press.

Danny Ramadan is an award-winning Syrian-Canadian author, activist, and public speaker. His 

work as an activist has helped provide safe passage for dozens of Syrian LGBTQ+ refugees to Canada. 

He is the author of two novels for adults, The Clothesline Swing (Nightwood Editions 2017) 

and The Foghorn Echoes (Penguin Random House Canada 2022), and a forthcoming memoir 

Crooked Teeth (Penguin Random House 2024). Danny lives in Vancouver, British Columbia.
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