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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

 Centuries, even before the advent of Islam,
there had always been contacts between East
African coast and Abyssinia, Southern Arabia,
Persia and Western Asia and beyond. Traders
who sailed to East African coast took advantage
of monsoon winds to visit these shores in
pursuit of commercial opportunities. Roman
coins have been discovered at the coast, and
coins belonging to Persian, and Sassanid
empires near Baghdad.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The Coast also had strong links with
Hamyarite Kingdom of South Arabia, which
lasted from 155 BC to 300 AD[18] In support
of this, Dr. Mark Horton of National Museum
of Kenya had discovered materials in
Shanga[19] dated from pre-Islamic period
including ‘egg shell’ ‘stoneware’, and ‘local
earth wares’[20] from the said kingdom
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The already existing historical contacts and
the trade activity between Abyssinia and East
Africa was further strengthened and became
more active and flourishing with the
establishment of Islam in Abyssinia. Hence,
Islam in East Coast of Africa made its first
impressions through commercial exchange
between the coastal people and the Muslim
traders.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* It is strongly believed that the Muslim traders
from Abyssinia, introduced Islam in these
shores during the lifetime of Prophet
Muhammad (S.A.W), and probably before his
emigration to Madina. There are evidences
from archaeological findings, written records
and oral traditions, which indicate that the
East African coast was the scene of the
earliest sub-Saharan Islamic community.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The earliest and most detailed evidence so far
discovered of an Islamic presence in East Africa
has been at Shanga in the Lamu archipelago. Dr.
Mark Horton and Dr. Richard Wilding’s team of
National Museum of Kenya have recovered a
site in Shanga, which indicates that it was the
earliest sub-Saharan Islamic community. At this
site they uncovered among other things, two
mosques on above the other, the lowest being
the oldest. They also uncovered a Muslim site.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* Muslims started building mosques after Miraj
(ascension) in 621AD when Allah ordered the
Muslims to establish the Friday and daily
Five-Time prayers. Hence Shanga Muslim
community may have built the mosque in
question after 621, when Prophet had
migrated to Madina. For the first seventeen
months after the emigration to Madina
Muslims built their mosques and buried their
dead, facing the direction of Jerusalem.




Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The direction was then changed to the direction
of Makka. And probably this is the case of the
lower mosque as well as the older tombs which
faced as much as 50° off the true direction of
Makka, towards the direction of Jerusalem. They
are aligned on 308°-310° while other tombs
lying in a ground north of the Friday Mosque as
well as the Mosque on top, a few years older,
were alighed towards the direction of Makka,
359°[22]
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The mosque in question was a small, simple and
unroofed enclosure. It could not have been built
by the emissaries of Khalifa Abdul Malik bin
Marwan (684-705AD) from Syria, who visited
and established Islamic establishments in Lamu,
Pate, Malindi, Mombasa, Zanzibar and Kilwa in
690 AD[23]. The emissaries were definitely
aware of the new direction of Kibla and coming
from the centre of learning and civilization with
sophistication in the architecture of buildings.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

 According to archaeological evidences, the
lower mosque in question had no Mihrab, while
the other mosque above it had Mihrab. A
Mihrab is a prayer niche in the centre of a
mosque, an architectural structure which mark
the direction of Makka, and before which the
Imam takes his position, and from where he
leads the congregation in prayer. In the
Prophet’s Mosque (or Masjid al Nabawi) at
Madina, a large stone was placed against the
northern wall facing Jerusalem, directing the
congregation.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* They were, for seventeen months, facing the
direction of Jerusalem when praying. The stone
was removed to the southern side when the
Kibla was changed to Makka. Amr ibn al-As built
his mosque at Fustat, in the winter of 641-642
AD, and he placed "no hollow Mihrab" in it[24].
All the earlier mosques after the death of
Prophet in 632 AD had only a symbolic Mihrab
without a niche or dome like, as was the case of
the lower mosque in Shanga.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The outside front wall, as well as inside was
plain like the other walls. The "symbolic"
Mihrab was indicated by a strip of paint or by
a stone embedded in the kibla wall, as was
the case of the Shanga Mosque. The first
concave Mihrab was introduced by Umar ibn
Abdulaziz, a governor of Madina, when he
built the Prophet's mosque in 706-707 AD,
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

 while the first semi-concave Mihrab was at
Umayyad Mosque at Damascus built by
Walid ibn Abdul Malik between 706 AD and
714-715 AD There is also an old mosque with
a Mihrab in the Sultanate of Oman, in the
town of Adam, dated as having been built
during the reign of Sayyidna Umar bin
Khatab.
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Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* The following noted Muslim scholars and
historians of East Africa, Sayyid Ahmad bin
Abubakar Binsumeit, Sheikh Abdalla Saleh
al-Farsy and Sayyid Abdulrahman Ahmed
Badawy Jamalilyl (Sharif Khitamy), have all
articulated that Muslim immigrants from
Abyssinia, visited a number of East African
towns on their trade expeditions, and that
there are also graves in Comoro Islands,
which are oriented towards Jerusalem




ueﬂ\ JNQQA:@MY\
Lay 8Y 8, Jalud) )
C Cpalesal) (pd 5all g slalad) Jls gl B85 o
A O el adl e LS 2 (5 s
Le ) § wplal) e A Lo Zudd) g Cuva g
c( ‘;Aui L.ﬁg}dﬁ\) J#LA; ngég daa| QAAJ.“
0@y (4 Cpalaadl o jalgadl O sdlan 1 aua
e L) Ll B 3 Oda (e daall J g5 28 ddual)
S8 3 A el dUa o)y ¢ Al agdla
Outlall G gad An



Islam: from Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to
East Coast of Africa

* It seems reasonable to assume that it
was these very immigrants in Abyssinia
who introduced Islam to Eastern Africa,
as far as the Comoro Islands during their

trade missions.
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