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Introduction

Larnaca, Republic of Cyprus

There are a series of framed photos above our dining table at home that span almost two decades of travel as a family. There is a picture of a white wooden mashrabiya-style bay window in Malta opposite the photo of an actual wooden mashrabiya window of ornate, delicate lattice, from one of the many crumbling Hijazi (of the Hijaz region of Saudi Arabia) merchants’ homes in al-Balad, or Old Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. Another is of our two eldest daughters, aged three and five, high up on a hill in Sardinia’s Parco Laconi, sitting on two stone ledges, staring out through the arabesque window frame of an ancient ruin known as Il Castello Medievale. Close by is another, from a time in Venice, when I didn’t understand why such window frames sat alongside others shaped exactly like the arch in the picture below it. Taken at sunset, just before the maghrib call to prayer at the Great Mosque of Kairouan in Tunisia, the photo shows a seated figure in the cloak of a hermit, quietly reciting beneath one of the mosque’s iconic horseshoe arches. Back then I also couldn’t explain why that same horseshoe arch appeared on the dazzling churches all over the little island that separated Tunisia from mainland Italy; churches that had red, mosque-like domes and minaret-like bell towers. These aesthetic parallels in worlds I had been brought up to believe were completely different, even opposing – the Muslim East and the Judaeo-Christian West – seemed to me to make them perfect bedfellows, but I didn’t know how.

The most significant picture on that wall, in the most decorative frame, is that of an Ottoman mosque, or türbe, with a thick, squat minaret and a large central dome. The sky behind is a cloudless palette of blues, pierced by the tall palms that rise up from the mosque’s courtyard, where a small wudu fountain (for ritual ablutions) can be seen. Every time I stare at the poorly exposed photo of the Hala Sultan Mosque in Larnaca, southern Cyprus, I am transported back to that fateful day in September 2003, and, every time, the most vivid memory begins in the mosque’s darkened prayer hall.

We were alone with the elderly guide; my wife Tamara, in her light-grey hijab, was holding our first daughter, a one-year-old, Amani, in her arms as we were not comfortable letting her crawl on the mishmash of dusty, eastern rugs covering the mosque floor. The imposing, Ottoman-style wooden minbar (pulpit) with its tall conical hood, topped by a crescent, felt unfamiliar to a Bangladeshi brought up in the South Asian mosques of 1980s and 1990s East London. It stood beside the mosque’s sandstone mihrab – the niche where the imam stands – on top of which were some Arabic inscriptions. The guide, in a thick cloak, in spite of the heat, pointed to them with an extended finger but was unable to read anything. I was more concerned about the carvings beneath, and wondered why there were ‘Jewish’ Stars of David inside a mosque. The guide then shuffled slowly over to a neoclassical stone arch to the left of the mihrab and pointed to the large tablet above. It also had Arabic inscriptions on it, and again he was unable to tell us what they said. The old man then pulled back the curtains that covered the entrance to reveal a set of wooden doors behind an ornate green metal gate. Opening them with ancient-looking keys, he muttered something under his breath, as I held mine. Tamara had decided she wasn’t coming in. The man stepped forward and then to one side to reveal a huge marble tomb, encircled by a green railing also draped with curtains. The sight caught me off guard and I took a step back. The old man had his hand out proudly pointing to what appeared to be large rocks at each end of the tomb, but I wasn’t interested. Instead, I edged slowly back towards the entrance of the chamber. There I turned around and headed straight for Tamara and our baby. Tamara noticed the look of alarm on my face.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘There’s a tomb in there!’ I said, barely able to suppress my fear.

Tamara’s eyes grew wide, and her face turned slightly pale.

‘Come on, let’s get out of here!’ I said, leading our little family out of the dusty mosque and into the bright Cypriot sunshine, where we grabbed Amani’s buggy and headed straight for our waiting taxi. It was only when we were sitting inside and heading back to Larnaca that I began to feel a sense of relief. I told our Greek driver, who had kindly waited for us, that the mosque was a strange place and not somewhere ‘proper’ Muslims would go. He nodded away in the rearview mirror. I continued by suggesting that was probably the reason why it was so empty. I then pulled out the booklet I had bought from the guide at the start of our visit and flicked to the back and the collection of old black-and-white and sepia-toned photos. Staring at the historical pictures of activities at the mosque, I noted the liberal attire of the community that once used the mosque and their observation of a festival called Kurban Bayram (Turkish for Eid al-Adha). This only reinforced my suspicions. I concluded – in my utter ignorance – that the mosque had probably been built by Shi’as. My rationale at that time was simple: only such deviants would put a tomb in a mosque.

The reason I had been so put out by the sight of a tomb ‘inside’ the Hala Sultan Mosque was because at that point in our lives, we had adopted a conservative approach to Sunni Islam popularly known as Salafism. This version of Islam claimed to offer a pure and cleansed sunnah – the example of how to live like the Prophet Muhammad – from which we get the term Sunni. The Salafi approach does this through a ‘return’ to the way Islam was practised by the most revered generations of Muslims, known as the Salaf or as-Salaf as-Salih – hence the name Salafism – which means the ‘pious predecessors’. In Islamic tradition, these are the first three generations of Muslims and the belief is based on several highly revered hadith (traditions) that report the Prophet saying that the best of Muslims would be his own generation (Sahabah), then those that followed them (Tabi’un), and then the ones who followed them (Tabi al-Tabi’in). This meant, as far as any Sunni Muslim was concerned, to be a good Muslim we just needed to do what these three generations had done, and while many Sunnis often looked to other later Muslims for inspiration, Salafism’s preoccupation with the first three generations meant it placed little or no value on those that came after, and therefore placed little or no value on much of later Muslim history. This simplicity is also what made the Salafi approach so appealing to many people.

Although various forms of Salafism have existed through the ages, the one that has become most popular today emerged from a movement that began in what is now Saudi Arabia, in the eighteenth century. It was founded by the reformer Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, who claimed to preach a pristine and pure Islam that rejected intermediaries between Muslims and God, and condemned the veneration of tombs, saints, holy sites, astrology and soothsayers, considering these practices as being among the biggest sins one could commit, shirk – equating others with God. This was the reason I had been so terrified of the tomb in the Hala Sultan Mosque that day. This particular brand of Salafism, also known as Wahhabism, became popular because of an alliance Abd al-Wahhab made in 1744 with a powerful local tribal leader called Muhammad ibn al-Saud, the founder of the first Saudi state.

Therefore, by the time the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was formed in 1932 – a decade after the collapse of Islam’s last Caliphate, the Ottoman Empire – Salafism had become the official creed of the Ibn Saud dynasty, the new rulers of Islam’s holiest sites. Over the next century or so, as the Kingdom appointed itself leader of the Muslim world and its heads of state adopted titles historically reserved only for caliphs, like ‘Custodians of the Two Holy Mosques’ (in Makkah and Madinah), Saudi Arabia’s global influence grew, and along with it the popularity of Salafism.

The idea of a purified, clear-cut and simple way to emulate the ‘best Muslims’ that ever lived was a highly appealing one. So, when Salafism came to the UK and began to embed itself as a popular alternative to the ‘deviant’ and ‘corrupted’ versions of Islam already being practised in 1990s and early 2000s East London, the choice was a simple one. Here was an approach that said I didn’t need any of the baggage that had been picked up by ‘Islam’ after those three generations; I didn’t need to worry about Muslim history to know how to practise Islam; I didn’t need to concern myself with ‘belonging’ in this society, when all my role models lay elsewhere; I just needed to do what the Salaf did, and Salafism offered me a way to cut through all that nonsense and go straight to the sources to retrieve a pure, uncorrupted form of Islam. It made so much sense, and it was all I needed to be a happy Muslim. Having embraced Salafism, we decided to take it one step further and move to the country that ‘birthed’ both the creed and the religion, today’s Saudi Arabia.

Our decision to move was not entirely about our relationship with Islam. It was one also born out of living in the midst of the vitriolic outpouring of Islamophobia and anti-Muslim hate in the wake of the 9/11 terror attacks in the USA in 2001. This had made it clear the extremists were right: Muslims didn’t belong in the West and Islam was not compatible with Western society. With attacks on Muslims going up at an alarming rate in the wake of 9/11 and the community becoming the source of intense scrutiny by police, security forces and anti-terrorism authorities, we no longer felt safe in this society, so we did what the Salaf did in such circumstances: we began planning to make hijrah, to migrate for the ‘sake of Allah’, in other words to migrate for the betterment of our faith.

That is how we found ourselves in Cyprus in the late summer of 2003. The visit to the Hala Sultan Mosque was entirely unplanned, and only came about because the cheapest flight we could afford for a trip to explore the possibility of living in Saudi Arabia was with Cyprus Air, and it included a nine-hour layover in a place I had never heard of, Larnaca. In those days Saudi Arabia was completely closed to outsiders and so we were travelling there officially to just perform the smaller pilgrimage of umrah, but unofficially we were carrying out a recce ahead of a potential move to live there. The visit to the mosque came about because I was looking for something to fill the nine-hour layover that didn’t involve sitting around in a tiny, ill-equipped airport with a one-year-old. I had found a reference to a ‘mosque overlooking a salt lake’ near the airport, and it was this picturesque description that appealed, nothing else. Our disappointment began on the way there, when from a distance we could see no lake, just a large, baked mud pit. We then arrived at the aesthetically underwhelming and dilapidated mosque and gardens to find it was not only surrounded by tombs, but for some bizarre reason had one ‘inside’ as well. The Salafi in me considered this a grave sin, and, given the creed’s attitude to later Muslim histories, cared little for the heritage either, which is why we dismissed the brief Cypriot interlude as nothing more than a mistake. And as soon as we boarded the aeroplane for the second leg of our trip, we had all but forgotten about it.

Two years went by, during which the levels of Islamophobia and anti-Muslim hate across the West reached unprecedented levels, made all the worse in Britain by the 2005 7/7 London attacks. By the time we went out to live in Saudi Arabia in 2005, shortly after our second daughter, Anaiya, was born, the decision to leave Britain and Europe by making hijrah for a new life in the Promised Land made absolute sense.

During that year in Jeddah, I remember being surprised one afternoon to find the booklet I had been handed by the elderly guide in Hala Sultan, squeezed in among the small collection of books I had brought over from England: mostly, polemic ones telling me how to live my life as a true Salafi. Bored, I began browsing through the pages of The Tekke of Hala Sultan. At first nonchalantly, looking for pictures of what went on in that strange mosque at the very edge of Europe. Disappointed by the few, grainy, black-and-white images, I began reading some of the words and that’s when I saw it, a sentence that made me sit up straight in my chair. At first, I assumed it was a typo, and then I tried to dismiss it as a deviant claim by the custodians of the mosque. But when I flicked back to the front cover, I saw the author’s name, Ekaterini Chr. Aristidou, had ‘Dr’ in front. The book had not been written by one of the ‘deviants’ at the mosque. It had been written by an academic. I read it again. And then once more. There was no mistaking it, Dr Aristidou claimed the mosque I had visited and the tomb I had been so terrified of was the final resting place of the Prophet Muhammad’s aunt. An actual Salaf. And not just any old Salaf, but a member of the most beloved group of Salaf, the Sahabah, and not just any old Sahabah, but one from the Prophet’s actual family. Buried in Europe. Momentarily I was stumped. What did this mean? I flipped the booklet open again. Dr Aristidou now claimed the site I had visited had once been so significant that many Muslims considered it the third holiest site in Islam. Wow, I thought, leaning back on the chair. One of Islam’s holiest sites was in Europe. As I tried to process this, a thousand questions began to run through my head. Who was this aunt? How did I not know about her? Why didn’t I know about her? And were there others? There was just no way a woman from seventh-century Arabia would have travelled all that way by herself – the local laws in Saudi Arabia, which prided itself on re-creating those of Muhammad’s seventh-century society, were a stark reminder of that. No woman here was allowed to travel alone without her mahram (male guardian). There had to be others, and if there were, and the very first generation of Muslims had indeed made it to Europe … I began to wonder what else lay out there.

The discovery of the story behind the Hala Sultan Mosque began a journey that saw me travel the length and breadth of the continent over the next two decades in search of its Muslim heritage. I met Europeans still speaking ‘Arabic’; I came across palaces built by Italian emirs and Spanish caliphs; I visited towns where Muslim philosophers taught the world what Aristotle had really said; I stood in the ruins of Muslim cities that had street lighting and plumbing when London was a ‘filthy, muddy squalor’; I learned that Europe’s Muslim children in the ninth century were more literate than adults in Paris, Rome and Athens; I read that while Anglo-Saxons were using fried and crushed black snails to treat spider bites, Muslim physicians in Córdoba were being scientifically trained to perform caesareans. I came across the words of medieval Jewish poets pining for a Golden Age that came and went in Muslim Europe; I marvelled at the free Muslim hospitals in Spain and Portugal, a thousand years before the NHS; I even learned that an Anglo-Saxon king had once minted a coin with the shahadah (the Islamic declaration of faith) on it. What I didn’t learn was why none of this was in my European history books.

Open any popular book on the history of Europe, and you will often find the continent’s Muslim history – if included at all – relegated to a foreign invasion that gave us some nice things and left behind the odd cool monument, or depicted as a barbaric scourge. For example, Antony Alcock’s A Short History of Europe (1998) confines Muslim history in Europe to just two pages about the Iberian Peninsula, mostly summarizing the birth of Islam and listing battle dates, without addressing the rich scientific, cultural and social contributions during the approximately 800 years of Muslim rule in that region. Similarly, John Hirst in The Shortest History of Europe (2009) offers a fleeting overview of Islam’s arrival, echoing Alcock’s limited perspective while acknowledging that Greek learning was preserved by Muslims. Yet he dedicates only one and a half pages to what he calls the ‘most civilized part of Europe’ in the Middle Ages, framing it as an ‘invasion’. Jacob Field’s The History of Europe in Bite-Sized Chunks (2019) compresses this entire epoch into just four paragraphs and also titles it ‘The Arab Invasion of Europe’.

Sadly, this is not merely an issue with introductory texts; these books are part of a broader trend in popular histories that downplay or misrepresent the significance of Europe’s Muslim culture. Even comprehensive works by established historians like Norman Davies and John M. Roberts are equally disappointing, if not more so given their status and repute. Roberts’s The Penguin History of Europe is almost as brief in its coverage of Islam in Europe as the introductory texts: a miserly one page in a book of over 750 pages. Meanwhile Davies’s tome Europe: A History – nearly twice the length of Roberts’s – has almost five pages dedicated to Muslims in Europe; however, a page and a half of this is a text box on the Mezquita in Córdoba (focused largely on its aesthetics), and several paragraphs are given over to discussing the adhan (the call to prayer), the legend of the Frankish knights Roland and Oliver, and the Muslim world’s ‘growing appetite for slaves’, making it quickly apparent that there really isn’t that much about medieval Muslim Europe after all. What makes this all the more frustrating is that both historians clearly appreciated the significance of Europe’s Muslim presence. Roberts tells us that al-Andalus’s golden age produced ‘learned men and philosophers’ that became ‘Christendom’s guides to the learning and science of the east’. Davies goes even further, telling us Muslims brought to Europe a ‘civilization of the highest order’, even acknowledging the role Toledo and Palermo played in the transmission of this civilization from Muslim to Christian European societies, and that European Islam – which he is the only one of these authors to acknowledge has been ever present – ‘created the cultural bulwark against which European identity could be defined’.

This paucity of coverage combined with the consistent labelling of an 800-year presence as an ‘invasion’ – which, as Davies points out, is still here – perpetuates a post-Christian Eurocentric narrative that is anti-Muslim at its core and overlooks the complexities of intercultural relationships. These books neglect to address the rich tapestry of coexistence, the contributions of Muslim scholars, scientists and artists, and the historical context of anti-Semitism and anti-Islam that affected both Jews and Muslims in Europe. This misrepresentation and lack of visibility of Muslims in Europe’s popular and, therefore, widely accepted histories allow other authors to feel justified in writing entire books about the apparent Death of Europe and lay the blame for this ‘death’ squarely at the feet of Muslims by declaring that ‘Europe was never a continent of Islam’. Such authors – and their commissioning editors – appear oblivious to the fact that millions of Muslims are indigenous Europeans and that Europe still has its own Muslim countries: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania and Kosovo are all majority-Muslim nations, while other countries, like North Macedonia, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Poland and Lithuania, as well as Cyprus, remain home to millions more, not to mention all those in Belarus, Ukraine and Russia. This hackneyed reductive narrative of medieval Muslim Europe has meant Muslims of Europe have not only been oblivious to their own rich history and heritage, but oblivious to its significance, be that to Europe, Islam or their own selves. When somebody like Hirst or Davies fails to mention Cyprus and the tomb of Hala Sultan, for example, they are not just neglecting to mention a historical mosque or grave – they are also failing to tell you that the very first generation of Muslims lived and died in Europe, i.e. they are failing to tell you that members of the first generation of Muslims were Europeans. The job of a historian is never just about relaying facts; it is as much about interpreting and contextualizing them; making clear their significance, symbolism and impact.

As my travels across the continent began to reveal the magnitude and scale of my European Muslim history, I also began to understand the scale and magnitude of the 1,400-year-old cover-up to deny it – a feat summed up best by the then Prince of Wales and now King of the United Kingdom, Charles III, during a lecture given at the University of Oxford in 1993. In the speech, the heir to the UK crown said this is because Europeans ‘have tended to see Islam as the enemy of the West, as an alien culture, society and system of belief’, and this is why ‘we have tended to ignore or erase its great relevance to our own history’.

‘The surprise, ladies and gentleman,’ he explained, ‘is the extent to which Islam has been a part of Europe for so long, first in Spain, then in the Balkans, and the extent to which it has contributed so much towards the civilization which we all too often think of, wrongly, as entirely Western. Islam is part of our past and our present, in all fields of human endeavour. It has helped to create modern Europe. It is part of our own inheritance, not a thing apart.’

What the King did not discuss was the potentially dangerous effect of consistently denying this extensive and significant European heritage. Since that speech, Europe has witnessed a terrifying rise in violent extremism and terrorism committed in the name of Islam, with much of that violence taking place on European soil, perpetrated by European Muslims. This includes the 2004 Madrid train bombings, the 2005 7/7 London bombings, the 2015 Paris attacks and the 2016 Brussels bombings. Experts trying to understand the motivations of these Europe-based Muslims and the anger and resentment they harbour for these nations, all point to individuals feeling disconnected and detached from their European homes and cultures; what scholars of extremism call the ‘alienation’ the likes of ISIS and al-Qaeda seek to exploit. This stems from the way in which Muslims are consistently told they are not European and have no European history, heritage or anchorage to the continent; a perception reinforced by the aforementioned history books and theorists like Bernard Lewis, who claim Europe is ‘Judaeo-Christian’ (making a mockery of centuries of Christian-led anti-Semitism). Such assertions create what heritage theorists call a ‘place identity’ of Europe that excludes its Muslims and makes it impossible for them to develop a ‘narrative of belonging’ to their home nations or feel comfortable with the idea of ‘Europeanness’. The popularization of that place identity also allows many politicians across Europe to brazenly dismiss Islam and Muslims as alien to the continent. This is why so many Muslims – including many of the overwhelming majority of Muslims who are not extreme – struggle to feel British, French, German, Spanish or simply European. If you keep telling an ‘insider’ they are an ‘outsider’, and you deny, delete or misrepresent that which makes them an insider, inevitably some will start to believe you. I did and that’s why I was making my way to Saudi Arabia all those years ago.

There is no denying that other factors contribute to this alienation – socio-economic conditions, European foreign policy, and the involvement in or instigation of conflicts by European nations in Muslim-majority ones, to name a few – but I have often wondered just how different those European ‘Muslims’ responsible for the aforementioned atrocities and those non-Muslims adamant that Muslims are not Europeans might have felt had they gone to schools that taught them the history of Europe in its entirety, so that from an early age, as well as learning about Winston Churchill, Sigmund Freud, Alexander the Great and Aristotle, they were also taught about great Europeans like Ibn Rushd, al-Zahrawi and Abdu’r Rahman III. I wonder what their sense of belonging or, in the case of the non-Muslims, their sense of kinship towards the Muslims of Europe would have felt and looked like. I suspect it would have been radically different.

Europe’s Muslim history began in Cyprus at places like the Hala Sultan Mosque in the seventh century, mere decades after the religion was established in Makkah, in what is now Saudi Arabia, and 1,400 years on it remains a European religion, a fact attested by its indigenous Muslim communities and their cultures. So, to employ the crude ‘we-were-here-first’ logic of many anti-immigrant movements, Muslims could be said to be more European than white people are ‘American’, yet because Europeans have been conditioned to see Islam as the enemy for millennia, very few are willing to accept there are indigenous European Muslims, and even fewer are willing to accept Islam as a European religion.

It was time to fix this, and to do that I needed to go back to the start, and revisit Europe’s early Muslim history through European Muslim eyes, using a lens devoid of the anti-Muslim bias in popular European histories to try and undo some of that gross negligence – negligence I had fallen foul of during my past journeys in search of Muslim Europe. It was time to prove that Muslims actually came to Europe at a critical juncture in its cultural and intellectual development; one that had been on a downward trajectory called the Dark Ages since the end of the Graeco-Roman classical period, and it was in fact Muslim intervention that resuscitated Europe; had it not, it is almost certain, Europe would have lingered as a cultural and intellectual backwater long into the medieval and post-medieval era. Islam was no sideshow to Western European culture. It has been integral to its development for almost 1,400 years.

So, in 2023, two decades after first meeting Hala Sultan, I mapped a journey through five countries in the Mediterranean Basin where Europe’s Muslim history had begun. I plotted a route through places of memory and history in Cyprus, Sicily (Italy), Malta, Portugal and Spain, to tell for the very first time a cohesive, connected and Muslim-Eurocentric version of the beginnings of Islam in Europe and what this really meant for the rest of the continent.

I would start in Cyprus, where the first period of Muslim presence lasted almost 300 years and the second period, which began in the sixteenth century, continues to this day. This makes it the only country on the route still home to indigenous European Muslims. In Cyprus I would go looking for the other Salaf reportedly buried there, as well as any other sites linked to that first generation of European Muslims and contextualize the significance of their arrival to the European narrative. I will also explore what that history means to the island’s Muslims fourteen centuries on. After that, I will investigate four countries where the historical Muslim communities are no more but sizeable new ones have arrived in the last century or so. I will begin in the territories of the former Emirate of Siqilliya – Sicily, Malta and Gozo – where Muslims lived and ruled for over 400 years. Here the early Emirate gave way to what many believe was Europe’s most enlightened medieval Christian kingdom, ruled by Norman kings who called themselves sultans and spoke Arabic. After this I will head to what was known as Gharb al-Andalus, now Portugal, where Muslims ruled for over 500 years, before ending my trip in Spain, known in the Muslim period as al-Andalus, which lasted eight centuries and was the very centre of that medieval Muslim culture which encompassed the Mediterranean Basin, a culture embodied by the 400-year rise of the Caliphate of Córdoba, one I refer to as the Córdoban ‘Caliphate culture’. Like dominant modern cultures today where people in places as far apart as the USA, Germany and South Africa dress in similar clothes, listen to similar music, read similar books, live in similar houses and even eat similar foods, the Caliphate culture spread throughout the basin, affecting not just the European side but also the North African, which is why Muslims like the tenth-century traveller al-Maqdisi saw these countries as part of a ‘province’ with a distinct social, cultural, political and economic continuum, at the head of which sat ‘al-Andalus, the excellent and marvelous’. It was this culture that resuscitated Europe by protecting its religious minorities and inspiring not just one but two Renaissances: a Jewish one in medieval Spain and a Christian one in late-medieval Italy and Spain.

My journeys through these five countries will mostly involve visiting spaces and monuments of memory, as I try to unearth each nation’s long-forgotten Muslim history. Where possible I will stick to Muslim and Jewish sources, so glaringly absent in traditional popular histories of Europe, and speak to European Muslims and Jews on the ground in a bid to try and present for the first time a Muslim-Eurocentric perspective of the historical societies in each country. This will reveal the luminaries and traditions they gave birth to, and how that Córdoban Caliphate culture, which the German-Jewish historian Gustav Karpeles described as ‘a very dreamland of culture’, became manifest in each space. This perspective will also lay bare the roots of Europe’s intrinsic Islamophobia, or what I call its anti-Muslim DNA (and anti-Semitism) that the future King Charles III alluded to and Muslims across the continent still experience so acutely. It will show how that ‘DNA’ emerged out of medieval anti-Muslim propaganda and myths and how it became solidified by a consistent denial of Europe’s long and storied Muslim heritage. I will make my way to cities like Toledo and Palermo, to show how they became crucial corridors – after their Muslim periods – for the transference of Karpeles’ ‘dreamland of culture’ into Christian Europe, which absorbed so much of medieval Muslim culture in spite of its Islamophobia that it inspired the much-lauded Christian Renaissance of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This in turn inspired the later Enlightenment, in which the residue of its Muslim foundations remained strong, a fact the post-Enlightenment philosopher and thinker Friedrich Nietzsche was only too aware of when he described Europe’s medieval Muslim culture as ‘a civilization beside which even that of our nineteenth century seems very poor and very “senile”’.

What lay before me was a daunting task, but one I could see with each passing day was becoming more necessary and pressing. It was also one I had spent nearly two decades preparing for, which is why, when I left England for Cyprus in April 2023, exactly twenty years after my first trip, to revisit Europe’s medieval Muslim history and Hala Sultan, I knew this time I wouldn’t be scared of either.




Part 1



WHEN MUSLIMS CAME TO EUROPE




1

The Island of the Companions

Girne and Kırklar, Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus

‘There are more than a thousand Companions buried here in Cyprus!’

‘More than a thousand!?’ I stared at Imam Sadruddin in disbelief.

The imam had deep bluish-grey eyes, short mousey-brown hair and a neatly combed pointy beard. Dressed in military-style khaki shirt, trousers, and matching desert boots, he looked nothing like an imam. When I walked into the tiny office attached to the Hazret Omer Türbe and mosque, I had assumed he was the security guard.

The türbe was my first stop in the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), a semi-autonomous state in the north-east of the island of Cyprus, recognized only by Turkey, and formed in the wake of the civil war between the island’s Muslim Turks and Greek Orthodox Christians that devastated the island in the 1960s and 1970s.

Like most Cypriot Muslims, Imam Sadruddin was an ethnic Turk. I had come to the site in the company of a good friend and Professor of British Islam Ron Geaves, his son Dom and their friend Tony. The three of them were outside, leaning against a whitewashed wall, basking in the late-April sunshine. Ron, squinting through his fetching blue sunglasses, was pointing at the work up on the hill above us, where a new mosque was being built in the neo-Ottoman style, complete with a thick minaret. The current mosque structure didn’t have one. In fact, it was not obvious at all that the tiny white and green building, precariously perched at the very edge of a rocky outcrop, was a mosque.

‘Do people know where they are all buried?’

Imam Sadruddin shook his head and picked up his mug of coffee. His eyes began to soften. When I had first walked in, disturbing his mid-afternoon break with his friend, the türbe’s actual security guard, his demeanour had been stern, and I had felt like an intruder. Now as I sat on the well-worn leather sofa, close to the imam’s imposing desk, I noticed the books on his shelves: there were ones on Islamic fiqh (jurisprudence) and hadiths – including the most famous hadith collection of all, Sahih al-Bukhari, which many Sunni Muslims consider second only to the Qur’an. I also noticed, much to my disappointment, there were no books about the türbe.

‘Nobody really knows where these Sahabah are buried, because after the island was taken over by Christians again, everything was destroyed,’ the security guard explained as the imam watched me carefully from behind his coffee.

The Prophet himself had made clear the Sahabah should be the most revered of the three generations of Pious Predecessors. For most Muslims, they were the best of the best. This is also why honouring them by performing ziyara (to visit – pilgrim-like – the sites linked to revered Muslim figures) to where they are reportedly buried is so desirable. Their burial on this island also proved that Islam arrived in Europe immediately.

Outside, a young couple had their arms around each other as they posed in front of the entrance to the mosque and türbe for a selfie. The sound of waves gently lapping against the craggy rocks could be heard beneath the hushed chatter of visitors coming in and out of the mosque. The traffic had gone from one or two people to a handful now as we approached the time for asr, the mid-afternoon prayer. I pointed to a framed black-and-white photograph resting on a large white air conditioning unit.

‘Who is that?’

‘That is old imam of mescit [mosque],’ Imam Sadruddin said, ‘very good man.’

‘His grave is outside,’ added the security guard, pointing in the direction of the two graves we had passed earlier. I noticed a tattoo on his hand that read ‘Strength’.

‘Oh, so that’s whose grave it is! … My friends and I had wondered who was important enough to be buried here.’

I stared at the black-and-white picture of an old man, sitting on a reed mat, beneath the arches of the mosque’s small courtyard, an unspoilt coastline curving away behind him. He wore a turban and was reading a large book. He looked every bit the sage he reputedly was. I noticed several other pictures of him placed around the room. They had all been taken from different angles, during the same sitting. My favourite had the imam in profile, with the sun behind him, creating a nice silhouette where only his face and beard were illuminated. This hung opposite a busy noticeboard with a leftover Ramadan calendar pinned on it.

The historical imam was Şeyh Hacı Osman Yeşilbaş, who is revered because of the many mystical experiences he had during his residency at the türbe in the 1940s. The hoca – as imams are known locally – was a dervish who had previously been based at a madrasa – Islamic school – in Paphos. During his time at the Hazret Omer Türbe, it was believed he often summoned the jinn – supernatural beings, popularized in the West through the caricature of the ‘genie’ – as well as the inhabitants of the tomb, who would then gallop past the türbe on horseback during the night, occasionally stopping to ‘throw’ the hoca around in some kind of mystical game of catch, with the hoca as the ball. Another miracle attributed to the powerful hoca was that he knew the exact time of his death, and reportedly dug his own grave just before he passed away. The grave, now a smart, square-shaped tomb with a marble headstone, was one of two surrounded by a circular stone wall a hundred metres or so from the mosque on the grassy slopes of the pleasure gardens being constructed outside, complete with colourful blooming flowers and carefully laid-out pathways.

Hazret Omer, according to the information tablet at the mosque’s entrance, had been an actual Companion of the Prophet Muhammad. He would have sat and spoken to Muhammad the way I was now speaking to the imam and his friend. This was no ordinary tomb, and like the one I had stumbled upon twenty years ago, across the border in the island’s south, is believed to be among three such places where members of that first revered generation are buried. Omer and the six other unnamed Companions were buried here between AD 647 and 649 said the sign (which overlap with the years 26 through to 29 in the Islamic calendar), a mere fifteen years or so after the Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632. In other words, the first generation of Muslims made it to Europe, and by Islamic calculations there were over 1,400 years of European Islamic history.

According to the marble inscriptions, Omer was the commander of a fleet that ‘entered Cyprus from where the Mausoleum is now present and here, he and his six soldiers were killed in a battle with Byzantines’ before being buried in a cave and forgotten. Then after the Ottoman conquest of the island – known as Qubrus by the Sahabah – in 1571, the Turks, read the inscription, ‘found the cave with the help of the rumours and built a mausoleum’. The complex built by the Ottomans had also included a mosque and caretaker’s chambers. It is on those foundations that the current building now stands.

I had never heard of this Omer before my visit to Cyprus and asked the imam what else was known about him. Why was he afforded the honorific hazret? The imam shrugged his shoulders.

‘We don’t know anything about him, only that he was Sahabah.’

‘What about his name?’

Again, the imam shrugged his shoulders.

‘Where are you from?’ he asked, diverting the conversation.

‘London, England.’

‘Londre?’ The imam smiled. ‘My brother is in Londre!’

‘My brother is also in London,’ said the security guard less enthusiastically.

‘How is life in Britain?’ he asked.

I told them things were difficult in the wake of Brexit, before trying to bring the conversation back to the Companions buried in the türbe, but they were now more interested in talking about Britain.

There is no historical evidence of an Omer leading any Muslim fleet to Qubrus. The only Omer ‘involved’ in the Muslim conquest of the island was Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second Caliph of Islam, who actually stopped the conquest happening sooner. According to tradition, Umar, who led the early Muslim community for a decade between 634 and 644, was the first ruler approached by the then governor of Syria, Mu’awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan, about developing a navy. Mu’awiyah had explained his concern about the frequent Byzantine attacks along the Syrian coast, launched by the eastern Christian empire from their naval base of Qubrus. He claimed the barking of their dogs and the crowing of their cocks could be heard in the villages of Homs. Mu’awiyah, who would later found Islam’s first ruling dynasty, the Umayyads, was ambitious and intelligent, and having led armies to help conquer lands from Palestine right through the Levant, the man reportedly dubbed the ‘Caesar of Arabia’ by Muhammad smelt blood. He knew the Byzantines were in retreat and wanted to capitalize, but to do so meant the fledgling Caliphate, born in the desert, far from coastal waters, would have to take to water for the first time. The Muslims had sprinted out of the Hijaz region of Arabia at a phenomenal pace, bringing vast areas formerly ruled by the Persian Sassanid dynasty and the Byzantines quickly under their sway, so that within two decades of the Prophet Muhammad’s death, their empire or Caliphate stretched from India in the east right to the very edge of Europe in the west. No other movement or empire in history had witnessed expansion on such a scale in such a short period of time, but until now it had all been done on terra firma.

Umar, being a desert-dweller, was suspicious of the sea and sought the advice of his governor in Egypt, Amr ibn al-As, who wrote back with a terrifying description of the sea as an unpredictable, violent and volatile ‘creature’ which tossed sailors around like ‘insects clinging to a twig’. The response scared the Caliph so much he forbade Mu’awiyah from putting any Muslims to sea. Had the report from Ibn al-As been favourable, there is every chance Muslims would have been in Europe even earlier. It was only when Mu’awiyah’s cousin Uthman became Caliph in 644 that permission was finally granted, and Mu’awiyah was able to build the world’s first Muslim navy and land in Qubrus around 647, though no records show that any of his commanders were called Omer.

With the time for the mid-afternoon asr prayer upon us, I asked the imam where the wudu facilities were. The security guard leant out of the doorway and pointed to a small outdoor ablution area, beneath a white arch. I wandered over, placed my sandals on the brown wooden shoe rack and sat down on one of the low marble-tiled seats. Behind me the traffic of people began to grow. A middle-aged man in a red T-shirt leant against the railing looking out to sea, two South Asian women wearing coloured headscarves walked towards the mosque, and beneath its portico a young dad in sunglasses, his arm around a cute little toddler, was chatting with his friend as they both removed their shoes to enter the mosque. I twisted the silver head of the cheap taps and after a short, sharp gurgle, as if clearing its throat, it spat out a gush of water followed by a steady stream. I left the cool water running for a few seconds and closed my eyes. The murmur of the visitors began to fade as I slowly centred myself and made the niyyah (intention) to perform wudu ahead of the salah (formal prayer). The water felt wonderfully refreshing in the Cypriot heat as I washed my right hand three times, before doing the same with my left. A cool breeze came in off the sea, caressing my wet skin, as it began to dawn on me that this would actually be the first time I would be praying in one of the island’s mosques. Such was the unease we had felt on that brief visit to Larnaca two decades ago that we didn’t even pray inside the Hala Sultan Mosque.

I didn’t recognize the imam when I entered the mosque. As he knelt in front of the ancient, plain, sandstone mihrab, gone was the military attire, replaced by a long, white, robe-like jacket and the green and white pointed turban of the murid (student mystic). Behind him, in the corner, were a set of marble steps to a small green gate that led to the tombs. This was covered by a miniature sitara (curtain), the highly decorated section of the kiswa that hangs over the doors of the Ka’aba in Makkah, Saudi Arabia. A book called Hakkani Kulliyati on the mosque’s small brown cupboard made clear which tariqa (Sufi order) the imam belonged to. It had been authored by Seyh Muhammed Nazim Adil El-Kibrusi, better known as Sheikh Nazim, the late and former Grand Sheikh of the Naqshbandi Haqqani Sufi order. A native of Larnaca in the south of the island, Sheikh Nazim was one of Europe’s indigenous Sufi awliyah – literally, ‘friends of God’, a term reserved for individuals who have reached such a high station in their religious and spiritual journey they are said to be closer to God than normal human beings, and as a result have privileged insights into things. The term is also reserved for great teachers, sheikhs or mystics. This is particularly common within more spiritually inclined Sufi traditions of Islam. In the English language – though not entirely accurately – the term wali (singular of awliyah) is often equated with the idea of a saint.

There were about five of us in total who lined up to pray, including the young bearded dad who had now removed his sunglasses. Behind us in a small curtained area, I could hear the women who would also be taking part. After a little while, the imam recited Surah (chapter) al-Ikhlas three times, followed by Surah al-Fatihah, and soon the muezzin made the iqama, signalling the start of the congregational prayer. The afternoon prayer like the one in the middle of the day is not read out loud, so as soon as the imam said the takbir – the phrase allahu akbar, or ‘God is the greatest’ – a wonderful calm descended on the congregation and we slowly went through the graceful stages of the salah to the sound of gently lapping waves outside. After the prayer was finished, the imam led us in a round of salawat (praise and blessings) for the Prophet, before handing out tasbih, the Islamic aide-memoire that resembles Christian rosary beads. There were not enough to go around, so I used my fingers, and upon completion got up and shook hands with all those in the congregation, before stopping to admire the tombs of the Companions one last time. All seven sat on a raised platform inside one of the mosque’s arches, almost directly behind its mihrab. Each sarcophagus was dressed in fine green silks and shaped like a bar of Toblerone, long and triangular. They were all topped with green silk turbans that featured the bismillah (‘In the name of God’) embroidered in the style of an Ottoman tughra, and had small red pin-badges in the shape of the Prophet’s sandal attached to them: the universal Sufi symbol as it signifies the following in his footsteps.
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Tombs of Hazret Omer and his six comrades, believed to have been buried on the island between AD 647 and 649

‘Shall we go see the cave?’ asked Ron, who had come into the mosque to get me.

‘Can we still access it?’ I asked.

‘Yes, it’s just around the corner.’

Ron had recently bought a holiday home close to the Hazret Omer Türbe, in the hills overlooking the town of Kyrenia (known as Girne in the TRNC). Resembling a cross between Raymond Briggs’s Father Christmas and Bill Bryson, Ron was an Islamophile who had been ‘flirting’ with the religion since the seventies. This is why the TRNC suited him so well: being notoriously liberal in its practice of Islam meant that Ron could live in a Muslim ‘country’, safe in the knowledge that no one would bat an eyelid should he wish to enjoy a glass of wine. In fact, most would probably join him.

We left the mosque to find the other two, who had also respectfully stayed outside while the prayer was going on. Heading down to the water’s edge, we passed a small boy in a camouflage top and a black baseball hat. He was bent over a red bucket, his green fishing rod lying beside him.

‘No fish, no fish!’ he shouted as we passed him, making us laugh.

The ledge that ran beneath the mosque’s western wall was made of concrete and stone slabs battered by the elements, some beginning to break away into the wash. At the end was a sign made from thick plastic acetate. The text repeated what the earlier sign had said, before explaining that part of the cave where the bodies had been buried was now underwater. It also claimed the bodies had been found without any ‘tiny deformation’ after 925 years: a common claim for the remains of holy people in almost every religion.

I looked down at the craggy, coral-like rocks near the cave’s narrow entrance covered by trails of melted wax from candle offerings.

‘Have you been all the way inside?’ I asked Ron, looking nervously at the claustrophobia-inducing narrow shaft beyond the small entrance gate.

‘I did try but a very irate wife told me to get back down. You can stick your head up to see the original space the bodies were apparently kept in … it is quite feasible that they were holed up in there,’ Ron explained.

‘Alrighty then, off we go,’ I said, lunging into the cave and noticing a mezzanine-like ledge. This was where the original, undecayed bodies had reputedly been found. I could see the ceiling had been concreted over, making the space even smaller, and found it difficult to imagine seven adult bodies lying there.

There are no surviving records of when the bodies were discovered, if at all, with some versions of the story claiming the tomb was a makam türbe – an empty mausoleum built to create a place of pilgrimage and help spread Islam in the locality. What is certain is that the caves were revered by the local Greeks and Turks long before the legend of Hazret Omer, with the latter travelling to the site to perform ziyara just as I had, but the reason for this is no longer known. Meanwhile, the Christian Greeks believed it was a shrine dedicated to a saint called Aghia Phanontes. Both communities would light candles and oil lamps when they came and some left money and attached coloured cloth to the railings.

I emerged from the gloom of the cave into the blinding sunshine to find the imam in his third outfit of the day: full motorcycle gear. He was done for the afternoon and would return for the sunset prayer. I went over to say goodbye.

‘When they are finished,’ he said, pointing to the workmen constructing the new mosque, ‘this will be museum. All namaz [daily prayers] will be in there.’

The imam unclasped the strap of his helmet and put on his gloves.

‘There are three sites,’ he said, ‘but Hala Sultan is the most important.’

I smiled as he fastened the leather chin strap of his helmet and thanked him. I knew he wanted to get away so I didn’t ask him why. Instead, we embraced, before he sped off through the newly built promenade, past the grave of his illustrious predecessor, his moped briefly drowning out the noise of the builders working on his new mosque.

I left my hotel at the northern edge of Lefkoşa (Nicosia) and turned onto the Famagusta (known as Gazimağusa in the TRNC) highway, passing the recently built Hala Sultan Camii, a huge neo-Ottoman mosque opened by the Turkish president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, in 2018 and named after the revered historical türbe in the island’s south. I was headed in the direction of the TRNC’s only airport, the Yeni Ercan Havalimanı, in search of the Kırklar Türbesi or ‘Forty Tombs’, which lay five kilometres further south, near the United Nations Buffer Zone. Also known as the Green Line, this is the 180-kilometre demilitarized strip established in 1964 to act as a border between the two warring factions in the north and the south of the country. I stepped out of the car to be hit by a huge gust of wind – the Cypriot sun was nowhere to be seen today, and the sky above was pregnant with grey clouds. The türbe sat in a barren, windswept spot surrounded by fields with nothing to block the wind as it came rushing across the open scrubland. I looked around, but couldn’t see a soul. As I wandered towards the türbe’s entrance I noticed an old man kneeling beside a low outer wall, building a tiny structure using loose roof tiles.

‘Salaams, are you the türbe’s hoca?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ said the hoca looking up.

After a brief introduction, Hoca Omer explained that he was building a house for the mosque cat, which had recently given birth to several kittens and, with the storm coming, needed a shelter. I asked him about the tomb, which had again been found by the Ottomans in the sixteenth century. The forty inhabitants – hence the name – like Hazret Omer in Kyrenia were martyred Companions of the Prophet.

‘How did the Ottomans know they were Sahabah?’ I asked.

A loud thunderclap in the distance announced the imminent downpour.

‘They guessed,’ said the hoca, without a hint of sarcasm or irony.

Hoca Omer looked as if he was in his fifties, and had a wavy, bushy beard. Like Imam Sadruddin, he wore camouflage attire, and admitted very little was also known about the origins of these tombs.

‘They guessed?’ I asked, cupping my ears to hear his response as the wind began to pick up.

‘When you go down, you will see … the Ottomans, they don’t do such a structure …’

The imminent storm was sending the birds in the garden’s trees into a frenzy, their screeching becoming louder, almost desperate, as if they knew what was coming. This made it even more difficult to hear what the hoca was saying.

‘The arches, and the number of arches, like eight camels, like eight gates.’ Hoca Omer was alluding to the popular belief among Muslims that there are eight gates to heaven, named after the virtues that allow believers to enter. These are the gates of prayer, struggle (in God’s way), charity, fasting, repentance, self-control, submission and remembrance.

‘We’ve never seen such a thing, so we guess this is unordinary, not ordinary but unordinary, and the people generally they say … plus Mawlana Sheikh Nazim, he said most of the Sahabah they came with Hala Sultan … so we believe, we believe so.’

‘Sheikh Nazim came here?’

‘Many times!’

The hoca explained that Sheikh Nazim, whose teachings Imam Sadruddin also followed, had spent years campaigning to get the türbe opened and accessible for ziyara, but it was difficult during the Kemalist period of the country when practising religion was deeply frowned upon. He explained that none of the names of the forty Companions were known and admitted that Omer was also made up. The only Companion’s name known with certainty is Umm Harâm’s in the south. Hoca Omer had been coming to the complex every day from his home in Famagusta for ten years, though he didn’t always stay for all the daily prayers. The war and the introduction of the Green Line had killed off the local villages, where empty mosques stood alongside empty houses, so there was no one to come and pray here.

This was a far cry from the türbe’s heyday when Muslims and Christians revered the site. On holy days, like the first Friday of Rajab (the seventh month in the Islamic calendar), huge festivals took place around the türbe, with vendors selling fruit, lokma, nuts, şamişi, bulgur köftesi and fruit juices. People came from far and wide on foot, donkey or cart. The Muslim men prayed in the mescit and made vows. Candles were bought at the entrance of the türbe and then, in small groups, worshippers wandered through it chanting ‘Allahumme salli ala’. When they approached an iron spear set into the vault by the south-west wall, they would grab it and make a request, before leaving the türbe walking out backwards as a sign of respect for the shuhada (martyrs) who died for Islam. The türbe was also where local villagers came to pray for rain during periods of drought. An animal was brought along for sacrifice and the villagers would start the march towards the türbe, praying and singing hymns the whole way. The sacrificed animal was used by the women to cook a herse (a kind of bulgur biryani), as the men and children prayed for rain in the mescit. After the prayer, they would visit the türbe before eating the food and returning to their homes.

I felt the first drops of the oncoming storm – it seemed as though all those ancient rain prayers were about to be answered, so I quickly ran past the small garden of fig, olive, mulberry and citrus trees, where the screeching of birds was now deafening, and walked up to the main door of the türbe to enter its small mosque.

Kırk means forty in Turkish, a number that is very significant in many religious traditions, but especially Islam. It was at the age of precisely forty that Muhammad first began to receive divine revelations from Allah and became the Prophet. In the Qur’an, the prophet Musa (Moses) spent forty days on Mount Sinai, where he received the famous ten commandments, and according to the Qur’an it was for forty years that Musa and his people were lost in the desert. The age of forty is deemed the point at which a human being becomes spiritually and intellectually mature according to the Qur’an, and a Muslim who prays consistently in congregation for forty days virtually guarantees avoiding punishment. Most Muslims mourn the dead for forty days, which is why on the fortieth day after the murder of Hussein, the Prophet’s grandson, Shi’a Muslims set off on a pilgrimage to Karbala, in Iraq, the site of his martyrdom. The name of the pilgrimage is Arbaeen, which means forty in Arabic.

As I approached the türbe’s entrance to the right of the mosque’s tall wooden minbar, I passed framed verses of the Qur’an, including Surah al-Fatihah, commonly read at gravesides by the locals. In between the rumbles of thunder, I could hear Qur’anic recitation playing on a loop inside the türbe, where a small set of stairs descended beneath a snow-white arch. The türbe had a wide corridor with a raised rectangular tomb immediately on the right. Like those at the Hazret Omer Türbe, it had velvety green covers, with embroidered Arabic calligraphy, and green and white turbans topping the tombstone. The floor had a thick blue carpet and bright uplights to illuminate the space. To the left, on a cheap bookshelf, were a prayer rug, some prayer books, a set of brown tasbih beads and a small Roadstar speaker playing the recitation. I counted eight gates – in the shape of four small arches – leading off on each side, just as Hoca Omer had described it. I had to crawl through them to enter the attached chambers, where a long and continuous raised ‘tomb’ ran the entire length of the wall, also covered in green and embroidered with Arabic verse. I couldn’t see the iron spear that locals once held during their wishing ceremony. Everywhere I wandered, the Qur’an could be heard, giving the space a reverential feel, but as Hoca Omer had said, this felt like no other Muslim space I had ever been in. The structure, carved mostly out of the rock, felt pre-Islamic, like an ancient temple or burial chamber.

The Kırklar Türbesi site had been revered by the island’s Christians who knew it as Aghioi Saranda – the Forty Saints – and sits in a cemetery dating from the island’s classical period, where later a church was built. The mosque and additional buildings were added after the Ottoman arrival in the sixteenth century to create a türbe, with the earliest records showing this was probably done by an Es-Şeyh el-Hac Abdülgafur Efendi in 1742 for followers of the Mevlevi order of Sufis – the order based on the teachings of the great Persian poet, scholar and sage Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rumi. Abdülgafur Efendi’s original brick and wood complex was vast and included several guest rooms, a kitchen, stable and barn, toilets, a coffee house and residential cells for the dervishes – in other words, a Sufi lodge. The dervishes at the lodge would leave out a jar of water every night in the belief that the martyrs rose up from their graves to pray in the mosque. However, just like the Hazret Omer Türbe, there is no concrete or tangible evidence linking the site to the island’s first Muslim period. All the connections emerged in later, local traditions, the most popular of which offers a narrative incorporating all three sites claiming to be graves of Sahabah. It says that Muslims first set foot on Qubrus near the Hazret Omer Türbe in Kyrenia, then, as they advanced inland, a great battle took place close to where the Forty Sahabah Türbe is, and this is when the forty martyrs were killed and buried there. The tradition claims that the Muslim army then marched south to Larnaca, where Umm Harâm fell from her horse and died.

I sat on a small stool in the middle of the main room, and considered the possibility that actual Sahabah were buried here. I tried to imagine their lives: their immense faith and the challenges they faced. A howling in the chimney-style vent reminded me the storm was now here and brought my ziyara to an end. On my way out I prayed two rakat (segments of a prayer) in the türbe’s small mosque, before continuing to the front door, where I was greeted by the sight of violently swaying trees and the sound of creaking wooden doors struggling to stay shut. Giving one last salaam to the Forty Sahabah who may or may not be buried here, I sprinted to my car.




[image: A circular medieval map in blue and gold depicts land masses with Arabic inscriptions. The map sits within a decorative border.]
1. A map from a fifteenth-century copy of the great Andalusian geographer Al Idrissi’s magnum opus, Nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ikhtiraq al-afaq or The Book of Roger, which he created in 1138 for the Arab-Norman King Roger II and which was considered the most accurate geographical text of the day.
[image: Mounted soldiers confront each other with lances. Riders on the left wear pointed helmets and hold round shields while those on the right crowd forward. Several soldiers and horses lie fallen on the ground.]
2. Muslim soldiers driving out Byzantine soldiers as depicted in the twelfth-century Madrid Skylitzes, an illuminated manuscript by John Skylitzes believed to have been produced in the Arab-Norman court in Palermo.
[image: Two silver dirhams show a crowned figure in profile on one side surrounded by script and motifs. The reverse shows inscriptions within circles.]
3. A seventh-century Sasanian-style silver dirham coin, featuring the only known depiction of the founding Umayyad Caliph, Mu’awiyah ibn Abu Sufyan, the man who brought Muslims to Europe.
[image: ]
4. Engraving of the famous Battle of the Masts (or Phoenix) in 655, where a fledgling Muslim navy – established by Mu’awiyah – annihilated a Byzantine fleet led by Emperor Constans II. The battle confirmed Muslims as the new Mediterranean naval superpower.
[image: ]
5. Mu’awiyah’s naval fleet being repelled by the mysterious ‘Greek Fire’ at the Siege of Constantinople in 667, from the twelfth-century illuminated manuscript Madrid Skylitzes.
[image: An astrolabe with engraved markings hangs from a ring. Rotating pointers cross a circular face filled with fine geometric lines.]
6. An astrolabe produced by the Andalusian Ibrahim ibn Sa’id al-Sahli in 1067 in Toledo, which became a major translation centre during the Christian period.
[image: ]
7. An imagined scene in Al Andalus where an oud player entertains an audience from the twelfth-century Hadith Bayad wa Riyad, a love story about an Andalusian female and a Damascene male.
[image: ]
8. A Jew and a Muslim play chess in thirteenth-century Al Andalus from Alfonso X of Castile, Leon and Garcia’s Libro de los Juegos.
[image: ]
9. A (circa) sixteenth-century Latin translation of Ibn Sina’s al-Qanun fi al-t ˙ibb or The Canon of Medicine, which he wrote in the eleventh century and was first translated into Latin by Gerard of Cremona in the twelfth century.
[image: ]
10. Teaching inside a medieval Muslim library in the Maqama of Hariri. The Great Mosque of Córdoba’s tenth-century library was said to be home to 600,000 books and manuscripts.
[image: ]
11. An 1883 artist’s impression of the tenth-century Córdoban physician Abu al-Qasim al-Zahrawi – considered the ‘father of surgery’ – tending to a patient as his assistant carries medicine, inside a medieval Muslim hospital.
[image: ]
12. The spectacular muqarnas ceiling of the Cappella Palatina – the Palace Chapel – in Palermo’s Palazzo dei Normanni is considered one of the finest examples of Arab-Norman artistry. It is inscribed with white Kufic script and is a kaleidoscope of animal and human figures playing chess, juggling, wrestling and hunting.
[image: A map shows curved structures connected by lines. Buildings and Arabic labels sit across the surface. The central round space is surrounded by text, and the border is worn.]
13. An eleventh-century map of the Emirate of Siqilliya in an anonymous Arabic manuscript called the ‘Book of Curiosities’.
[image: A tall stone building has arched recesses and narrow windows. A stairway leads to an entrance on the left.]
14. The Palazzo della Cuba, William II’s pleasure palace built in 1180 in Palermo, where Arabic Kufic script can still be seen along the upper edges.
[image: A crowned King Henry 2 sits on a throne holding a staff. He wears a blue robe with a red cloak and rests his feet on a platform. Text in a foreign language is at the top.]
15. Twelfth-century image of King Henry II of England, whose daughter was married to the Arab-Norman Sultan Musta’izz, or William II of Sicily. Henry famously threatened to convert to Islam if the pope did not reign in his nemesis Thomas Beckett.
[image: ]
16. A copy of the fifteenth-century Il Kantilena, the oldest known literary text in the Maltese language. The poem, attributed to Pietru Caxaro, is written in Latin script but contains only two Romance words; the rest are of Arabic origin.
[image: A tall interior alcove holds a muqarnas vault. Painted panels flank a niche and decorative friezes run across the walls. A low channel runs forward from the structure.]
17. The fountain inside the Salla della Fontana, the main reception hall and best-preserved room inside al-Aziz or the Zisa, featuring classical Islamic art and engineering, completed by the Arab-Norman Sultan Musta’izz, or William II, in 1189.
[image: A courtyard with carved arches frames a building with a green-tiled roof. A tall white minaret rises at the rear. Colonnades run around the courtyard.]
18. Courtyard of the mosque of the University of al-Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco, said to have been founded as a mosque and madrasa at the end of the ninth century on the eve of the city being absorbed into the Caliphate of Córdoba.
[image: A metal mosque lamp hangs from a chain. Its conical body is pierced with intricate geometric patterns and topped by stacked globes.]
19. One of the original mosque lamps from the mosque of the Alhambra, now on display in the Museum of Alhambra.
[image: A large painting shows robed courtiers gathered in an ornate hall with arches and patterned walls. The caliph watches a courtier pointing to a Christian diplomat. A carpeted floor, low table and brass vessels sit in the foreground.]
20. A painted scene imagining the visit of a Christian diplomat to the court of the Córdoban Caliph. The painting is on display inside the Torre de la Calahorra in Córdoba.
[image: ]
21. Muhammad Iqbal praying in front of the mehrab of the Mezquita in Córdoba in 1932; the first time a Muslim had done so in almost 700 years. The great mystic and poet was so moved by the experience that he wrote one of his greatest poems, called Masjid-e-Qartiba, while in the city.
[image: An ornate mihrab stands beneath a high arch. The niche features dense carved patterns. Two slim columns rise at the sides.]
22. The mehrab of the prayer hall inside the Palacio de la Madraza, once part of a madrasah or institute of education built by the Nasrid ruler Yusuf I in the fourteenth century, that was attached to the Great Mosque of Granada.
[image: A bronze statue of a Abd al-Mu’min on horseback stands atop a tall stone plinth inscribed with text. A tower with small windows rises behind and trees sit at the edge.]
23. Statue of the founder of the Almohad dynasty, Abd al-Mu’min, in Nedrome, Algeria. Considered the greatest of all the Almohad Caliphs, he built some of the dynasty’s greatest monuments including the Kutubiyah Mosque, the Mosque of Tinmal and the Kasbah of the Udayas, all in Morocco.
[image: A tall stone slab carved with dense Arabic script forms a pointed arch shape. The upper and lower fields are filled with text.]
24. The foundation stone of the Maristán of Granada, built between 1365 and 1367 by the Nasrid king Muhammad V, during the Golden Age of Nasrid rule. The name Maristan comes from the Persian word bimaristan, which means ‘house of the sick’ and was the Muslim precursor to the modern hospital.
[image: A courtyard with a long rectangular pool faces an arched entrance framed by patterned tilework. Colonnades line both sides.]
25. The Ben Youssef Madrasa in Marrakesh, Morocco, built in 1564–65 CE by the Saadian sultan Abdallah al-Ghalib on the site of an older one dating from the early fourteenth century.
[image: ]
26. One of the stone lions that stood in the courtyard of the fourteenth-century Maristán of Granada, now kept in the Museum of Alhambra.
[image: An ornate arched niche with layered scalloped moulding stands on a weathered façade. A small pointed doorway sits within a larger decorated arch. Two narrow side openings are on either side.]
27. The mihrab of the Almohad’s Tinmal Mosque in Tinmel, Morocco, framed by the dynasty’s distinct muqarnas-style arch, which are seen in historic monuments across Iberia and north Africa today.
[image: A tall wooden stepped minbar features intricate geometric carvings. Small finials top its railings and multiple narrow platforms ascend towards the back.]
28. The minbar of the Kutubiyya Mosque in Marrakech, Morocco, was produced in Córdoba, Spain, in the early twelfth century by the Almoravid amir Ali ibn Yusuf.
[image: ]
29. Close-up of an Almohad manuscript page featuring geometric motifs and gold decoration like that seen in the architecture of Al Andalus.
[image: A crowded scene depicts armed officials on horseback and robed people. More people gather near a raised gallery while heretics burn in the distance.]
30. A detailed nineteenth-century engraving of a mass burning of heretics (Muslims and Jews) at the stake by the Spanish Inquisition.
[image: A priest pours water over a kneeling woman’s head at a large stone font. A group of people surrounds them inside a grand hall.]
31. Nineteenth-century British artist Edward Long’s painting ‘The Moorish Proselytes of Archbishop Ximenes’, illustrating forced conversions of Muslims during the Inquisition.
[image: ]
32. An artist’s impression of the horror of expulsion: a figure of terror in the sky atop a fire breathing beast drives the Jews (silhouetted figures at the bottom) from their houses as they are set alight in the background.
[image: ]
33. A seventeenth-century painting of Spain’s patron saint, Saint James, dubbed Santiago Matamoros – ‘Saint James the Moor Slayer’ – for miraculously appearing in the mythical Battle of Clavijo on a white horse to defeat the Muslims. The mythology of this anti-Muslim cult, conceived four centuries after the made-up battle, became central to the Reconquest narrative and the medieval Spanish identity.
[image: A tall metal frame supports clamps above a circular seat. A narrow footrest and iron adjustment arms extend from the structure.]
34. Picture of an authentic torture chair used during the Spanish Inquisition to extract confessions or inflict punishment on suspected crypto Jews and Muslims.
[image: A woman in a long dress stands with arms raised as one man supports another who collapses at her side. Soldiers advance towards her through an archway. Behind her, a couple walks together. Trees, a flag and foliage frame the scene, with title text and credits below.]
35. Poster for Le Tribut de Zamora (1881), an opera set in Moorish Spain based on the made-up narrative of forced virgin female tributes paid to Muslim rulers – part of Iberia’s Reconquest narrative which quickly became accepted as factual.
[image: ]
36. A dramatic Serbian nineteenth-century Romantic-era oil painting by Adam Stefanović, showing Prince Lazar’s fall and the battlefield carnage during the 1389 Battle of Kosovo, which saw the Ottomans begin their presence in modern-day Europe.
[image: ]
37. An 1877 wood engraving published in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper of a service at the Ahrida Synagogue during the Russo-Turkish War. Figures are shown praying beneath Ottoman banners – symbolizing Jewish loyalty to the empire.
[image: People gather inside and outside a low white fortress. Inside, several men support an injured sultan. Outside, soldiers fight as bodies and weapons lie on the ground.]
38. A richly coloured sixteenth-century miniature from Lokman’s Hünername depicts Miloš Obilić – a mythical anti-Muslim Balkan figure – assassinating Sultan Murad I at the 1389 Battle of Kosovo.
[image: A Jewish woman stands beneath a timber structure. She wears layered black and white garments with a tall headdress and carries a patterned cloth under her arm.]
39. Eighteenth century Jewish woman’s attire in Ottoman lands, where many of the Sephardic Jews expelled from Iberia were welcomed after the fifteenth century.
[image: People in long robes gather before an arched structure with tall panels and small windows. Adults and children stand closely together, facing outward.]
40. A synagogue scene from the fourteenth-century Sarajevo Haggadah, believed to have come from Iberia with Sephardic Jews. It was saved twice by Bosnian Muslims and is now displayed at the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina in Sarajevo.
[image: ]
41. The tomb of Ottoman Sultan Murad I, nicknamed Hüdavendigâr, meaning the ‘God-liked one’, on the site of the fourteenth-century Battle of Kosovo near Pristina, the capital of the Republic of Kosovo.
[image: ]
42. A young King Charles III wearing Islamic attire on one of his many visits to an Islamic centre in Britain as the Prince of Wales.
[image: Abu al-Abbas Ahmad al-Mansur stands wearing white robes and a turban with a black cloak. He holds a sword at his side and faces forward against a dark background with gold writing.]
43. Painting of the ambassador of the Saadi sultan Abu al-Abbas Ahmad al-Mansur – believed to be the earliest painting of a Muslim ever made in England – who arrived in London in 1600 to try and conclude an alliance that would have seen England help the Muslims retake Spain from the Catholics.
[image: ]
44. The eighth-century dinar of King Offa, the King of Mercia, one of the largest Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in what is now Britain, featuring the Islamic declaration of faith. Minted in 774, it features the Islamic declaration of faith and the Latin words Offa Rex and offers a tantalizing link between the ancient British Isles and the Islamic world.
[image: King Charles 3 stands with Professor Keith Critchlow in front of an ornate tiled façade. Both face an arched screen with geometric patterns.]
45. King Charles III alongside Professor Keith Critchlow – who introduced the young King to Islamic art and architecture and Sufism – admiring central Asian Islamic art and architecture.
[image: King John 1 rides a horse through a landscape with animals and trees. Dogs run along with him.]
46. A fourteenth-century miniature of King John I of England, who like his father Henry II threatened the pope with conversion to Islam by reportedly trying to forge an alliance with the Almohad Caliph Muhammad an-Nasir.
[image: ]
47. Painting of al Khidr depicted standing atop a fish. Also known as ‘the Green One’, Khidr is a mystical figure believed to be the mysterious individual sent to guide the prophet Moses in Surah al-Kahf of the Qur’an.
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