
Sacred Spaces: From Sapelo Island to the Republic of Harlem 
How Blackness & the Muslim Identity has Shaped Culture in America 

 
“When people show you who they are, believe them the first time.” Dr. Maya Angelou 

 

Happy Eid Al-Adha to the nearly 2 billion Muslims throughout the world! This is a fantastic season of 

celebration observed by Muslims to commemorates Prophet Ibrahim’s (Abraham) willingness to sacrifice 

his son to Allah (God). This festival also marks the end of the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. 

 

How is it celebrated? 

Pre-COVID, Muslims will get dressed up in our finest wears and share delicious food, especially well-

seasoned, tender lamb. Also known as the Feast of the Sacrifice, the lamb is sacrificed, and its meat is 

shared with all members of the community as show of appreciation, gratitude and thanks for Allah’s mercy.  

Families, blood and religious, congregate to pray, eat, hand out gifts, and some communities even do a 

simulation of Hajj for believers who were unable to attend. And, in COVID,  that is the entire world.  Hajj, 

the pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia, is required by Muslims at least once in our lifetimes. When 

believers return, now known as a Hajji (male) or Hajjah (female), they are celebrated with Eid al-Adha.  

 

Mansa Musa, the esteemed tenth Mansa or King of the Mali Empire, made Hajj in his lifetime between 

1324-1325. His journey to Hajj was memorable because his caravan included hundreds of members dressed 

in the finest clothing from the accounts of on-lookers, and because Mansa Musa was extremely generous 

with his wealth and spending; he offered gold to poor, invested in the cities he passed along the way with 

offerings of gold, and he also obtained souvenirs. Mansa Musa, and all who encountered him during his 

pilgrimage to Mecca were living a golden life! The Mali Empire and Timbuktu were sacred places, and 

these examples contributed to the sacred spaces of Sapelo Island and Harlem in the United States. 

 

What is Sapelo Island? 

I bet you have never ever heard of Sapelo Island, but don’t feel bad because neither had I until a little 

while ago.  It was not taught to me in any of my education, but as long as the advice of Prophet 

Muhammad to “seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave” is followed we can always make up for lost 

time and incomplete curricula lessons.   

 

Sapelo Island is located in McIntosh County, Georgia, and is thought to have been established as a 

European outpost. In the 19th century, Thomas Spalding, a staunch opposer to abolition, a Georgia 

Senator, and a member of the US House of Representatives, bought the island to be used as a plantation. 

The labor for this plantation was some 400 enslaved West Africans and peoples from the Caribbean.  One 

of the enslaved Africans was a Muslim named Bilali Muhammad (1770-1857) who led Sapelo’s Muslim 

community, and who wrote a 13-page document on Islamic law called the Bilali Muhammad Document. 
The influence of Muhammad’s document came from the Al-Risaala (The Message), a 10th century 

handbook on the instructions on basic Islam that was written for children and used by newly converted 

adults in Mali and Timbuktu that Bilali Muhammad had memorized from his life as a Muslim in Timbo, 

Guinea.  Bilali had a group of 85 Muslims under his leadership.      

 

See how long knowledge can survive?! 

 

 

 

 



Black & Muslim Identity in the US 

 

The Sapelo community is believed to be one of the oldest known Muslim communities in America.  

But, there are even more Black and Muslim people who have shaped American culture and sacred 

spaces.   

 

Check out the bios below: 

 

Sister Clara Muhammad 

Clara Muhammad: (November 2, 1899 – August 12, 1972) She was the wife of Nation of Islam leader 

Elijah Muhammad. They married in Georgia in 1917, before he changed his name from Elijah Poole. 

Between 1917 and 1939, Elijah and Clara Muhammad had eight children: six boys and two girls, including 

Warith Deen Muhammad. 

 

Known as the First Lady of the Nation of Islam, Muhammad is credited with introducing her husband to 

the teachings of Nation of Islam founder W.D. Fard. She guided the organization during her husband's 

absence from 1935 to 1946 as he fled death threats from rival temple leaders and was then incarcerated for 

sedition during World War II. 

 

In the NOIs earliest days she helped establish and run the University of Islam and Muslim Girls Training 

schools, which provided education for NOI members' children, considered one of the nation's early versions 

of religious home schooling. Children's attendance at the schools was considered truancy and resulted in 

prosecutions and violent confrontations between Temple members and police in Detroit, Michigan and 

Chicago, Illinois. 

 

Her son, Warith Deen Mohammed, who assumed leadership of the Nation of Islam in 1975, renamed the 

University of Islam schools the Sister Clara Muhammad Schools in her honor. There are now roughly 75 

Clara Muhammad Schools across the country. 

 

The Honorable Elijah Muhammad 

(October 7, 1897 – February 25, 1975) was an African-American religious leader, who led the Nation of 

Islam (NOI) from 1934 until his death in 1975. He was a mentor to Malcolm X, Louis 

Farrakhan,  Muhammad Ali, as well as his own son,Warith Deen Mohammed. 

 

During his time as leader of The Nation of Islam, Muhammad had developed the Nation of Islam from a 

small movement in Detroit to an empire consisting of banks, schools, restaurants and stores across 46 cities 

in America. The Nation also owned over 15,000 acres of farmland, their own truck- and air- transport 

systems, as well as a publishing company that printed the country's largest Black newspaper. 

 

By the 1970s, the Nation of Islam owned bakeries, barber shops, coffee shops, grocery stores, laundromats, 

a printing plant, retail stores, numerous real estate holdings, and a fleet of tractor trailers, plus farmland in 

Michigan, Alabama, and Georgia. In 1972 the Nation of Islam took controlling interest in a bank, the 

Guaranty Bank and Trust Co. Nation of Islam-owned schools expanded until, by 1974, the group had 

established schools in 47 cities throughout the United States. In 1972, Muhammad told followers that the 

Nation of Islam had a net worth of $75 million. 

In the early 1960’s, the popular magazine, Reader’s Digest called him “The Most Powerful Black Man in 

America.”  In 1962, American author and social critique, James Baldwin wrote in his #1 Best Seller, Fire 

Next Time, “Elijah Muhammad has been able to do what generations of welfare workers and committees 

and resolutions and reports and housing projects and playgrounds have failed to do: 

 



To heal and redeem drunkards and junkies, to convert people who came out of prison and to keep them out; 

to make men chaste and women virtuous and to invest both the male and the female with a pride and serenity 

that hang about them like an unfailing light.  He has done all these things, which our Christian church has 

spectacularly failed to do.” (p. 72). 

 

Imam W. D. Muhammad 

(October 30, 1933 – September 9, 2008), also known as "W. Deen Mohammed" or "Imam W. Deen 

Muhammad", was a progressive African American Muslim leader, theologian, philosopher, Muslim 

revivalist, and Islamic thinker (1975–2008) who disbanded the original Nation of Islam (NOI) in 1976 and 

transformed it into an orthodox mainstream Islamic movement, the World Community of Al-Islam in the 

West which later became the American Society of Muslims. He was a son of Elijah Muhammad, the leader 

of the Nation of Islam from 1933 to 1975. Upon the death of his father on February 25, 1975, Mohammed 

was unanimously chosen as the leader of the Nation of Islam and introduced to the NOI membership as 

such at the annual Saviours' Day convention on February 26, 1975. 

 

He became the national leader (Supreme Minister) of the Nation of Islam in 1975 after his father's death. 

As a result of his personal studies and thinking, he had led the vast majority of the members of the original 

NOI to mainstream, traditional Sunni Islam by 1978.  With this merger, he oversaw the largest mass 

conversion to Islam in the history of the United States. He rejected the previous deification of Wallace Fard 

Muhammad, accepted whites as fellow-worshippers, forged closer ties with mainstream Muslim 

communities, and introduced the Five Pillars of Islam into his group's theology. 

 

He called himself Muslim American Spokesman for Human Salvation and encouraged the common people 

and leaders of all religious traditions to return to the purity of their faith.  Others called him “America’s 

Imam”; leader of the Muslim American Experience.  He defined it gave direction to it and devoted his life 

to it.  Imam W. Deen Mohammed worked for the establishment of Muslim life in America and for freedom, 

justice and equality for Muslims, African Americans and all people.  He both taught and demonstrated that 

Al-Islam is not only compatible with democracy but in fact gave birth to the same principles.  His followers 

have proven that there is no contradiction between living a Muslim life and that of an American 

citizen.  From 1975 to 2008 Imam W. Deen Mohammed traveled America and the world promoting 

interfaith cooperation and the common good for all so that humanity might achieve human excellence. 

 

 This made him singularly responsible for what many observers consider a “modern day miracle” – the 

largest conversion to Al-Islam in the world in the twentieth-century.  In 1977, he was responsible for leading 

the largest delegation of Muslim Americans in history to Hajj, the Pilgrimage to Mecca. 

 

 

 

Yarrow Mamout 

Yarrow Mamout (b. circa 1736 - d. 1824)  was an enslaved Muslim from Africa, who was owned by the 

Beall family of Montgomery County. Yarrow was born about 1736 in Guinea. He was taken from his native 

homeland and brought to Maryland, where he was purchased by Colonel Samuel Beall, Jr. of Montgomery 

County. Samuel Beall, died in September of 1777 and his son Brooke Beall, Esq., acquired Yarrow. Not 

much is known about Yarrow's personal life, but he did have one son Aquilla "Quilla" Yarrow. Mamout's 

son was owned by Ann Chambers of Montgomery County, MD. 

 

Brooke Beall initially lived in Montgomery County and was the first Clerk of the Court when Montgomery 

County was formed from Frederick.  In 1783 Brooke Beall moved his family and slaves from Montgomery 

County to Georgetown, where he worked as a shipping merchant. Yarrow worked as a brick maker at the 

Georgetown home of Brooke Beall. According to the ledger of Brooke Beall, Yarrow was hired out for two 

days of work on board the Maryland.7 Beall died July 11, 1795 leaving Yarrow in the care of his widow 



Margaret Johns Beall. In previous accounts it was said that Yarrow was manumitted by his deceased 

master's widow Margaret Beall. However, Yarrow was manumitted August 22, 1796 by Upton Beall, the 

son of Brooke and Margaret Beall. His son Aquilla, who was seven at the time, was manumitted by Ann 

Chambers in March, but wasn't allowed to be free until he could earn a living for himself or unless his father 

took him into his care. Aquilla would not have been completely manumitted if Yarrow hadn't received his 

manumission. Four years after he was manumitted, Yarrow Mamout purchased his own property in 

Georgetown, where there was a growing free black population.  In 1819, Charles Willson Peale painted a 

portrait of the elderly Mamout. According to Peale, Yarrow Mamout was a self-professed Mohammedan, 

practicing Islam. Three years later, Yarrow was painted by James Alexander Simpson of Georgetown. 

Mamout was a well-known figure in Georgetown and crossed paths with many affluent families. Yarrow 

Mamout died in Georgetown, D.C. on January 19, 1824. 

 

Muhammad Ali 

Muhammad Ali born Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. (January 17, 1942 – June 3, 2016) was an American 

professional boxer and activist. He was widely regarded as one of the most significant and celebrated sports 

figures of the 20th century. From early in his career, Ali was known as an inspiring, controversial, and 

polarizing figure both inside and outside the ring. 

 

Cassius Clay was born and raised in Louisville, Kentucky, and began training as an amateur boxer when 

he was 12 years old. At age 18, he won a gold medal in the light heavyweight division at the 1960 Summer 

Olympics in Rome, after which he turned professional later that year. At age 22 in 1964, he won the WBA, 

WBC and lineal heavyweight titles from Sonny Liston in an upset. Clay then converted to Islam and 

changed his name from Cassius Clay, which he called his "slave name", to Muhammad Ali. He set an 

example of racial pride for African Americans and resistance to white domination during the 1960s Civil 

Rights Movement. 

 

In 1966, two years after winning the heavyweight title, Ali further antagonized the white establishment in 

the U.S. by refusing to be conscripted into the U.S. military, citing his religious beliefs and opposition to 

American involvement in the Vietnam War. He was eventually arrested, found guilty of draft evasion 

charges and stripped of his boxing titles. He successfully appealed in the U.S. Supreme Court, which 

overturned his conviction in 1971, by which time he had not fought for nearly four years—losing a period 

of peak performance as an athlete. Ali's actions as a conscientious objector to the war made him an icon for 

the larger counterculture generation. 

 

Ali said that he first heard of the Nation of Islam when he was fighting in the Golden Gloves tournament 

in Chicago in 1959 and attended his first Nation of Islam meeting in 1961. He continued to attend meetings, 

although keeping his involvement hidden from the public. After he won the championship from Liston in 

1964,  Elijah Muhammad recorded a statement that Clay would be renamed Muhammad (one who is worthy 

of praise) Ali (Ali is the most important figure after Muhammad in Shia view and fourth rightly guided 

caliph in Sunni view). I n a 2004 autobiography, Ali attributed his conversion to mainstream Sunni Islam 

to Warith Deen Muhammad who gained control of the Nation of Islam, upon the death of Elijah 

Muhammad, and persuaded the Nation's followers to become adherents of Sunni Islam. 

 

**Marcus Garvey 

Marcus Garvey (17 August 1887 – 10 June 1940), was a Jamaican political leader, publisher, journalist, 

entrepreneur, and orator who was a proponent of the Pan-Africanism movement, to which end he founded 

the Universal Negro Improvement Association and African Communities League (UNIA-ACL). He also 

founded the Black Star Line, a shipping and passenger line which promoted the return of the African 

diaspora to their ancestral lands. 

 



Prior to the 20th century, leaders such as Prince Hall, Martin Delany, Edward Wilmot Blyden, and Henry 

Highland Garnet advocated the involvement of the African diaspora in African affairs. Garvey was unique 

in advancing a Pan-African philosophy to inspire a global mass movement and economic empowerment 

focusing on Africa known as Garveyism.  Promoted by the UNIA as a movement of African Redemption, 

Garveyism would eventually inspire others, ranging from the Nation of Islam to the Rastafari movement 

(some sects of which proclaim Garvey as a prophet.) 

Garveyism intended persons of African ancestry in the diaspora to "redeem" the nations of Africa and for 

the European colonial powers to leave the continent. His essential ideas about Africa were stated in an 

editorial in Negro World entitled "African Fundamentalism", where he wrote: "Our union must know no 

clime, boundary, or nationality… to let us hold together under all climes and in every country…" 

 

Ayuba Suleiman Diallo 

Ayuba Suleiman Diallo was an educated man from a family of Muslim clerics in West Africa. In 1731 he 

was taken into slavery and sent to work on a plantation in America. By his own enterprise and assisted by 

a series of spectacular strokes of fortune, Diallo arrived in London in 1733. Recognized as a deeply pious 

and educated man, in England Diallo mixed with high and intellectual society, was introduced at Court and 

was bought out of slavery by public subscription. Through the publication of his Memoirs in 1734, Diallo 

had an important and lasting impact on Britain’s understanding of West African culture, black identity and 

Islam. In the early years of the nineteenth-century, advocates of the abolition of slavery would cite Diallo 

as a key figure in asserting the moral rights and humanity of black people. 

 

Abdul-Rahman ibn Ibrahim Sori 

Abdul-Rahman ibn Ibrahim Sori was a West African nobleman and Amir (commander or governor) who 

was captured in the Futa Jallon region of Guinea, West Africa and sold to slave traders in the United States 

in 1788. Upon discovering his noble lineage, his slave master Thomas Foster, began referring to him as 

"Prince", a title by which Abdul Rahman would remain synonymous until his final days. After spending 40 

years in slavery, he was freed in 1828 by order of President John Quincy Adams and Secretary of State 

Henry Clay after the Sultan of Morocco requested his release. 

 

Abdul-Rahman ibn Ibrahim Sori was a Torodbe Fulani Muslim ruler (amir) born 1762 in the city of Timbo, 

now part of The Republic of Guinea.  His father, Almami Ibrahim Sori consolidated the Islamic 

confederation of Futa Jallon in 1776, with Timbo as its capitol, where Abdul Rahman lived and studied. 

"He was learned in the Islamic sciences and could speak at least 4 different African languages, in addition 

to Arabic, and In 1781, after returning from study in the renowned city of learning-Timbuktu, Abd'r-

Rahman joined the armies of his father." At age 26, he was made an Amir of one of the regiments that 

conquered the lands of the Bambara and in 1788 his father "made him the head a 2000 man army whose 

mission was to protect the coast and strengthen their economic interest in the region. It was during this 

military campaign that Abd'r-Rahman was captured and enslaved." He was sold to the British who brought 

him to Natchez, Mississippi where he labored on the cotton plantation of Thomas Foster for more than 

thirty-eight years before gaining his freedom. In 1794 he married Isabella, another slave of Foster’s, and 

eventually fathered a large family: five sons and four daughters. 

 

By using his knowledge of growing cotton in Futa Jallon, Abdul-Rahman rose to a position of authority on 

the plantation and became the de facto foreman. This granted him the opportunity to grow his own vegetable 

garden and sell at the local market. During this time, he met an old acquaintance, Dr. John Cox, an Irish 

surgeon who had served on an English ship and had become the first white man to reach Timbo after being 

abandoned by his ship and then falling ill. Cox stayed ashore for six months and was taken in by Abdul-

Rahman's family. Cox appealed to Foster to sell him "Prince" so he could return to Africa. However, Foster 

would not budge, since he viewed Abdul-Rahman as indispensable to the Foster farm. Dr. Cox continued, 

until his death in 1829, to seek Ibrahim's freedom, to no avail. After Cox died, his son continued the cause 

to free Abdul-Rahman. 



 

In 1826, Abdul-Rahman wrote a letter to his relatives in Africa. A local newspaperman, Andrew Marschalk, 

who was Dutch, sent the letter to United States Senator Thomas Reed from Mississippi who was then in 

town at the time, who forwarded it to the U.S. Consulate in Morocco. Since Abdul-Rahman wrote in Arabic, 

Marschalk and the U.S. government assumed that he was a Moor. After the Sultan of Morocco 

Abderrahmane read the letter, he asked President Adams and Secretary of State Henry Clay to release 

Abdul-Rahman. In 1829, Thomas Foster agreed to the release of Abdul-Rahman, without payment, with 

the stipulation that he return to Africa and not live as a free man in America. 

 

Before leaving the U.S., Abdul-Rahman and his wife went to various states and Washington, D.C. He 

solicited donations, through the press, personal appearances, the American Colonization Society and 

politicians, to free his family back in Mississippi. Word got back to Foster, who considered this a breach of 

the agreement. Abdul-Rahman's actions and freedom were also used against President John Quincy Adams 

by future president Andrew Jackson during the presidential election. 

 

After ten months, Abdul-Rahman and Isabella had raised only half the funds to free their children, and 

instead left for Monrovia, Liberia, without their children. He lived for four months before contracting a 

fever and died at the age of 67. He never saw Fouta Djallon or his children again. 

 

**Edward Wilmot Blyden 

Blyden: (3 August 1832 – 7 February 1912), the father of pan-Africanism, was an educator, writer, 

diplomat, and politician primarily in Liberia. Born in the West Indies, he joined the free black immigrants 

to the region from the United States; he also taught for five years in the British West African colony of 

Sierra Leone in the early 20th century. His writings on pan-Africanism were influential in both colonies, 

which were started during the slavery years for the resettlement of free blacks from the United States and 

Great Britain. His writings attracted attention in the sponsoring countries as well. He felt that Zionism was 

a model for what he called Ethiopianism, and that African Americans could return to Africa and redeem it. 

He believed political independence to be a prerequisite for economic independence and argued that Africans 

must counter the neocolonial policies of former colonial forces. 

 

Blyden was recognized in his youth for his talents and drive; he was educated and mentored by John Knox, 

an American Protestant minister in St Thomas, Danish West Indies, who encouraged him to continue his 

education in the United States. Blyden was refused admission in 1850 to three Northern theological 

seminaries, including Rutgers’ Theological College in New Jersey, because of his race. Knox encouraged 

him to go to Liberia, the colony set up for freedmen by the American Colonization Society; Blyden 

emigrated that year, in 1850, and made his career and life there. He married into a prominent family and 

soon started working as a journalist. 

 

As a writer, Blyden is regarded widely as the "father of Pan-Africanism" and is noted as one of the first 

people to articulate a notion of "African Personality" and the uniqueness of "African race". His ideas have 

influenced many twentieth century figures including Marcus Garvey, George Padmore and Kwame 

Nkrumah. His major work, Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race (1887), promoted the idea that practicing 

Islam was more unifying and fulfilling for Africans than Christianity. He argues that the latter was 

introduced chiefly by European colonizers. He believed it had a demoralizing effect, although he continued 

to be a Christian. He thought Islam was more authentically African, as it had been brought to sub-Saharan 

areas by people from North Africa. 

 

Noble Drew Ali 

The Moorish Science Temple of America is an American national and religious organization founded by 

Noble Drew Ali, born Timothy Drew. Timothy Drew was believed to have been born on January 8, 1886 

in North Carolina, United States. He based it on the belief that African Americans were descended from 



the Moors of North West Africa and thus were Moorish by nationality and Islamic by faith. Ali put together 

elements of major traditions to develop a message of personal transformation through historical education, 

racial pride and spiritual upliftment. His doctrine was also intended to provide African Americans with a 

sense of identity in the world and to promote civic involvement. 

 

One primary tenet of the Moorish Science Temple is the belief that African Americans are of Moorish 

ancestry, specifically from "Moroccan Empire." According to Ali, this area included other countries that 

today surround Morocco. To join the movement, individuals had to proclaim their "Moorish nationality." 

They were given "nationality cards." In religious texts, adherents refer to themselves racially as "Asiatics," 

as the Middle East is also western Asia. Adherents of this movement are known as Moorish-American 

Moslems and are called "Moorish Scientists" in some circles. 

 

The Moorish Science Temple of America was incorporated under the Illinois Religious Corporation Act 

805 ILCS 110. Timothy Drew, known to its members as Prophet Noble Drew Ali, founded the Moorish 

Science Temple of America in 1913 in Newark, New Jersey, a booming industrial city. After some 

difficulties, Ali moved to Chicago, establishing a center there, as well as temples in other major cities. The 

movement expanded rapidly during the late 1920s. The quick expansion of the Moorish Science Temple 

arose in large part from the search for identity and context among black Americans at the time of the Great 

Migration to northern and midwestern cities, as they were becoming an urbanized people.  Drew Ali died 

at age 43 at his home in Chicago on July 20, 1929. 

 

Mohammed Ali ben Said (Nicholas Said) 1836-1882 

The Autobiography of Nicholas Said, A Native of Bournou, Eastern Soudan, Central Africa 

Despite being enslaved or indentured for much of his life, Mohammed Ali ben Said (later renamed Nicholas 

Said) traveled to five continents, learned to speak seven languages, served princes and diplomats, fought in 

the Union Army, and recorded the story of his life in his own words. Said was born in northern Africa, the 

thirteenth of his mother's nineteen children, and the son of a general in the Bornou army. When he was 12 

or 13 years old, Said's father and three of his brothers were killed by an invading army from Bagirmey, and 

he went to live with Malam Katory, who taught him to write and speak Arabic. Approximately two years 

later, Said was enslaved by a "marauding tribe" and transported by horseback across the desert. From that 

day on, he served a series of masters, including Arabs, Turks, Russians, and a married couple from Dutch 

Guiana (now Suriname). After traveling the world for over twenty years, Said settled in St. Stephens, 

Alabama, where his narrative ends. His Autobiography was published in 1873, and according to one 

scholar, he died in 1882. 

 

At 224 pages, Said's Autobiography is the longest extant slave narrative by an enslaved African Muslim. It 

is also the only North American slave narrative to describe travels on five continents. However, certain 

facts about Said's birth and childhood have been contested by scholars. Although he claims he was born in 

"about the year 1836", historians Allan D. Austin and Tabish Khair estimate Said's actual birth date as 1831 

or 1833. Said also states that he was born in "Kouka, the capital of the Kingdom of Bornou, in Soudan", 

but contemporary maps suggest that the capital city he describes as being "30 miles southward of the great 

lake Tzad" was probably located up to 1800 miles northeast of present-day Lake Chad, within what is now 

southeastern Libya. An 1867 Atlantic Monthly article (cited by Allan Austin) claimed that Said served in a 

"colored Union Army regiment" from 1863-1865 and that he later "fell captive to woman [and] married at 

the South," although the version of Said's autobiography reproduced here omits those events. Indeed, for 

much of Said's life story we must rely solely on his account. This text clearly reflects a voracious intellect, 

a passion for travel and cultural interchange, and a dedication, as Said concludes his final chapter, to "do 

as much good as possible to one's fellow-man in this world" . 

 

Malcolm X / El Hajj Malik El Shabazz 



Malcolm X (May 19, 1925 – February 21, 1965), born Malcolm Little and later also known as el-Hajj Malik 

el-Shabazz was an African-American Muslim minister and human rights activist. To his admirers he was a 

courageous advocate for the rights of blacks, a man who indicted white America in the harshest terms for 

its crimes against black Americans; detractors accused him of preaching racism and violence. He has been 

called one of the greatest and most influential African Americans in history. 

 

Malcolm X was effectively orphaned early in life. His father was killed when he was six and his mother 

was placed in a mental hospital when he was thirteen, after which he lived in a series of foster homes. In 

1946, at age 20, he went to prison for larceny and breaking and entering. While in prison, Malcolm X 

became a member of the Nation of Islam and after his parole in 1952, quickly rose to become one of the 

organization's most influential leaders. He served as the public face of the controversial group for a dozen 

years. In his autobiography, Malcolm X wrote proudly of some of the social achievements the Nation made 

while he was a member, particularly its free drug rehabilitation program. The Nation promoted black 

supremacy, advocated the separation of black and white Americans, and rejected the civil rights movement 

for its emphasis on integration. 

 

By March 1964, Malcolm X split with the Nation of Islam and its leader Elijah Muhammad. He embraced 

Sunni Islam after leaving the NOI. After a period of travel in Africa and the Middle East, which included 

completing the Hajj, he repudiated the Nation of Islam, disavowed racism and founded Muslim Mosque, 

Inc. and the Organization of Afro-American Unity. He continued to emphasize Pan-Africanism, black self-

determination, and black self-defense. 

 

 

Minister Louis Farrakhan 

Born May 11, 1933, and formerly known as Louis X is an American religious leader, activist, and social 

commentator. He is the leader of the religious group Nation of Islam (NOI) and served as the minister of 

major mosques in Boston and Harlem, and was appointed by the longtime NOI leader, Elijah Muhammad, 

as the National Representative of the Nation of Islam. After Warith Deen Muhammad disbanded the NOI 

and started the introducing the community to mainstream universal Islamic practices, Farrakhan left the 

community of Warith Deen Muhammad and started rebuilding the NOI. In 1981 he revived the name Nation 

of Islam for his organization, previously known as Final Call, regaining many of the Nation of Islam's 

National properties including the NOI National Headquarters Mosque Maryam, reopening over 130 NOI 

mosques in America and the world. In October 1995, he organized and led the Million Man March in 

Washington, D.C., calling on black men to renew their commitments to their families and communities. 

  
Su’ad Abdul Khabeer 
Su’ad Abdul Khabeer, Sapelo Square’s Founder and Senior Editor, is a scholar-artist-activist, author of 
the groundbreaking book, Muslim Cool, and was named as one of 25 influential American Muslims by 
CNN, but is best known for reppin’ Brooklyn HARD. 
 
 “Sapelo” come from one of the first communities of African Muslims in the United States founded in the 

early 1800s. On Sapelo Island, off the coast of Georgia, enslaved African Muslims struggled to hold onto 

their Islamic roots amidst the dehumanizing institution of slavery. Like the celebrated Congo Square of 

New Orleans,  we take the name “square” in reference to the town square as a community space and a 

cultural hub for African-descended people. 

 
Sources:  

NewAfricaCenter.com 

SapeloSquare.com 


