
Muslims of Britain



HM Queen Elizabeth II visits 
Scunthorpe Islamic Centre 
as part of the Golden Jubilee 
celebrations.
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Archaeological finds show that the 
history of Muslims in Britain stretches 
back well over 1,000 years.

The discovery of a ninth-century brooch 
bearing the Basmala, an Islamic inscription 
meaning ‘In the name of God – the most 
Merciful, the most Beneficent’, in south-east 
Ireland and of eighth-century coins from the 
reign of King Offa stamped with the Muslim 
declaration of faith, offer glimpses of this 
little-known history. 

However, it was not until the beginning of the 
eighteenth century that the first large group 
of Muslims arrived in Britain from India. Over 
the next 200 years, trade and commerce led 
to increased contact between Britain and 
Muslim countries, particularly when British 
merchant ships began recruiting foreign sea-
men. By 1842, around 3,000 Muslim seamen 
– known as ‘lascars’ – were visiting Britain 

every year. Some married and settled in 
cities such as Cardiff, Liverpool, Glasgow and 
London. 

The growing attraction of the Muslim faith 
was such that a number of notable Britons 
converted to Islam. Among them were Lord 
Headley, the fifth Baron of Headley and a 
noted civil engineer who constructed the 
road between Baramula and Srinagar in the 
mountainous region of Kashmir; William 
Quilliam, a lawyer and poet who established 
Britain’s first mosque; and novelist and 
translator of the Holy Qur’an, Muhammad 
Marmaduke Pickthall. Britain’s first purpose-
built mosque was opened in Woking, Surrey, 
in 1889. 

Muslim Roots in British Soil

The growing 
attraction of the 
Muslim faith 
was such that 
a number of 
notable Britons 
converted to 
Islam.

Brougham Terrace, Liverpool: house, 
mosque, orphanage and school. It is 
considered the first mosque in the UK 
and was established by Abdullah Quilliam 
who had embraced Islam in 1887.
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The large-scale migration of Muslims to 
Britain began in the 1950s. Migrants – most 
of them from South Asia – responded to the 
shortfall in labour following the Second World 
War. They settled mainly in the inner-city 
areas of London, the industrial towns of the 
Midlands and the textile towns of Lancashire, 
Yorkshire and Strathclyde. 

According to the 2001 Census, there are 
around 1.6 million Muslims in Britain, of 
whom 50 per cent were born in Britain.

Today, Muslims living in Britain come 
from a vast range of national and cultural 
backgrounds. The population includes 
a significant number of British and 
European converts to Islam. There are 
Muslim communities throughout Britain, 
although they are concentrated in London, 
Manchester, Birmingham and Bradford. 

Above left to right: Muslim graveyard 
built in 1915 for Muslims who lost their 
lives fighting for Britain in the Great 
War; the Sultan Jahan Mosque built in 
1890 in Woking, Surry; the Arab Room 
at Leighton House, former residence of 
Lord Leighton 1830–1896.
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Muslims in Britain Through the Centuries

Chaucer includes 
references to Islamic 
scholars in the 
Canterbury Tales.

1386

C16th

John Nelson 
becomes the first 
known Englishman 
to convert to Islam.

Oxford and Cambridge 
universities establish 
chairs of Arabic.

1630s

1641
Document refers to ‘a 
sect of Mahomatens 
discovered here in 
London’.

First English 
translation of the 
Holy Qur’an by 
Alexander Ross.

1649

1700
The first large group of Muslims 
arrives in Britain from India. 
Sailors recruited in India by the 
East India Company form the 
first Muslim communities in 
ports and towns. Others come 
from areas that are now parts of 
Bangladesh and Pakistan. 

A further wave of Muslim 
immigration is prompted 
by the opening of the Suez 
Canal. Increased trade 
brings Yemeni and Somali 
labourers to work in the 
ports of Cardiff, Liverpool, 
Pollokshields and London. 

1869

Below left to right: Old Qur’an in 
Maghribi script; gold imitation 
dinar coin of Offa, King of 
Mercia and England. The coin 
is a copy of the gold dinar of 
the Abbasid Caliph al-Mansur 
dated 157 AH (774 CE) and 
is complete with the Muslim 
profession of faith in Arabic.
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1886
Anjuman-i-Islam, 
later renamed the 
Pan-Islamic Society, 
is founded in London.

William Henry Quilliam, a 
Liverpudlian solicitor, converts 
to Islam while in Morocco. He 
founds the Liverpool mosque 
and the Muslim Institute, and 
Madina House, an orphanage 
in Liverpool. He also edits 
‘The Islamic World’ and ‘The 
Crescent’, a weekly publication.

1887

1889
First purpose-built 
mosque opens in 
Woking.

Ameer Ali, an Islamic 
scholar, convenes a public 
meeting at the Ritz calling 
for the establishment of ‘a 
mosque in London worthy 
of the tradition of Islam and 
worthy of the capital of the 
British empire’.

1910

1911
Legislation on 
animal slaughter 
provides exemptions 
for halal slaughter.

Khwaja Kamaluddin, 
a barrister from 
Lahore, arrives in 
London with the sole 
objective of correcting 
misconceptions about 
Islam. A year later, 
he begins publishing 
‘Islamic Review’.

1912

1914
English convert 
Lord Headley 
establishes the 
British Muslim 
Society.

London Nizamiah Trust is 
established to consider 
proposals for a central 
mosque in London.

1928

Below left to right: Dr. Muhammad 
Isa Waley, the curator of Persian 
and Turkish collections in the 
British Library; Woking Mosque.
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1940
The government 
allocates £100,000 
to buy a site for a 
mosque in London.

The East London 
Mosque Trust 
purchases three 
buildings in 
Commercial Road, 
Stepney, and 
converts them 
into London’s first 
mosque.

1941

1944
King George VI attends 
the opening of the 
Islamic Cultural Centre 
in Regent’s Park, 
London.

Thirteen 
ambassadors from 
Muslim nations set up 
the Central London 
Mosque Trust.

1947

1950–60
Muslim immigrants arrive 
from India and Pakistan 
after partition. Migration 
is encouraged because of 
labour shortages in Britain, 
particularly in the steel 
and textile industries of 
Yorkshire and Lancashire. 

Muslim population is 
estimated at 23,000.

1951

1960–70
The next wave of 
Muslim immigrants 
comes from Africa, 
mainly Kenya and 
Uganda, where 
many Asians suffer 
discrimination.

Muslim population in the UK 
reaches 82,000, boosted by 
people hurrying to beat the 
Commonwealth Immigrants 
Act (1962), which removes the 
right of automatic entry for 
Commonwealth citizens.

1961

Below left to right: East London 
Mosque; Sheikh Zayid, an imam 
for 50 years in Cardiff, Wales;
Asian bride, Noorjahan.
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Muslim population is 
estimated at 369,000.

1971

1966
Eighteen mosques in 
Britain, increasing at a 
rate of seven a year for 
the next ten years. 

1972
Idi Amin expels 60,000 
Asian Muslims from 
Uganda. Many settle in 
Britain.

Islamic Council of Europe 
is founded with its HQ in 
London.  First dialogue 
between Christians and 
Muslims on the theme of 
‘Islam in the parish’.

1973

1974
The British Council of 
Churches appoints an 
advisory group to study 
Islam in Britain.

Festival of Islam 
is opened by Her 
Majesty the Queen.

1976

1977
London Central Mosque 
opens in Regent’s Park. 
Belfast Islamic Centre is 
established. There are an 
estimated 3,000 Muslims 
in Northern Ireland.

Below left to right: Regent’s Park 
Mosque, London; Islamic Centre 
in Dublin, Ireland.
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Foundation of 
Islamic Relief, now 
Britain’s largest 
Muslim charity.

1984

1985
There are 338 
registered mosques.

Launch of ‘Q-News’, Britain’s 
largest Muslim magazine. 
First Ramadan Radio station 
broadcasts a mixture of 
sermons, religious music and 
discussions in Bradford. 

1992

1994
The Islamic 
Society of Britain 
holds the first 
Islamic Awareness 
Week, designed to 
raise awareness 
of and tackle 
misconceptions 
about Islam.

Commission on 
British Muslims and 
Islamophobia set up 
by the independent 
Runnymede Trust.

1996

1997
The Muslim Council 
of Britain (MCB) is 
founded as an umbrella 
group of British Muslim 
organisations. Mohammed 
Sarwar becomes the first 
Muslim MP (for Govan). 

Two Muslim schools given grant 
maintained status. First Muslim 
peers appointed to the House 
of Lords: Lord Nazir Ahmed and 
Baroness Pola Uddin.

1998

2000
The Foreign Office sets up 
the annual Hajj Delegation to 
provide medical and consular 
support to the 25,000 British 
Muslims who undertake the 
pilgrimage to Mecca every year. 

Below left to right: HRH Prince 
Charles visiting Islamia School 
in London; the charitable work 
of Islamic Relief in Kosova.
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The National Census includes 
a question on religion for the 
first time. Following rioting in 
Yorkshire towns, a government 
commissioned review led by Ted 
Cantle makes recommendations 
on improving community cohesion. 
The government tables legislation 
extending race relations laws to 
cover incitement to religious hatred.

2001

2002
Appointment of first 
full-time prison imam 
in Brixton, London.

Howard Davies, Deputy Governor 
of the Bank of England, makes a 
landmark speech encouraging 
the development of Islamic 
finance in the UK. Tax rules on 
house purchases are amended 
to facilitate Islamic mortgages. 
Introduction of legislation 
outlawing discrimination at work 
on grounds of religious belief. 

2003

2004
Europe’s first Islamic bank, 
the Islamic Bank of Britain, 
opens its first branch in 
Birmingham. Alp Mehmet 
is appointed as Britain’s 
first Muslim Ambassador 
(to Iceland). 

Ministry of Defence appoints Asim Hafiz as 
Muslim ‘chaplain’ for the armed forces. Muslim 
charities participate in Make Poverty History 
campaign. Following the London bombings on 7 
July, the government convenes working groups of 
British Muslims under the banner of Preventing 
Extremism Together. Within two days of the 
earthquake in Kashmir, British Muslim charities 
have raised £1.75 million in emergency relief. 

2005

2006
Victoria & Albert Museum opens new gallery 
devoted to Islamic art. 1001 Inventions exhibition, 
highlighting contributions of Arabs and Muslims 
to modern life, opens at Manchester Museum of 
Science and Industry. Amjad Hussain becomes 
Britain’s first Muslim Admiral.

Below left to right: Islamic stained glass 
window in Llanbadrig Church, Isle of 
Anglesey; old Turkish hammam in Bishops 
Gate; Islamic mosaic in Llanbadrig Church, 
Isle of Anglesey; Mohamed A. Jemadar of 
the Bengal Cavalry 1889.
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Main Population Centres of Muslims in Britain

Figures from 2001 Census
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Britain is home to communities originating 
from almost every country in the Muslim 
world, and each has its own history, culture 
and traditions. The largest communities 
originate from south Asia, but there are also 
many Arab and African communities, as well 
as Muslims from south-east Asia, the Balkans 
and Turkey. There are also many Muslims who 
have converted to Islam from other faiths. 

These communities are spread throughout the 
British Isles, and are represented in all areas 
of British economic, cultural and political life. 
From small businesses to restaurants, from 
law and accountancy to IT, from the National 
Health Service to teaching, transport and 
public services, from politics and the media to 
sport, art and fashion, Muslims are making a 
valuable contribution to Britain’s multi-ethnic, 
multi-faith society. 

Mutual respect and understanding between 
all communities is essential to maintaining 
harmonious and co-operative relationships. 
The UK government is committed to 
promoting this understanding, and ensuring 
equal opportunities for all citizens, irrespective 
of their colour, race, religion or gender.

Diversity

A quintessential 
British Muslim.

Mixed ethnic background 
children at Living Islam Camp.

Monawar, an imam 
and Islamic tutor at 
Eton College.
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•	 Muslims are the largest religious minority 
in Britain. The 2001 Census noted that 
there were approximately 1.6m Muslims in 
Britain – this is now probably closer to 2m.

•	 Britain’s numerous Muslim communities 
represent a wealth of ethnic backgrounds. 
The 2001 Census showed that: 11.6% of 
Muslims are ‘White’; 6.9% are Black/Black 
British; 74% are Asian/Asian British; and 
7.5% are ‘Other’.

•	 Almost 50% of Muslims in Britain are born 
in Britain and 50% are under the age of 25.

•	 Although Muslims are concentrated in the 
major cities, there are now communities 
throughout Britain.

British Muslim Communities
Above left to right: Three 
smilling Muslim girls at
Living Islam Camp; 
the new Oxford Islamic 
Centre; community officer 
Hassan Malik liaises with a 
colleague.
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Country of birth for Muslims 
living in England and Wales

Religious affiliation in England 
and Wales (2001 Census)
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There are numerous 
institutions and 
organisations working 
to promote and protect 
the religious, social, 
educational, economic 
and political interests of 
British Muslims.

Institutions and Organisations

Islamia School established 
by Yusuf Islam, formerly 
Cat Stevens, plays host to 
HRH The Prince of Wales.

Adam Williamson, 
Letterer, Carver, 
Illuminator, Graduate 
and Student of the 
School of Visual and 
Islamic Traditional 
Arts, working on a 
memorial to the late 
HM Queen Elizabeth, 
the Queen Mother.
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The Muslim media sector 
in Britain is vibrant – and 
growing. There are now 
dedicated newspapers, 
magazines, radio stations 
and websites designed to 
educate and inform – not 
just Muslims but the 
wider community as well. 

Media

‘Q-News’ meeting between 
publisher Fuad Nahdi and 
editors Abdal Rahman Malik 
and Fareena Alam.

Asad Ahmad, a familiar 
face on the BBC.

‘Emel Magazine’ 
staff relaxing after a 

fashion shoot.
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Muslim cuisine has had a huge cultural 
impact in Britain, changing the way 
people shop and eat and introducing 
them to exotic new flavours and 
ingredients. 

The first curry house in Britain opened in 
London in 1809 and today what is generally 
referred to as ‘Indian’ food is the nation’s 
favourite cuisine. However, most of the food 
served in Britain’s ‘Indian’ restaurants and 
takeaways is actually made by Muslims 
from Bangladesh and also Pakistan. Cuisine 
from countries such as Turkey, Lebanon and 
Morocco is also growing in popularity. 

Cuisine

The first curry 
house in Britain 
opened in 
London in 1809.

Above: The New Markaz 
Restaurant in Bradford, 
blending Asian/Arab cuisine.
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In common with many other 
communities in the UK, British Muslims 
wear a wide variety of dress. While many 
still wear traditional clothing, a new 
style is emerging that brings together 
eastern and western influences.

Muslim fashion designers are increasingly 
combining traditional styles with urban and 
street wear, and international colours and 
shapes, to appeal to a younger, fashion-
conscious market. Muslim styles have also 
influenced international fashions. 

Clothes shops owned by Muslims make 
up a significant proportion of the clothing 
market. This is especially true in cities with 
large Muslim populations, such as Bradford, 
Leicester and Birmingham. 

Fashion
Above left to right: Fatimah 
(sister of Rezia who weaves 
luxurious silk scarves on a 
traditional loom) designs and 
dyes fabric with beautiful 
colours and patterns; South 
African Alia, a graduate of 
Central St. Martins School 
of Art, is at the beginning of 
her career.
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British Muslim 
communities represent 
an array of artistic 
traditions with a rich 
cross-fertilisation of 
cultures in evidence.

Art and Culture

Left to right: Peter Sanders 
Photography of the 
Islamic World; Yusuf Islam, 
formerly Cat Stevens, re-
enters the music world.

Khayaal Theatre Company’s 
recent performance at the 
Islam Expo, Alexandra Palace.
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Clockwise: The distin-
guished Egyptian calligra-
pher Dr. Ahmad Mustafa 
working on a piece based 
on Surat al Yasin, some-
times called ‘The Heart of 
the Qur’an’; ‘A Rappeur 
with a Difference’ – Poetic 
Pilgrimage; Aerosol Arabic 
– Muhammad Ali, one-time 
graffiti artist, nowadays 
channels his art into 
illuminating Arabic; ‘Kufic 
Maze’ for the launch of the 
Portable Sony Playstation: 
6 colour screen-print in 
Kufic angular script on 
wood by Soraya Syed and 
Mukhtar Sanders.
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British Muslims 
have a strong 
tradition of sporting 
excellence. Among 
the most popular 
sports are cricket 
and badminton.

Sports

England’s first national 
Muslim scout camp held 
in Oxfordshire.

Ayesha Qureshi, 
Community Relations 
manager for the 
Olympics Bid London 
2012 in their office in 
Canary Wharf.
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Muslims in Britain have 
the youngest age profile 
of all religious groups. 
According to the 2001 
Census, 34 per cent of 
Muslims are aged under 
16. 

Numerous youth and 
student organisations 
now exist to cater for their 
needs. 

Students  
and Youth

Clockwise: Muslim student 
at King Fahad Academy, 
London; Reflection Network 
tutor Hassan Morrison 
demonstrates the prayer to 
a class of school children; 
Girl Guides and Boy Scouts 
at the first national Muslim 
scout camp.

Eton College, world 
famous public school 
with Muslim students 
from all over the 
world, posing here 
with their tutor and 
Imam Monawar.
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Muslims in Britain 
have become 
increasingly engaged 
in mainstream politics 
in the last decade. 
The number of Muslim 
councillors, mayors and 
parliamentarians is on 
the increase. 

Britain has the highest 
number of parliamentarians 
who are Muslims in Europe.

Politics

A Muslim signs for 
deaf members of 
the audience at 
a conference in 
Wembley during a 
talk by a government 
Minister.

Muslim peers in the 
House of Lords: Lord 
Patel of Blackburn. 
Baroness Uddin and 
Lord Ahmed.
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The hajj delegation 
provides consular and 
medical support to the 
approximately 25,000 
British Muslims who 
travel to Mecca for the 
hajj pilgrimage each year. 

The Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO) 
works in partnership with the 
Hajj Advisory Group, which 
organises the delegation. 
The delegation is primarily 
made up of doctors and FCO 
representatives, and remains 
in Saudi Arabia throughout 
the hajj in order to provide 
practical help and advice to 
British pilgrims. 

The Hajj 
Delegation
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Britain now boasts a number of 
well-established Muslim chari-
ties which provide emergency 
humanitarian relief and devel-
opment assistance primarily 
to Muslim majority countries 
and regions with connections 
to British Muslims. The largest 
and most well known is Islamic 
Relief (IR), which was founded 
as an independent Non- 
Governmental Organisation 
(NGO) in 1984. IR is a member 
of the Disaster Emergency 
Committee (DEC), which co-
ordinates major international 
humanitarian appeals. This has 
been very effective in respond-
ing to disasters such as the 
2004 Asian tsunami and the 
Pakistan earthquake of 2005. 

Charities

Clockwise: Islamic 
Relief used clothes 
mountain; Muslim 
Youth Helpline 
volunteer offers 
advice and counselling 
for troubled youth; 
Muslim Youth Helpline 
preparing a mail-out.
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Britain is fast establishing 
itself as a leading centre 
for global Islamic finance.  
British banks are pioneering 
Islamic banking and 
London now boasts more 
banks supplying services 
under Islamic principles 
than any other western 
financial centre. British 
professional services firms 
are also leading the way 
in the provision of Islamic 
business services with 
English commercial law 
featuring as a law of choice. 

Islamic  
Finance

Top to bottom: HSBC 
in Canary Wharf, 
London. Muhammad 
Ismael, Director of 
Global Marketing HSBC 
Amanah enjoys a quiet 
moment; Bahrain 
Harbour project 
launched in Claridge’s 
Hotel, Mayfair, London.
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