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Amjad R. M. Syed, w ho volunteered at Toronto’s f irst mosque w hen he arrived
from India in 1965, is part of project celebrating the mosque’s history. (Sept. 28,
2009)

COLIN MCCONNELL/TORONTO
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It was an odd choice for a

religious sanctuary. An old

two-storey leather store on

Dundas St. W. that still

smelled of cowhide.

But it caught the eye of a

small group of Muslims in

1961, eager to have a

space of their own after

decades of praying in

church basements and

rented buildings.

They scraped together

$10,000 for a down

payment on the building at

3047 Dundas St. W. Days later a sign appeared in the window: "Islamic Centre; Muslim

Society of Toronto." They quickly moved in to clean up, and opened the doors to the first

mosque in Toronto.

Over the next seven years, the Dundas St. Mosque became the closest thing to home for the

Muslim community.

"We had all left our families to come here. We were all alone, and we saw another person from

the same faith. We took them as our brothers and sisters,

and we became one family," said Amjad R.M. Syed, a

Mississauga resident who volunteered at the mosque when

he arrived from India in 1965.

But it was a brotherhood that was short-lived. Two years

later, the congregation outgrew the mosque, and the community split along ethnic and

theological lines.

Over time, the mosque was almost forgotten. But memories of the mosque have been

recaptured in a multimedia project called Mosque One: Oral Histories of Toronto's First

Mosque, being launched on Tueday as the inaugural project of the Tessellate Institute, a

Toronto-based think tank.
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The archival site will include video interviews with members of the mosque, photographs and

copies of documents.

"There is not a lot of information about the history of Muslims in Toronto in general, so we had

to start compiling it. People think we are newcomers to Canada, but we have actually been

here for quite a while," said Kathy Bullock, the co-founder of the institute.

It is believed the first wave of Muslim immigrants came in the early 1900s from Eastern Europe,

Albania and Bosnia. They were pacifists, eager to leave war and communism behind. The next

wave came in the late '50s, mostly intellectuals, students and professionals from South Asia

and the Middle East, in search of a new home and economic possibilities.

By today's standards, the mosque was ahead of its time. There were women on the board, and

there was no specific dress code. The top floor was used for prayer and the basement for

cultural events – dinners, dances and Islamic Sunday school for the children. The mosque got

star power when Malcolm X visited in 1965 while in town for an interview on the CBC.

But many of the concerns they had paralleled those in the community today, Bullock said.

"It's practically identical. They were very concerned about the children, as they wanted them to

retain their cultural and religious identity," Bullock said.

In 1968, the congregation split, forming the Jami Mosque, still standing on Boustead Ave., and

the Rhodes Ave. mosque, now defunct.

"This is not just the history of our community; it is part of the history of Canada," Syed said.

 

Mosqueone.com will go online Nov. 10.
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