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It is often said that very little is known about the
history and origin of the Ceylon Muslims, But this is not so ;
to the student of research or ethnology. There is, however,
vast material yet to be explored and research activity in this
field is bound to yield rewarding results, In this paper I have
of necessity to keep brevity in mind and am not quoting the
various texts from which 1 have drawn, but they are available
with me. The views expressed in this presentation are my
own and do not jn any way reflect the views of the organisatjon,

~In Sri Lanka’s population of nearly 15 million, 71/ are
Sinhalese, 189, Ceylon Tamils, 89 Ceylon Moors, the other
3% comprising the Malays, Burghers and others. In the 2nd

the Arabs, says T. W. Arnold in his *“The Treachery ‘Qf Islam”,
page 367. He also says ‘At the beginning of the 7tk century
of Christian era the trade with China through Ceylon received a
great impulse’’,- The Mahavamsa, the earliest known book on
Ceylon History says that during the reign of Prince Vj jaya’s

in each section of which lived the King’s subjects belonging to
particular caste. In ope of these sections lived a race, people
who came from Yon which is the Sanskrit team for Arabic,



stone, the Arabs came to Sri Lanka during the 8th century.
They landed in Jaffna and settled also in Colombo, Beruwala,
Galle and Trincomalee. A Dutch report refers to team as
pirates who were mainly Asians who came from India and the
Maldives. It is interesting to note that the Maldivian language
has many words of Sinhala origin and that the Maldivians are

adherents of Islam.

'Sir Emerson Tennant, however, rejects both the British
and Dutch views. He says: ¢«The Persians and the Phoenicians
were trading between China and Asia Minor, and when the rays
of Islam came in they embraced that civilisation and they still
stuck to their profession as traders and commercial men”.
According to Tennant’s theory, the Moor is as full-blooded a
native of this country as any Sinhalese or Veddah since he
has been here for the last 2,000 years. There is evidence to
prove that pure Arabic stock—the pure Semitic type, Persian
type—is still in this country. They can be easily recognised in
many parts of the country—whether in Jaffna, Puttalam, Mal-
wana, Galle or Trincomalee. The word “Moor” is of Spanish
origin—<“Mores”. The Portuguese having resisted the Moorish
influence in their government and learnt from the Moors the art
of navigation, came into the Indian Ocean and saw in Ceylon

the Moors, their erstwhile conquerors.

The first Islamic contact came with the Arab traders
during the seventh century A.D., not many years after the
passing away of the Holy Prophetin 632. In the years that
followed up to the arrival of the Portuguese at the beginning of
the 16th century, the Muslim Arabs were a prominent force on
the Eastern seas and in trade, and were in a position to establish
settlements on any coast. A considerable settlement of Muslims
flourished at several points on Sri Lanka’s coastal belt at that
time ‘‘without the backing of arms or coercion of any kind and
with the ardent patronage of the Sinhalese Kings”. The new
settlers were warmly welcomed by the rulers for the commercial
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Talking of Kurunegala, it is interesting to note that
there wag indeed a Muslim King~Vathimi or Vasthuminj also
known as Buvenaka Bahy 1] who ruled this land with Kurune-
" gala as hjs capital. This Monarch was 3 son of King Buvenaka
Bahu by his Moorish consort who was ref. erred to as «Yop Bisava»,

Arab poets sang the glories of Serendib or Sangeldib
(which meant «The Island of the Sangha”) as ref, erred to by the
Geographer, Abul Fida, who has been immortalised in our times

by the name of 4 mount on the Moon as MOUNT ABUL FIDA,
" The History of Srj Lanka is replete with the influence of the
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government with the task of erecting a suitable edifice. It is
reported that after thie completion of the building, the Colonial
Governor, Gregory, was so pleased with Waapchi
Marikar’s efforts that he granted his request that the building
be closed to the public on Fridays,- which edict is observed up
to the present day. '

Even in the preparation of certain foods and sweetmeats
we find the Moorish influence; for instance such delicacies as
buriyani, muscat, bibikkan, laveria, seenakku and wattalappam,
among numerous others, which are of Moorish origin, not
excluding the refreshing drink, sherbet. Even to this day,
Muslims all over Sri Lanka sit together around a large sahanm,
six or five to a group, and have their meals in happy camaraderie.
This eating together was introduced by the Holy Prophet of
Islam in order to foster the concept of the Brotherhood of Man
in the early years of his Mission in Arabia. Even the sarong we
all sport is of Moorish origin and was costume fashioned for
easy prostration during prayers of the followers of Isiam. The
sarong was originally introduced by the Arabs to Persia, thence
to India and to Sri Lanka. It is not out of context to mention
that it was a Moor physician’s love of nature that prompted him
to take the initiative and induce the establishment of the Bota-
" nical Gardens at Peradeniya in 1810. This is a fact recorded by
" Sir Alexander Johnstone in a despatch to his King in Britain.

From time immemorial and to this date Muslims in Sri
Lanka are said to be traders. But this is no longer true. Ofcourse
there are a few Muslims who are engaged in trade, but it is
interesting to note that almost 809, of the Muslims are cultiva-
tors scattered in all the provinces of Sri Lanka.

Before I conclude I wish to dispose of a canard. There
is a misconception that Muslims are rich. This impression is
created by a mere handful of rich Muslims—around 3°/,. The
vast majority of Muslims, however, are like any other Sri
Lankan—farmers, wages earners and soon. @

* Maram in Tamil is tree and Kulam is a vessel. Marak-
kulam meant a wooden vessel.
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