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A Forgotten Memorial 
from Abdullah & Mariam 
Quilliam to the Ottoman 

Sheikh-ul-Islam

On 11 May 1900, Abdullah Quilliam - Britain’s first Sheikh-
ul-Islam - and Mariam Lyon, accompanied by five members 
of the Liverpool Muslim Society, submitted a “respectful 
memorial” to the Ottoman Consul General in Liverpool in order 
to have their marriage regularised. It took the form of a hand-
written document of three sheets, including signatures of the 
petitioners and witnesses. There is also a confirmatory note by 
the Consul General, with an official consulate seal, written in 
French as this was the working language of Ottoman diplomats 
in Europe.

The document was found in the Ottoman Archives in 
Istanbul, in a file including other Embassy papers on Quilliam.1 
Professor Ron Geaves in his pioneering biography alluded to 
Quilliam’s “convoluted” private life.2 This petition supports this 
observation as well as offering new detail (see Apendix 1). 

Quilliam was first married to Hannah Johnstone in 1875 and 
the couple had four children between 1879 and 1885 – Robert 
Ahmed, Elizabeth, Harriet and William Henry Billal. Professor 
Geaves also describes Quilliam’s “liaison” with “a chorus girl, 
Mary Lyons” – note, not ‘Lyon’.3 He adds, “from this liaison 
Quilliam had one son, Muhammad Henry, and four daughters, 
Fatima, Ayesha, Miriam and Habeebah.” 4

The petition states that Mariam Lyon was the daughter of 
one Thomas Lyon, and twenty years old when this matrimonial 
arrangement began “on the 21st day of September 1883”. This 
was eight years after Quilliam’s registered marriage to Hannah – 
so it could not be legally recognised because of the bigamy law.  
Professor Geaves correctly notes that the union with Mariam 
Lyon resulted in four daughters - Ethel Mariam (though not 
‘Miriam’), Lily Ayesha, Florence Zuleika (not ‘Florence Fatima’), 
Mary Habeeba -  and two sons, Henry Mahomed and Ismail, the 
youngest who died one month old.  This means in 1885, Quilliam 
became a father twice in the space of four months as Mariam 
gave birth to Ethel Mariam on 28 January, and Hannah to William 
Henry on 20th April. 

In total Quilliam had nine children, with a grandson noting 
that he was “always very fair with his wives, children and 
grandchildren. We were always allotted a holiday in his 
Manx home.”5 

Professor Geaves also writes, “It can only be assumed that the 
Sheikh had carried out the wedding in the Mosque, although he 
would later honour her wish for a legal marriage after the death 
of Hannah”. The petition confirms the presence of Djamalud-
deen Bokhari Jeffery as a witness to the ‘marriage’ ceremony in 
September 1883.  Jeffery “was one of the first converts who had 
listened to Quilliam in 1887... he was an old friend of the Sheikh 
and was initiated by him into the Ancient Order of the Zuzemites 
in 1876.” 6

In the 1891 Census, the entry for the Quilliam household 
residing at 3 Saxony Terrace includes ‘Mary Quilliam’ as ‘wife’. 
This is again the case for the 1901 Census, when the family were 
residing at 42 Rufford Road.7 This was not strictly true, because 
Quilliam’s legal wife Hannah was still alive. This is perhaps 
why, when Florence Zuleika married George Ellick in 1909, the 
register records her surname as Lyons, not Quilliam.8 It was only 
later that year after Hannah’s demise that Mary and Abdullah 
Quilliam were legally married.9 

Professor Geaves observes, “the mystery is how he [Abdullah 
Quilliam] managed to keep his families out of the media spotlight 
considering the scrutiny he was under in Liverpool from 1893 to 
1907. He was certainly aware that people speculated on his love 
life . . .”.  Perhaps this was the same audacity that led Quilliam 
to shed one persona and take on the identity of another in 1908. 
Another curious observation is how the phonetic variations of 
one name -  Lyon, Lyons, Léon – loomed so large in his life.

Looking through the Ottoman archives in Istanbul, archive enthusiast  
M. A. Sherif came upon a fascinating document about Britain’s first Imam 

and Sheikh-ul-Islam, Abdullah Quilliam. This is what it says

M. A. Sherif
M.A. Sherif is a biographical researcher who has written about 
the lives of Qur’an translators Abdullah Yusuf Ali and Marmaduke 
Pickthall, and the famous English convert Abdullah Philby. Sherif 
has also recently completed a comparative biography of Abul A’la 
Maududi and Malek Bennabi.
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Sheikh: Abdullah Quilliam, the official 
head of the British Muslim community 
according to the Ottoman Caliph, pictured 
here in a traditional Ottoman fez. 
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Appendices
Appendix 1
The Respectful Memorial

Sheet 1 handwritten

The respectful memorial of William Henry Abdullah 
Quilliam Effendi, Sheikh of the True-Believers in the 
British Isles and Mariam Lyon otherwise Quilliam his wife 
showeth:

Your memorialist William Henry Abdullah Quilliam is 
the only son of Robert Quilliam formerly of the City of 
Liverpool England now deceased and was born on the 10th 
day of April 1856.

Your memorialist Mariam Lyon or Quilliam is the only 
surviving child of Thomas Lyon also formerly of Liverpool 
aforesaid also now deceased and she was born on the 
16th day of June 1863.

On the 21st day of September 1883 your said memorialists 
with the knowledge and consent of their respective 
parents exchanged marital vows and promises and of 
their own free will and accord intermarried one with the 
other according to Muslim custom & usage.  At the time 
of such marriage of your said memorialists there was 
no Cadi, Hodja, Imam or Sheikh in the city of Liverpool 
and no properly organised community in Liverpool 
or in England and it was therefore impossible to have 
such marriage registered and the English law does not 
recognize marriages contracted between Muslims in 
accordance with Islamic usage in fact the law of England 
has been solemnly declared to be that the English law only 
recognizes as a marriage the union for life of one man and 
one woman according to the Christian faith. 

The witness Djamalud-deen Bokhari Jeffery whose 
signature is annexed hereto as a witness to this memorial 
was present on the said 21st day of September 1883 on the 
occasion of the said marriage between your memorialists 
and was one of the witnesses to such marriage. All other 
witnesses to such marriage are now dead.

From and after such marriage until now your said 
memorialists have lived happily together as husband 
and wife and rendered to each other all such duties and 
obligations as Muslim husband and wife are bound so 
to do and have been known to and recognized by all the 
members of the Muslim community in Liverpool and to 
other residents in that city as husband and wife.

There have been born as issue of the said marriage six 
children and no more namely:

Ethel Mariam Quilliam born on the 28th day of January 1885

Lily Ayesha Quilliam born on the 7th day of December 1886

Henry Mahomed Ibn Abdullah Quilliam born on the 14 day 
of January 1888

Florence Zuleika Quilliam born on the 28th day of May 1890

Ismail Quilliam born on the 15th day of October 1893 & 
who died on the 7th day of November 1893

Mary Habeeba Quilliam born on the 24th day of May 1897.

All the above-named living children are residing with your 
memorialists.

Your memorialists respectfully requests His Highness the 
Sheikh-ul-Islam to register the above marriage as from 
the 21st day of September 1883 answering to the Muslim 
date of the 13th Shaban 1300 and to grant a certificate of 
marriage to your memorialists as from that date in order 
that no question may thereafter arise as to the legitimacy 
of your memorialists’ children as before named
And your memorialists will forever pray.
Dated this 11th day of May 1900
WH Abdullah Quilliam [signature]
Mariam Quilliam [signature]
Carried forward to the next page
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We the undersigned memorialists namely William Henry 
Abdullah Quilliam Effendi and Mariam his wife hereby declare

Al-hamdu l’Illah Musulman iz
Hashadu an l’illha illallah!
Wa Hashado anna Mahomedar rasul – Allah!
We have been husband and wife since the 13th day of 
Shaban 1300
Dated this 11th day of May 1900
Answering to the 11th day of Muharrem 1318
W.H. Abdullah Quilliam [signature]

Mariam Quilliam [signature]

Witnesses

We the undersigned Ismail Redjib Bey of 74 Leyland Road 
Southport near Liverpool and of Salonica Merchant and 
Ottoman subject - Shaheen Suleiman of 38 Warren Street 
in the City of Liverpool and formerly of Beyrout Interpreter 
of the Railway Company and Ottoman subject - Jamal-
ud-deen Bokhari Jeffery of 1 Lowther Street in the City 
of Liverpool Merchant Vice-President of the Liverpool 
Muslim Society - Henry Nasrullah Warren of 18 Albion 
Street Everton Liverpool Professional analyst, Fellow of 
the College of Chemists and Professor of Chemistry to the 
Liverpool Muslim College & Wahid Feridoon Preston of 11 
Albert Road Preston near Liverpool Fellow of the London 
Society of Science and Treasurer of the Liverpool. 
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Muslim congregation hereby certify that we were 
all present at the office of the Ottoman Consulate in 
Liverpool when Sheikh William Henry Abdullah Quilliam 
and Mariam his wife both of whom we know to be Muslims 
and members of the Liverpool Muslim Society made the 
annexed declaration relating to their marriage and the 
births of their children and we hereby testify that to our 
knowledge and belief the whole of the statements therein 
made by them are true in every respect whatsoever.

Dated this 11th day of Moharrem 1318 

J. Bokhari Jefferey [signature]

[two signatures in Arabic]

H. Nasrullah Warren [signature]

Walid Feridon, Preston [signature]

N. gl. 3019
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Nous, Consul Genéreal Ottoman à Liverpool certifions 
que les signatures de W.H. Abdullah Quilliam et Mariam 
Quilliam, apposeés au-dessous de la déclarations de 
marriage au contre , et les signatures de Ismail Redjib Bey, 
Shaheen Sulaiman, Bokhari Jeffrey, Henry N. Warren et 
Walid Faridon  Preston, temoins de la date  declaration de 
marriage, ont été apposeés a-dessus en notre presence. 
En foi de quoi nous avons délivré le present et y avons 
apposé notre sceau.

Liverpool, le 14 MAY 1900

LE CONSUL GÉNÉRAL

M. Kamil [signature]

[Circular Seal of the ‘CONSULAT GENERAL DE TURQUIE Á 
LIVERPOOL’, together with 6 Ottoman postage stamps, 
numbered 136 to 141 and overwritten ’14 MAY 1900’ and 
the note ‘Droit perçu selon art 13:  Pres 161’] 

Appendix 2
Archive Contents:

Governance Records – Minutes books which record 
key decisions made by trustees, and the Articles of 
Association of the East London Mosque Trust

Financial Records – Accounts of the Mosque Fund and 
fundraising appeals. Fundraising receipts going back 70 
years are testimony to the efforts to establish a mosque

Biographical information – Correspondence with 
renowned personalities, including five twentieth century 
scholars of the Qur’an: Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall, 
Abdullah Yusuf Ali, Professor Muhammad Hamidullah, 
Muhammad Asad and Professor Arberry

Campaigns – Jamiatul Muslimin’s campaign in the late 
1930s for the purchase of premises on Commercial Road; 
extensive lobbying in the late 1970s for the relocation to 
Fieldgate Street; and community mobilization in 1999 to 
secure land for the London Muslim Centre

Records of Partnerships – The Mosque’s files include 
details of early interfaith ventures (e.g. invitations to 
B’nai B’rith and synagogues in the 1940s and 1950s) and 
other civil society partnerships

Building & Architectural records – building plans and 
maintenance records, showing different phases and 
design styles

Dealing with Authorities – Letters from the 1940s, to 
and from local and central government, including WWII 
bomb damage claims, arranging soldiers’ visits and food 
rationing issues.




