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In 2017, when Sheikh Fehmi Imam’s family approached us to document his life and
honour his legacy (a year after his passing), we asked ourselves: how can we meaning-
fully and authentically capture a person’s life? After exploring several sources, written
using oral histories, we settled on a methodology beautifully reflected in Hanifa Deen’s
ground-breaking book Caravanserai: Journey Among Australian Muslims, where she

writes:

Through listening to people, I have learnt that they alone determine for them-
selves when their pasts end and when their presents commence. I found that
this decision has little to do with geographical or political boundaries or dates
on a calendar. It is made up of more delicate, whimsical stuff — the stuff of
dreams and memories and the painful, often heart-breaking, ritual of rending

ties forever.!

1 Hanifa Deen, Caravanserai: Journey Among Australian Muslims (Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2003), 17.
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Although a work over twenty years old, discovering Deen’s methodology, where she let
the oral histories of her interviewees speak for themselves, was a light-bulb moment for
us for two reasons: it revealed to us how to capture oral histories in a way that remained
true to the ‘delicate, whimsical stuff’, the parts of a person’s story that made it unique to
their life experience, and it revealed to us how to interpret these oral histories in a way

that reflected the broader history of Muslims in Australia.

Sheikh Fehmi Imam was an Australian Muslim pioneer who arrived in Melbourne,
Australia, from Tripoli, Lebanon, in 1951 during a time of slow post-war migration of
‘alien’ races to Australia, seeking employment as an electrical contractor. But his dreams
of working as an electrical contractor were put on hold when he discovered how small
the Muslim community was in Australia and how little were the opportunities for
religious practice, that he set about serving — and growing — the Muslim community
within Melbourne suburbs and nationally. His commitment to his community was so
sincere that he became Australia’s first Grand Mufti, the highest official of authority on

Islamic law, in 2007 during the time of John Howard’s prime ministership.

When Sheikh Fehmi’s family approached us, we were informed that they had an
interview recording, both visual and audio, of Sheikh Fehmi Imam reflecting on key
moments of his life. This is where we were given a rare opportunity to hear ‘the whim-
sical stuft” through the voice and memory of Sheikh Fehmi himself. His voice offered
an irreplaceable contribution to the project. It allowed his life history to be recorded
and preserved with authenticity and depth, something we would have only touched on

through second-hand accounts and secondary historical sources.

For example, Sheikh Fehmi boarded a passenger ship called the Hellenic Prince in 1951
— a ship that had previously been Australia’s first aircraft carrier, servicing Australia in
World Wars I and II. It had also previously held the name HMAS Albatross and was only
renamed the Hellenic Prince after the birth of Prince Charles, the same day it was bought
by the Greek British Yannoulatos Group of shipowners to become a modern passenger
ship (see Figures 1 and 2). One can imagine, then, Australia’s soon-to-be new migrants

dreaming of a luxury liner of a majestic name only to be met with disappointment. In his
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interview with his youngest son Ahmed Imam and Mohammed Elleissy, a former youth

worker with the Islamic Council of Victoria, Sheikh Fehmi stated:

It wasn’t really prepared, like, you know, you hear about the passenger ships
from Britain... Many other ships were equipped beautifully — not this one; it

looked like it had just come out of a workshop!

The feeling of disappointment but also of hope for a new future is an example of how
oral histories are made from the ‘stuff of dreams and memories) as Hanifa Deen puts it,

that the written record would not have captured otherwise.

Figure 1 Sheikh Fehmi Imam'’s passport stamped with the date 1951 to board the Hellenic Prince. Photocopied with permis-
sion from Sheikh Fehmi’s sons Ramsey, Rachid and Ahmed Imam (2017).

Figure 2 The Hellenic Prince in Italy, 1950. Photograph (digital copy); (original) 10.7 cm x 16 cm. State Library of South Austra-
lia, B 70351/8.
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Retrieving the recording of the interview between Sheikh Fehmi, Ahmed Imam and
Mohammed Elleissy was also one of the most challenging yet profoundly rewarding
aspects of our project. Locating the original cassette tapes, converting them into acces-
sible digital files, and then transcribing the content required tremendous effort, but it
was a process that showed us the invaluable contributions historians make to the disci-
pline of history and the importance of preserving oral histories. Our project, therefore,

follows the life of Sheikh Fehmi Imam, guided by his oral history.

While the pre-recorded interview of Sheikh Fehmi provided the voice our project
desperately needed to make it truly an oral history, it focused largely on Sheikh Fehmi’s
carly years in Australia, from his arrival in 1951 to somewhere in the late 1970s (with
brief mentions of the 1980s to early 2000s). To supplement Sheikh Fehmi’s memory
and the missing details in the years following the 1970s, we collected other oral histo-
ries through focused interviews with members of his family, friends, acquaintances,
and those from the Muslim and non-Muslim communities who knew him until his

passing in 2016.

Conducting our own focused interviews and relying on pre-recorded and transcribed
interviews allowed us to enrich Sheikh Fehmi’s story and experiences by building rela-
tionships with those whom he held dear to make oral histories feel alive on the page. As
we listened to each of Sheikh Fehmi’s children share their first-hand accounts of his life
and legacy, we also had the rare opportunity to bring the family together — apart from
one or two grandchildren — which offered us a genuine glimpse into the dynamics of
the household. Their playful teasing and sense of humour provided deep insight into
the very atmosphere we had consistently observed while browsing through decades’
worth of photographs of Sheikh Fehmi’s life, stretching back to the 1920s (see Figures
3 and 4). Sheikh Fehmi’s sister-in-law, Lilian, shared personal anecdotes and recollec-
tions: ‘He was gregarious. He wasn’t a shrinking violet — let’s put it that way, she said
when asked to describe Sheikh Fehmi’s personality. While Sheikh Fehmi made a
conscious effort to keep many of his sincere actions hidden from public view, she had
meticulously documented everything she could, almost with the precision and dedica-
tion of a historian. You can imagine our delight as she showed us decades of saved

newspaper clippings and photographs of his achievements! These sources are not only
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personal to Sheikh Fehmi and his family, but when put together in storytelling form
and aided with the oral histories of others who journeyed with him, they reveal a

broader history of Australian Muslim contributions to Australian society.

Figure 3 Sheikh Fehmi Imam with family, 1966. Photocopied with permission from Sheikh Fehmi’s sons Ramsey, Rachid and
Ahmed Imam (2017).

Figure 4 Sheikh Fehmi Imam with family, 1991. Photocopied with permission from Sheikh Fehmi’s sons Ramsey, Rachid and
Ahmed Imam (2017).

Two invaluable interviews that revealed the broader history of Australian Muslim
contributions to Australian society were with Ibrahim Dellal (d. 2018) and Dr Abdul
Khaliq Kazi who had, with Sheikh Fehmi, established many ‘firsts’ for the Australian
Muslim community so much so that they were often called the “Three Musketeers” by

those who knew them (see Figure 5). For example, in 1957, all three became the
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founding members of the Islamic Society of Victoria (ISV), and again, in 1964, they
were (along with others) the founding members of the Australian Federation of Islamic
Societies (later Councils) — a turning point for the Muslim community in Melbourne
and across Australia. Through AFIS, the three of them fought for the right for imams
to become registered marriage celebrants, to be allowed to bury the dead according to
Islamic customs, and the opportunity to finally eat halal meat as per Islamic guidelines

— rights still enjoyed by Australian Muslims today.

Figure 5 First AFIS board (from left to right): Jalal Deen, Dr Abdul Khaliq Kazi, Sheikh Fehmi Imam, Dr Nasih Mirza, and
Ibrahim Dellal, 1964. Reproduced with permission from Salih Yucel (2024).

To preserve Sheikh Fehmi’s voice, and maintain oral history recordings, we relied on
media interviews Sheikh Fehmi held from time to time in the period leading up to
his muftihood. Many of these interviews focused on the ‘Australianness’ of Muslims,
particularly in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, where to be Muslim was to be
seen as a ‘terrorist’ in the eyes of the Australian media, and to some extent, the Austra-
lian public. In a 2008 interview with Sunday Herald Sun, Sheikh Fehmi reminded the
Muslim community that they should embrace Australian culture by playing footy,

going to the beach, and having barbeques, adding:

Extremism has no place in Islam and people who take innocent lives in the name
of God are outside the fold of Islam... Australia is a peaceful society if you look in

comparison to other countries. It is a blessing that everyone who was either born
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here or chosen to come and live here should be thankful for. I am confident that

Australia will continue to prosper as a free, open, democratic society.”

These interviews not only preserved Sheikh Fehmi’s voice in the writing of his life story
and history but allowed us to capture his deep respect and love for Australia. It revealed
to us the nuances of how oral histories are recorded and collected, the ways in which
different platforms produce different results: from the intimate recordings between
father and son that showed emotionality to the public-facing responses of a leader

doing his part as an Australian Muslim during a time of political upheaval.

We also want to mention that part of our methodology in writing Sheikh Fehmi’s oral
history was also to assert that Australia was never terra nullius — that is, to acknowledge
that the continent was held in custodianship by Indigenous peoples for millennia, and
that while Sheikh Fehmi forged his own path as an Australian Muslim pioneer and
etched his name in Australian Muslim history for generations to come, he did so on
the lands belonging to Indigenous peoples across the nation. Each time we recorded
the names of the places Sheikh Fehmi journeyed across, we acknowledged the tradi-
tional owners of those places, including when, for example, construction began in 1974
to build Victoria’s first large-scale mosque in Preston under the leadership of Sheikh

Fehmi Imam.

Our project revealed to us the importance of oral histories in preserving minority
voices to the historical record that makes up Australia. It also revealed to us how
Australian historians have long framed Australian history with a colonial lens, limiting
the agency of First Nations peoples and people who are not members of the dominant
Anglo-Celtic culture. Or at the very least, how political national remembering often
determines where the past ends and where the present begins, neatly aligning these
pasts and presents within geographical and political boundaries that do not reveal

whole truths of the peoples within them.

Within each of us is a story that tells a broader history of our society, of our past,

present and future, and through Sheikh Fehmi’s oral histories, a broader history of

2 Laurie Nowell, ‘Muslims: Play the Game’, Sunday Herald Sun, 21 September 2008, 90-91.
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Australia’s Muslim community and its development is revealed. This is what makes oral
history rewarding, not just for the historian doing the work, but for everyone who gets
to be part of the story, whose voices are heard above the silence. Oral histories, then,
are made up of ‘more delicate, whimsical stuff — the stuff of dreams and memories and
the painful, often heart-breaking, ritual of rending ties forever) and this is how Sheikh

Fehmi’s past and present come to life.

Our project has culminated in a book that is awaiting publication — someday soon!
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