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Arab-American community 
leader thrives in Washington 
neighbourhood

Washington

I 

n Washington’s Ivy City neigh-
bourhood, drug-related vio-
lence and prostitution were so 
endemic that even the police 
stayed away. Now, it is one of 

Washington’s hottest areas with a 
panache for night life.

With that transition has come 
many contradictions, among the 
most glaring of which is a masjid 
that sits next to a medical marijua-
na dispensary, surrounded by gin 
and whiskey distilleries.

Mohammed Mobaidin, the 
founder and director of the masjid, 
immigrated from Jordan in 1977 
and has been one of the main fix-
tures in Ivy City for 25 years.

“In 1992, when I first came to Ivy 
City, most houses were boarded 
up. Lots of people lived as squat-
ters,” he said at the Ivy City Smoke-
house, a restaurant specialising in 
smoked fish. From our table by the 
window we could see the masjid, 
a humble street-level prayer room 
with boarding rooms on the second 
floor.

“Actually, the masjid used to be a 
convenience store. In 1972, a cou-
ple of guys robbed and killed the 
clerk,” said Mobaidin. The build-
ing was vacant until its owner, a 
Jewish man, sold it to Mobaidin in 

1997. Two years later, he turned it 
into a masjid.

The first property Mobaidin 
owned in Ivy City was a conveni-
ence store that he operated despite 
the violence in the neighbourhood. 
One day, a man walked in and 
begged Mobaidin to buy his home 
from him.

“He had come to check on his 
house and, as soon as he en-
tered, squatters started shooting 
at him. So he ran to me and said, 
‘Please buy my house.’ So I did. For 
$6,000,” recalled Mobaidin.

Mobaidin bought other proper-
ties and soon owned more than 
two dozen units in nine separate 
properties. He estimates the value 
of his real estate holdings in Ivy 
City at about $3 million.

Mobaidin is a serial entrepre-
neur, a pillar in a once impover-
ished community, a mystic and 
something of an inadvertent Mus-
lim missionary, transcending the 
structural racism that contributes 
to high black poverty and ghet-
toisation in many American cities. 
In many ways, Mobaidin’s story is 
quintessentially American.

Among the businesses that he 
has owned and operated in Ivy City 
over the years were a taxi company, 
a mechanic shop and a laundromat.

“The police used to wonder how 
I stayed safe,” he said, laughing. 
“Almost every store got robbed 
and all the owners had bulletproof 
glass, except me. I said if I need 
bulletproof glass, then I don’t need 
to be here.”

The police became so convinced 
that Mobaidin’s store would be 
robbed that they staked it out, hid-
ing in wait for the inevitable rob-
bery but the robbers never came.

“The reason, believe it or not, 
is that the neighbourhood kids 

as soon as they heard someone 
was going to do something to me, 
they’d run to my defence. They 
knew me. I cashed cheques for 
their grandmothers and ran store 
credit for them when no one else 
did,” said Mobaidin.

Once, a drug addict tried to sell 
him jewellery so she could buy 
drugs. Mobaidin took the jewellery 
and gave her $25 but he stored the 
jewellery in a safe hoping she or 
someone from her family would 
return for it. A few weeks later, her 
mother was delighted to learn that 
he had kept the jewellery.

“I gave it all back to her for $25. 
It was these things that built trust 
and respect between me and the 
community,” he said.

In the 1800s, Ivy City served as 
a stop on the “underground rail-
road”, a network of secret escape 
routes used by African Americans 
escaping slavery in the south. Ivy 
City became home to many freed 
slaves and it thrived in the 1940s as 
the war economy generated jobs. 
In the ensuing decades, Ivy City 
found itself serving as the city’s 
trash dump and incinerator. Many 
of its residents left and drug deal-
ers moved in.

Shortly after Mobaidin moved to 
Ivy City he experienced what he in-
terpreted as a sign from God. A fel-
low Arab American came to Mobai-
din’s mechanic shop for service. 
The stranger suggested that Mobai-
din build a masjid, an idea that 
Mobaidin first had when he was a 

boy attending a relative’s funeral at 
al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem.

“So we drove around and he said: 
‘Stop. Here’s your masjid.’ There 
were prostitutes and crack dealers; 
water running everywhere,” re-
called Mobaidin. “But I built it. And 
believe it or not, when we were 
tearing down the ceiling something 
fell on my head. It was silver coins,” 
he said.

Today, developers envision Ivy 
City becoming like New Orleans 

with its lively nightclubs and bars 
but Mohaidin does not mind.

“Besides worshipping Allah, I 
want to show America that Mus-
lims are not what you think,” he 
said. Then he cracks a laugh and 
adds: “I’m afraid Ivy City is going to 
be a second sin city in America, but 
I’ll still have a mosque here.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

“There were 
prostitutes and crack 
dealers; water running 
everywhere,” recalled 
Mobaidin.

“Besides 
worshipping Allah, 
I want to show 
America that 
Muslims are not 
what you think.”

Mohammed Mobaidin
Mohammed Mobaidin at the door of the masjid, at Washington’s 
Ivy City neighbourhood.
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Philadelphia

A 

s the Democratic Party 
nominated Hillary Clin-
ton for president at its 
convention in Philadel-
phia, Arab and Muslim 

Americans faced the dilemma of 
whether to support a nominee they 
voted against in primaries a few 
months earlier.

Arab Americans were vocal and 
visible inside and outside the venue 
for the four-day Democratic Na-
tional Convention. There were pro-
Palestine banners, kaffiyehs and a 
robust presence in the arena and 
the protests outside.

In light of Republican presidential 
nominee Donald Trump’s proposed 
ban on Muslims entering the United 
States, the Arab-American and Mus-
lim communities have a lot at stake 
in the November election.

Their votes are expected to play 
significant roles in states such as 
Michigan, Virginia and Florida 
where there are large Arab and Mus-

lim populations and likely to be ma-
jor battlegrounds between Clinton 
and Trump.

James Zogby, head of the Wash-
ington-based Arab American Insti-
tute and an adviser to Bernie Sand-
ers, said he was disappointed the 
more pro-Palestinian Clinton rival 
had failed to win the presidential 
nomination but he had no doubt 
that “even on a very bad day, Hillary 
is thousands of times better than 
Trump”.

“I might disagree with the Hillary 
campaign on key issues, Donald 
Trump is like cancer in the Ameri-
can body politic and he will destroy 
it,” Zogby said. Trump, he said, “has 
already inflicted plenty of damage, 
unleashed hate and validated a big-
oted rhetoric that was not in the 
public before”.  Zogby sees in him 
a “dangerous showman feeding the 
beast to win votes”.

Voting for Clinton as the anti-
Trump candidate is an argument 
that resonates among many Arab 
and Muslim activists, some of 
whom still support Sanders and 
have disagreements with Clinton on 
issues ranging from the Israeli occu-
pation to social justice.

Linda Sarsour, executive director 
of the Arab American Association 
of New York and who helped drive 
community support for Sanders, 
said: “It is irresponsible to vote for 
a third-party candidate if you live in 
a swing state” — where Clinton and 
Trump are in close competition.

Sarsour said defeating Trump is 
the ultimate priority in this election. 
“If you don’t live in a swing state, 
vote for whoever you want, but if 
you are in a swing state, you have a 
responsibility not to put us under a 
fascist demagogue,” she said.

Zogby said the fight for a more 

progressive Democratic Party has 
just begun. While acknowledging 
that the Democratic National Com-
mittee platform “did not move the 
needle much on Israel and Pales-
tine, it is more progressive and bet-
ter than the previous ones”.

Zogby, who was on the platform 
committee as a Sanders delegate, 
said: “This is the first time that Pal-
estinians are talked about on their 
own, as opposed to [in terms of] 
what Israel needs and requires.”

He added that for the first time 
there is “talk about dignity and the 

needs of the Palestinians — this is 
a big deal and the constituency is 
changing, especially among the 
young base of the party”.

Zogby said he was able to insert 
language in the platform in support 
of Jordan and Lebanon on issues 
related to refugees and state insti-
tutions. He lamented that support 
for the boycott movement against 
Israel was not included in the plat-
form but, he said, “our job is to fol-
low up”.

Sarsour said she was disappointed 
that the term “Israeli occupation” 

was not included in the platform 
and warned that the Democratic 
Party “is failing in keeping up with 
the base to move forward”.

Some Syrian-American activists 
in Philadelphia have been passion-
ate supporters of Clinton all along. 
Kenan Rahmani said the former 
secretary of State is a voice that con-
demned the Syria President Bashar 
regime’s brutality from the begin-
ning of the uprising in 2011.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Michigan delegate Melissa Arab protests during the first day of the Democratic National Convention 
in Philadelphia, on July 25th.

“Even on a very bad 
day, Hillary is 
thousands of times 
better than Trump.”

James Zogby, president of 
the Washington-based Arab 

American Institute


