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BIG TOWN BIG HEART

M I S S E D  A  B I G  T O W N ?  R E A D  T H E  A R C H I V E  O N  T H E  W E B :  N Y D A I LY N E W S . C O M

BY DANIEL MASSEY

T he young girls leaped into the imam’
lap as if he were, well, Santa Claus. 

“Look how long your beard is,” 
said Mariama Sillah, 6, one of the girls 
playfully tugging at the black hair dan-
gling from Imam Baba Jangana’s chin, 
her speech nearly drowned out by gig-
gles. “You should cut it. When it gets on th
fl oor, what are you going to do?” 

“I’m going to tell them to get off my 
beard,” Jangana said, beaming, without 
missing a beat.

A voice boomed in Arabic from a loud-
speaker, interrupting the teasing and call-
ing those gathered at the Bronx’s Makky 
Masjid, a modest mosque tucked into a 
graffi ti-covered apartment building on hil
E. 168th St., to afternoon prayer.

Jangana sidestepped shoes piled in a 
darkened corridor and headed down a sta
well into the basement, where 50 men cut
short their conversations, snapped to atte
tion and lined up shoulder-to-shoulder in 
rows to pray.

Growing up in Gambia, a predominantl
Muslim West African nation slightly small
than Connecticut, Jangana, 40, studied th
Koran like most children, but never thoug
he would one day lead a mosque in prayer

“It’s not like when I was a child I was ea
ger to be an imam,” said Jangana, the fath
of three young children. “I never dreamed
in my life.”

Nor could he have imagined the other d
ties that would be thrust upon him as lead
er of Makky Masjid. For Jangana, recitingfi ve dai-
ly prayers and giving a Friday sermon are merely the 
warmup. 

On a recent Friday afternoon, he lay sprawled on a 
ragged red carpet in his fl uorescent-lit, street-level of-
fi ce — which doubles as a classroom for Koranic stud-
ies and triples as a prayer room for women, who wor-
ship separately from men — the tattered parts of what 
was once a functioning personal computer scattered be-
fore him.

A local businessman walked in and asked about Ar-
abic instruction for his two chil-
dren. Another man wanted Jan-
gana to recommend a book with 
special prayers that would help a 
mentally ill relative.

So began a typical afternoon 
for Jangana: spiritual leader, cul-
tural preserver, computer repair-
man, marriage counselor, im-
migration adviser, baby-sitter, 
fi nancial planner and teacher, 
presiding over a predominantly 
West African community of taxi 
drivers, construction workers 
and shop owners, among others.

The crowds during Friday 
prayers can swell to 300 or more. 

“There are a lot of things an 
imam does,” he said. “It’s not just 
prayer.”

Jangana was born in Diabugu, a small town in east-
ern Gambia, and grew up on his family’s farm, milking 
cows. He immigrated to the Bronx in 1994, leaving his 
parents behind in Gambia the year a military coup top-
pled the democratically-elected government. 

When he arrived, he spoke French — which he picked 
up during four years of Koranic studies in Paris — Ara-
bic and the West African languages Mandinka, Fula and 
Sonike, but no English. 

Jangana enrolled in English courses and worked 
at a car wash and a dry cleaners, until the community 
tapped him to lead Makky Masjid. 

“He is an angel disguised as a man on earth,” said 
Mustafa Senghor, a mosque elder.

Jangana holds court in his offi ce, open 13 hours a day 
or more, seven days a week, mediating disputes between 
couples, consoling homesick West Africans and shar-
ing lunch with guests on a straw mat. In between visitors, 
he studies for algebra and biology exams he is taking via 
correspondence through an Atlanta high school. 

Jangana is among the leaders of a citywide campaign 
pressing Schools Chancellor Joel Klein to close schools 
on two major Muslim holidays and has begun a drive to 
raise funds to develop an Islamic studies department at 
the University of The Gambia. 

When police caught teenagers who vandalized 
Makky Masjid following 9/11, Jangana encouraged the 
offi cers to talk to the boys instead of arresting them. 

“He’s not into punishment,” said Detective Ste-
phen Wattley, a 44th Precinct community affairs offi cer. 
“That’s his nature. He would more like to instruct and 
get them [to] realize what they did.”

Jangana is a member of the 44th Precinct’s clergy co-
alition and is the precinct’s clergy liaison to the NYPD. 
After 9/11, he taught police offi cers across the city some 
Arabic and how to understand Muslim customs, Wat-
tley said. 

“With more Muslims coming into this community, ev-
ery kind of event we do we try to get him involved,” he 
said. 

But Jangana’s infl uence is greatest on the ragged red 

cite from the Koran after school and on weekends. 
He jots Arabic letters in green marker on a white dry 

erase board and encourages students to repeat after 
him, their voices a murmur to his fi rm, but warm ten-
or. Jangana also learns from his students, improving his 
English by poring over picture books with them.

“One child called to his mother and said, ‘Oh, Baba is 
in kindergarten like me,’” said Jangana.

Jangana tries to be serious, calling out to the children 
to read and not talk to each other, but his playful side al-
ways emerges. 

“You don’t know what ‘jiibong’ 
means,” teased the 6-year-old 
Sillah, one Sunday after classes 
had ended, challenging the imam 
to explain the defi nition of the 
Mandinka word meaning “to wa-
ter,” and beginning a foreign lan-
guage duel with her teacher.

“She says I can’t say something 
she doesn’t know,” Jangana said, 
chuckling, as the teasing contin-
ued. 

“He plays around with us, 
but fi rst he wants us to read and 
learn,” said 10-year-old Sulay-
man Sillah (no relation to Mar-
iama), looking up from his Ko-
ran on a recent Sunday morning. 

“First the reading, then the goofi ng.” 
On an afternoon during Ramadan, the Muslim month 

of fasting, Aminata Drammeh, 12, sat cross-legged at 
Jangana’s feet and nervously read aloud in preparation 
for a ceremony in which parents would see the fruits of 
their children’s Koranic studies. Seven students, includ-
ing Drammeh, had learned to recite the entire Koran.

“Baba, I can’t fast when I’m reading all of this,” she 
said. “I’m bringing food tomorrow.”

The imam, smiling, didn’t seem to mind. 
“I know they have connected to their roots, their reli-

gion, the tradition they grew up in,” said Jangana. “And 
I feel good.”

n          n          n
Do you know a New Yorker who makes a 

difference? E-mail us at BigTown@nydailynews.com. 

LEADING NOT 
ONLY IN PRAYER

West African Imam Juggles Varied List 
of Roles at Bronx Mosque

MAYITA MENDEZ

Imam Baba Jangana of 
Makky Masjid presides 
over a community of taxi 
drivers, construction 
workers and shop owners.
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There’s only one career where you’ll find all this. 
Only in NY. Only in the NYPD.

2 1 2 - R ECRU I T
N YP DR ECRU I T.CO M

Apply now for the next Police Officer’s Exam.

I have 13 years on the job, and one of the best assignments I’ve had was as a
Youth Officer. I can’t think of another profession that would make me prouder—
being a role model for children. There was this day when the mother of a missing
child thanked me for finding her son. I’ll never forget the look on her face… it’s like
no other feeling. It’s like no other job.
“

”
© 2006 New York City Police Department EOE

Police Officer Yvette Irizarry

BY FRANK ISOLA
DAILY NEWS SPORTS WRITER

THERE WAS A time when Eddy Curry
was about as imposing as Barney: big, cud-
dly and nonthreatening.

But over the past three weeks there has
been nothing cartoonish or soft about Cur-
ry. He now carries himself like a big man
who believes that no one — outside of Yao
Ming and Shaquille O’Neal — can stop
him. Nine straight games of 20 or more
points, including a career-high 36 against
the Bucks on Saturday, are changing the
way the league looks at the Knicks’ center.

Milwaukee coach Terry Stotts called
Curry “a monster” following the Knicks’
115-107 victory. It might be the nicest
thing anyone has ever said about Curry’s
game. “He is starting to realize his own
strength,” says Knicks assistant coach
Herb Williams. “Other than Shaq, there
isn’t anyone as strong as Eddy.”

Curry is putting his 6-11, 300-pound
frame — give or take a meal or two — to
good use. After 22 games, the Knicks have
made the philosophical change from a pe-
rimeter-oriented team to one that runs its
offense through its center. Patrick Ewing
would be proud.

Curry leads the Knicks in points, scor-
ing average, field goals, free throws
attempted and free throws made. He is sec-
ond in field goal attempts behind his best
friend Jamal Crawford, who would find a
way to take the most shots even if he
played just 10 minutes a night. But Craw-
ford also looks to feed Curry in the post,
as do the rest of the
guards, who have realized
that playing inside-out ben-
efits everyone.

“That’s a huge part,”
said Curry, who is averag-
ing 17.7 points. “They don’t have to hear it
from the coaches anymore. Right now, the
coach isn’t even saying, ‘OK, pass Eddy
the ball.’ They’re just doing it and it’s just
working out nice.”

On Saturday, Curry had 14 points in the
third quarter as the Knicks were building
a 17-point lead. He also rejected Andrew
Bogut’s dunk attempt and exacted re-
venge on Ruben Patterson, who had
slammed one down on Curry in the first

quarter. A minute after erasing Bogut, Cur-
ry did the same to Patterson.

It was the type of defense that Curry is
capable of playing but rarely does. To be
regarded as an all-around great center,
Curry needs to be more active protecting
the basket. He also needs to average more
than 7.3 rebounds and improve on his 55%

shooting from the foul line.
Right now, the Knicks

are focused on making Cur-
ry a dominant low post
scorer, one who uses his
body to create space under

the basket and take advantage of his soft
touch.

“I didn’t know if he could take instruc-
tions from the practice to the court as well
as he did,” said Knicks assistant Mark Agu-
irre, who works daily with Curry, “because
he didn’t show any indication of that last
year.”

Larry Brown called Curry a cornerstone
of the franchise but the former Bull was
never in good shape last season. He was in-
consistent, his minutes sporadic. Still only

24, Curry is learning how to use his body
and stay out of foul trouble.

“When we played Chicago in Chicago is
when I really started feeling like, ‘OK,
(Ben Wallace) has been Defensive Player
of the Year a couple of times. If I can play
well against him, I can play well against
anybody,’ ” Curry said. “That was really
the game where I felt like he’s kind of un-
dersized, so if I can keep him from slap-
ping at the ball and get my position deep
enough, I can just turn and shoot and after
that I’ve been thinking the same way ev-
ery game.”

The Knicks are 4-5 during Curry’s nine-
game surge and 8-14 overall heading into
tonight’s game against Boston.

Curry still has yet to prove he can domi-
nate against the NBA’s elite. Quentin
Richardson said that O’Neal is the only
player who can stop Curry. That isn’t en-
tirely true. Yao went for 35 points and 17
rebounds in his first meeting against Cur-
ry, followed by a 26-point, nine-rebound
performance 10 days later at the Garden.
In those two games, Curry totaled 15
points and seven rebounds.

“I definitely wish I could play against
Yao again,” Curry said. “I had my opportu-
nity. But it’s going to be tough. The way
I’m playing now I definitely think it’s go-
ing to take a team effort to stop me.”

WWW.SNY.TV

TV HOME OF THE METS,!JETS!&!ALL!THINGS!NY!SPORTS. TIME WARNER CABLE CH.26 CABLEVISION CH.60

GET!YOUR NY!
SPORTS HERE.

GEICO!SPORTSNITE
EVERY!NIGHT:!!6PM,!10PM!&!1AM

COMPLETE
NEW YORK
SPORTS COVERAGE

NEED AUTO CREDIT?
HAVE YOU BEEN TURNED

DOWN ELSEWHERE?
• DISCHARGED BANKRUPTCIES?
• DIVORCED? • LIENS?
• U WORK, U DRIVE $0 DOWN AVAILABLE

• SLOW PAY? • REPOS?
CALL:

1.800.788.6416

Eddy starts to Curry favor
Knicks go to big man

JARED JEFFRIES will make his Knicks
debut tonight against Boston at the Gar-
den, nearly two months after having left
wrist surgery.

“I’m getting anxious,” said Jeffries,
who signed a five-year, $30 million con-
tract over the summer.

Isiah Thomas said yesterday that the
forward will be used as a backup for the
time being.

Stephon Marbury, who sat the final 19
minutes of Saturday’s win over
Milwaukee after suffering a bruised left
forearm, is expected to play. — Isola

Jefferies unwraps wrist tonight

 KNICKS vs. CELTICS
WHEN: 7:30 p.m.  TV: MSG
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