
The Vanishing 
Jews of    
Bukhara 
By Joe Samuels 
 

Traveling has always 
been a deep passion 
in my life.  
 

I still remember the 
vendor screaming, 
“Hot chai, baklava, 
Numlate,” and the 
aroma of Laffa., a flat 
bread wrap with 
eggs, fried eggplant, 
parsley and a pickled 
mango called ‘amba.’ 
That was my first 
train ride from Bagh-
dad to Mosul in north-
ern Iraq. I was eight 
years old, and I stood 
by the window watch-
ing the scenery dur-
ing the 220-mile ride. 
It took a full day, and 
I was hooked.  
 

As I grow older, how-
ever, my wish list of 
new places to visit 
has become shorter. 
But when my friend, 
Rabbi Chaim Siedler 
Feller of UCLA Hillel, 
told me about the 
Jewish Historical 
Seminar trip to Uz-
bekistan, a green 
light flashed in my 
head. The silk route 
that Alexander the 

Great, Genghis Khan, 
Tamburlaine and 
Marco Polo trav-
ersed? How exciting! 
I immediately con-
tacted Debbie in Je-
rusalem, the director 
of The Jewish Histori-
cal Seminar trips.  
 

After spending a 
week in Jerusalem, 
Israel visiting with my 
brother, recalling sto-
ries from our child-
hood in Baghdad, I 
started on my newest 
adventure. On Sep-
tember 1st, at 11 pm, 
I boarded Uzbekistan 
Airlines’ five-hour 
flight from Tel Aviv to 
Tashkent, the capital.  
 

Shalom Sabar and 
Yom Tov Assis, two 
professors from the 
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Hebrew University, 
accompanied our tour 
group of forty. We 
were all keen to learn 
about the past, pre-
sent and future life of 
the Bukharin Jewish 
community. Our lead-
ers’ vast knowledge of 
Jewish history was 
evident throughout 
their lectures and 
slide shows. Then, the 
history they had de-
scribed came alive as 
we walked through 
the narrow, twisted, 
and unpaved lanes in 
the old cities of Khiva, 
Bukhara, and Samar-
kand and Tashkent.  
 

Over centuries, Jews 
from Iraq, Iran, 
Yemen, Syria and as 
far away as Spain, mi-
grated via the Silk 
Road to the Emirate 
of Bukhara, now Uz-
bekistan. No one 
knows exactly when 
Jewish people first ar-
rived. However, due 
to the difficulty of 
travel, the Jewish 
community became 
isolated, cut off from 
the rest of the Jewish 
world for more than 
2000 years.  Some-
how they managed to 
survive the brutal 
treatment of the Mon-
gols and of the Sas-
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Persia before the Is-
lamic conquest. 
Then, they endured 
the fighting of Islamic 
tribal warriors.  
 

The Bukharan Jewish 
community followed 
the Persian or Miz-
rahi traditions & cus-
toms, or ‘minhag’, 
and preserved their 
Jewish identity 
against tremendous 
odds—persecution, 
subjugation and 
forced conversion to 
Islam. Bukharian 
Jews generally lived 
in ‘mahallas’, or Jew-
ish quarters. There, 
they built syna-
gogues. When Ash-
kenazi Jews from 
Russia and Europe 
migrated to Uzbeki-
stan following the 
Bolshevik revolution 
of 1917 and during 
WWII, they lived in 
harmony with the 
Sephardic community.  
 

After we arrived in 
Khiva, one of the cit-
ies our group visited, 
I ventured out to ex-
plore the area. On 
my early morning 
walk, I was greeted 
by two girls dressed 
up in black jumpers 
and white blouses. 
Big white bows 
adorned their heads. 
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It was September 3rd, 
the first day of school 
in Khiva. The older 
girl, Aziza, was twelve 
and had a name that 
means ‘dear’ in Ara-
bic. She and her ten-
year-old sister, Ma-
tsuna, were ready for 
my video camera. The 
girls greeted me in 
English instead of in 
the Russian language 
their parents spoke. 
The only sad aspect 
of my tour of Khiva 
was the absence of 
the Jewish commu-
nity. In a place where 
a thriving Jewish com-
munity existed, there 
were no Jews.  
 

When we continued 
on to the city of Buk-
hara, I kept up my 
morning walks and 
was rewarded. I met a 
middle aged couple 
returning from the 
market with grocery 
bags in their hands. 
After exchanging a 
few words with me in 
English, the husband 
warmly invited me to 
have tea in his home. 
The couple’s house 
was small, and the 
living room was empty 
except for a carpet 
and some pillows. In 
his broken English, 
the husband told me 
about his inability to 
find work. He spent 

his winters in Georgia 
as a cook, gone for 
months to bring home 
some $600. As I lis-
tened and drank my 
tea, his wife smiled, 
showing her gold front 
teeth. I felt a genuine 
warmth and friendship 
during those few min-
utes. So, before I said 
goodbye, I slipped the 
equivalent of a Star-
bucks coffee in dollars 
under the carpet. The 
small sum was probably 
equal to a whole day’s 
wages. 
 

As our trip continued, we 
visited many mosques, 
minarets and madras-
sas. The unique inscrip-
tions in different Arabic 
writings were well pre-
served. They added 
beauty to the architec-
ture and glorified the 
history of past centuries. 
 

Over those past dec-
ades and centuries, 
Jews, in general, had 
been treated well. They 
were traders, artisans 
and professionals. The 
wealthier individuals of-
ten marked success by 
building a large home. 
We visited one of these 
mansions, the Laby 
House, in Bukhara. Part 
of the house had been 
made into a synagogue 
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Shabbat / 20 Heshvan  
Mordechai ben Hacham 

David* 
Victoria Zeubaida bat Lulu 

Esther bat Matana 
 

Sunday / 21 Heshvan  
Yehoshua ben Ephraim 

Moses 
 

Monday / 22 Heshvan  
Khuzna bat Esther HaLevi* 

 
Wednesday / 24 Heshvan  

Joseph ben Ezra* 
Yaacov ben Moshe Eliyahu 

  
Thursday/ 25 Heshvan  

Salah ben Aharon* 
 

Friday / 26 Heshvan  
Moshe Hai ben Khadoori 

Bebe 
 

Shabbat / 27 Heshvan  
Sumner Blank 

Nissim Rahamim Yaacov 
Yehoshua ben Moshe��
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Learn Hebrew at Kahal Joseph! Rabbi Hagay Batzri will lead this informative and 

insightful class for beginning Hebrew learners. Reading and writing will be 
covered, as well as some conversation. The course starts in October and 

continues through December 2009. Appreciate our beautiful, poetic language in all its fullness-- 
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Learn the weekly Torah portion at Kahal Joseph!  Explore the secrets, 
paradoxes, and mysteries of the section of Torah read on Shabbat and 
deepen the meaning of every day. Familiarize yourself with the knowledge 
handed down from our forefathers beginning with Avraham.  



where people used to pray, eat and socialize. The Laby House was now converted into a bed-
and-breakfast establishment. Still, the new owners, a Muslim family, kept the synagogue section 
meticulously maintained and intact. . I was deeply touched by the family’s hospitality and felt a 
sense of kinship with the people. Hebrew sayings such as, “Know before whom you are stand-
ing” and “Love thy neighbor as yourself” were still inscribed on the wall. Other religious relics, 
like the Torah, tallit, and siddurim were prominently and neatly displayed. The house was a living 
museum. And out in the courtyard stood the ‘tanur’, an upright clay oven about four feet high. 
Looking at it brought back memories of freshly baked bread from my family’s tanur in Baghdad  
 

While in Bukhara, we also visited the old synagogue on Saturday morning. Wherever I am, Mos-
cow or Madrid, Cape Town or Cairo, Bombay or Berlin, I make a point of visiting a synagogue. 
Sharing culture and learning the history of the local Jewish community feels like a reunion with 
long lost friends. The synagogue building in Bukhara was adorned with white silk curtains em-
broidered in gold thread. At the prayer service, there were less than twenty congregants, most of 
them old. I had the honor of being called up for the Torah reading. The Torah scrolls were hun-
dreds of years old, and the melodies for reading the Torah were very similar to our Mizrahi tunes 
from Iraq. After the prayer service, we had our first kosher meal in Bukhara at the synagogue. 
 

The highlight of our tour of Uzbekistan was visiting the Hebrew School on Sunday in the city of 
Bukhara. The school children dressed in formal outfits and performed accompanied by an accor-
dionist. They sang Yerushalaim Shel Zahav, Jerusalem of Gold, in Hebrew. They danced the 
Hora as well as a local dance. It seemed that they bobbed like tulips in the wind, throwing their 
hands in the air like butterflies as they sang like nightingales. When they sang Hatikva along 
with the national anthem of Uzbekistan, I had tears in my eyes while I filmed the video. As a 
youth in Baghdad, I had feared singing Hebrew songs freely, lest I be accused of Zionism. In 
Iraq, love for Israel was a capital offense after the state was recognized internationally.  
 

The visit with the children showcased the present, Jewish life as it is now lived in Uzbekistan. In 
contrast, on our last day in Tashkent we delved into the country’s Jewish history. There, one 
wing of the National Museum was dedicated to Jewish history. Displays contained religious rel-
ics, photos of prominent Jewish personalities, and descriptions of Jewish people’s contributions 
to the country. The museum presented the vibrant Jewish culture of years past. Returning to the 
present in Tashkent, we were also treated to a visit by the Israeli ambassador who explained 
how Israel’s active role in technology, agriculture, medicine, irrigation and tourism is benefiting 
Uzbekistan.  
 

The change in Uzbekistan is remarkable. In 1989, before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
country contained nearly 94,000 Jews. Fearing the rise of Islamic extremism, the vast majority of 
these Jews emigrated to Israel and the United States; some went to Australia and England. To-
day it is estimated that only 3,000 Jews remain in Uzbekistan, and they are mostly poor and old. 
Even as I was delighted to have learnt so much about the Jews of Uzbekistan, it was sad to see 
a vanishing community with such abundant history. 
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Kahal Joseph Congregation 
�

WELCOMES  
�
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Everlasting memories such as meeting the schoolgirls on my walk, being invited to a stranger’s 
home, getting a vigorous massage in the ‘hamam’ or public bath, and watching the Jewish 
school children sing Hatikvah, will remain with me. I was happy to have bonded with so many 
people. Maybe one day, God willing, I will lead a group to Iraq, my birthplace, to delve into the 
vanished heritage of the Babylonian Jews who lived there for 26 centuries—2600 years. 

 

Shabbat Shalom  

���������	
-���
��
�
.�


 

Jewish Bukharan  
Schoolchildren on YouTube 

To view videos of the Bukharan school-
children singing & dancing visit YouTube. 

 

Part 1: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=M_qUPoqcB68 
  
Part 2:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=I2aokFahJGU 
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