TO THE LAND OF IMAM AL-BUKHARI (R.A.)
Abulfadl Mohsin Ebrahim, Professor of Islamic StsliSchool of Religion and
Theology, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban

In July 2005, the International Association of Bloes, of which | am a member,
notified me of the first ever National Bioethicsrgpess that was to be held in Tashkent
from 15-16 September 2005. | thought that it wdegdintriguing to be in that part of the
world where some of our great Muslim scholars lobffem, especiallymamal-Bukhari
(r.a.). | wrote to the conveners of the Congress sent them a resume of my paper
entitled “Human Rights and the Rights of the Unbbirhe response was positive and
my paper was accepted. The next hurdle was to lgetvisa. | phoned the Russian
Embassy in Pretoria and | was informed that Uzltakisvas formally part of the Soviet
Union and since Uzbekistan was accorded indepenskamts in 1991, the Russian
Embassy could not assist me in securing the neagegisa. | downloaded the Uzbekistan
Visa Application Form from the internet and filled up, scanned my passport and
passport size photo of myself and proof of my emplent in South Africa and e-mailed
these documents as attachments to the contactnpérsahe Congress, namely, Dr
Zamira Muhamedova, Ph.D., a philosopher, who htii@sChair of Tashkent Medical
Academy and the Chair of Philosophy and Sciencehbtiilogy at the National
Uzbekistan University, requesting her to try to éndkie visa issued to me at Tashkent
Airport. She worked around the clock to see thdttl receive the visa. | was elated to
receive my visa via e-mail as an attachment a wesdkre my scheduled departure. |
chose to travel by British Airways from Durban tashkent via London so that | could
visit my sisters who reside in Leicester and otietaitives in London and other British
counties. | had no problems at Heathrow Airport ewad issued a six months’ visa upon
arrival. | spent 3 days in the UK before leaving flzbeksitan.
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It was a 10-hour flight from Heathrow to Tashkenthwa 1-hour stopover in Yeneran,
Armenia, for dropping off passengers and refuelifige congress was co-sponsored by
USAID, Center for Disease Control and PreventioDQ} and the Ministry of Health of
Uzbekistan.

| landed at Tashkent Airport on Thursday 15 Septm2005 at 03:10 am and as
descended from the aircraft | heard my name beafigdout by an Uzbeki lady who led
me to a mini bus and while being driven to the R.lounge, she took my baggage tag
from my air tickets. At the lounge, my visa wasi@#lly transferred into my passport.
The lady disappeared and an Uzbeki man broughtaggdme and | went through custom
formalities and as | came out of the Customs, Did&shev Ulugbek stepped forward to
greet me. He introduced himself, with much diffiguh English, as a transplant surgeon.
As we headed towards his car, he pointed out téhaiewe had to go to the “mountain”
which was 99 km away, the venue for the Congresswent on telling me how beautiful
the venue was since the Chorvoq Oromgohi Hotel waetsially built in between
mountains in the midst of an artificial lake. Thisevident from the photos below.

Chorvoq Oromgohi Hotel

The roads were relatively good and we reached adestination in good time before
sunrise to be in a position to offer tisalat al-Fajr |1 checked in the hotel and Dr
Ulugbek informed me that | should be ready for kfast at 7 am and that the Congress



would be officially opened at 9 am. In the dinnimgll | met the delegates from all the
former Soviet Union Federation, namely, Tajikisté€yrdistan, etc. and two female
delegates from Russia as well as the Deputy Méiftizbekistan. The common language
among all the delegates was Russian and thus dyidvussian was the official

language at the Congress. The conveners made iprw/i®r two translators, a male and
a female, to simultaneously translate the procegsdinto English for the benefit of the
foreign participants.

The Chairperson of the Congress was Professor BM&ikAbdullahodzhaeva, Head of
the Academy of Sciences of the Republic of UzbakistWelcoming remarks were made
by Professor F.G. Nazirov, the Minister of Healflr, Benjamin Mills, Health Adviser
USAID in Uzbekistan, Dr Umid M. Sharapov, a membé&the CDC, the Deputufti

of Uzbekistan,ShaykhYusupov Abdurazzok-hodgi who substituted the Gravhafti
Bahramov Abdurashid cori, Chairman of the BoardJabekistan Muslims, and finally
by the participants from the various independeniu®écs and from Russia. Since all the
other international participants, for example, fr@mgapore and the Philippines, did not
arrive due to problems in obtaining visas, | endadtl being the only international
participant. During my brief address, | expressegdgmatitude for being invited to present
a paper at the Congress and told them that | btowgh me to them warm greetings
from the people of South Africa.

Scenery from the Congress venue overlooking the lak



The papers delivered at the two-day conferencehtion various aspects of Bioethics
including HIV/AIDS. HIV/AIDS is becoming a problerm Uzbekistan and the main
avenue for its spread, we were told, is predomipahtough the use of infected syringes
by the drug addicts.

Interestingly, at least three of the participamisched upon the Islamic perspective on
Bioethics. Dr Zamira Muhamedova’s paper was euwtitlslamic Bioethics: A Historical
Perspective and Dr A.l. Kasymov spoke on “SourdeBioethics inAdab al-Tabib and

in Ibn Sina’sCanon of Medicine.” In my paper, which was simultaneously translated
into Russian, | argued that two basic human rigtaspely right to life and right not to be
mutilated, should equally be extended to the unlamuh substantiated my stance on the
basis of the Qur'an, Ahadith and legal verdicts from the Schools of Islamic
Jurisprudence.

Delivering my paper

On the very first day of the Congress, | befrienttesl DeputyMufti with whom | could
converse in Arabic and told him that | would like perform Salat al-Jumu ahthe



following day. He reassured me that he would takeafong to aasjid in G’azlakent, a
small town about 25 minutes away from the Congvessie.

Second on the left is Dr Yuldashev Ulugbek and nexb him is the DeputyMufti of
Uzbekistan, Shaykh Yusupov Abdurazzok-hodgi

Third from the right is Dr Zamira Muhamedova, Profe ssor Malika S.
Abdullahodzhaeva and next to her is Dr "Abd al-Fathh "Abd al-Salam



The Congress resumed on Friday morning and morerpapere delivered. Out of
consideration for thdumu'ah Salahthe Congress was adjourned at 11:30 am. At the
Masjid in G’'azalkent, we met its elderlynam.Out of respect for the Deputy Mulfti, he
requested the Deputyiufti to deliver the prd<hutbahtalk in Uzbeki, theKhutbat al-
Jumu’ahin Arabic and to lead th8alat al-Jumu ahAbout 50 people mostly the elderly
and middle aged and few youth participated in tleeJumu ah SalahAfter the sunnah
andnafl salah thelmamread a portion from theloly Qur'an and thereafter the Deputy
Mufti made thedu ain both Uzbeki and Arabic. It is perhaps apt tontien here that the
Uzbekis belong to the Hanafi School of Islamic Spimudence.

During lunch, after returning fror8alat al-Jumu ahthe DeputyMufti informed me that
the originalQur'an which was handwritten by Zayb Ibn Thabit (r.a.)sasctioned by the
third Khalifah, Sayyiduna ' Uthman lbn "Affan (r.a.), 20 years after the desnbf our
beloved Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.s.), was to bedfdanthe city of Tashkent in
Tilli- Shaykh Masijiflibrary. This Masjid is also the office of the GranMufti of
Uzbekistan and his Deputy. A visit to this smdirdiry is enough of a justification to visit
Uzbekistan. This is not just another library, butQaran manuscript library, with
manuscripts as old as fourteen centuries from\adlr the Muslim world. Unfortunately
for me, this Library remains closed during the wereds and thus | could not visit it.

The Congress’s final session resumed at 14h00 landinal papers in the programme
were delivered and certificates were awarded tgp#Hrécipants. During that time, | was
interviewed by Uzbeki T.V. and had to answer questipertaining to the standard of the
Congress, the topic of my paper and my generalasgion of Uzbekistan.

On Saturday 17 September 2005, it was time to drievfell to the many friends that we
made over the two days from all over the formetestaf the then Soviet Union. Most of
the participants had to wait for the luxury bus ttansport them to Tashkent and
thereafter took other forms of transport to thespective destinations. | was fortunate in
that Dr Ulugbek drove me to Tashkent and droppedfhat the Grand Mir Hotel. My
stay at the hotel was sponsored by USAID. | cheaked 10:30 am.

My wish to visit themagbarahof Imam al-Bukhari(r.a.) in Samargand was made
possible by the fact that during the Congress, &niza Muhamedova had arranged with
Dr "Abd al-Salam "Abd al-Fattah, a neonatologigtpwesides in Samargand to take me
there. At 11:30 a.m. Dr "Abd al-Salam "Abd al-Fattarived at the Grand Mir Hotel and
we took a taxi to the place where other taxis ve¢aéioned and at that venue, Dr "Abd al-
Fattah "Abd al-Salam had to do some hard bargaiwitly a number of taxi drivers on
the fare to Samarqgand and tried to negotiate wmtthat our destination had to be the
magbarahof Imam al-Bukhari(r.a.). Finally, one taxi driver agreed to takestraight to
the magbarahof Imam al-Bukhari(r.a.) and the price was right and off we wente Th
roads were quite good, with very few potholes, alhdlong the roads there were vendors
selling mostly melons and watermelons. After twaiisoof driving we stopped on the
side of the road to relish the melon. It was reallyeet and tasty and snow-white in
colour. | even got to taste the dried melon forfthet time and was told that dried melon
is exported only to Russia. All along the routeSamargand, the taxi driver kept on



conversing to me in English, informing me that dgrthe time when Uzbekistan was one
of the states under the Soviet Union, he was edligt the army and sent to Syria as a
bodyguard to the Russian Ambassador. Apparentlyas there that he learnt English.

As we drove past, the taxi driver explained to im&t the cotton and fruit farms were

situated along the motorway so that the farmersdceasily have their crops transported
to the desired destinations. We finally reached dbéskirts of Samargand at around
17h30.

Melons and water melons on the roadside

The site wherémamal-Bukhari (r.a.) is buried is truly impressive. ©enters through a
huge gate and it is there that one has to pay aree fee that includes a guided tour.
There is also a small shop selling some souvenulda@cal crafts. Then one immediately
steps into a courtyard laden with lavish lawnd,ttales and colourful flowers and on the
left is the ablution area aMasjid.

I mam al-Bukhari Complex in Samargand



The magbarahof Imam al-Bukhari (r.a.) lies straight ahead. Inside thausoleum of

Imamal-Bukhari (r.a.) there is a marble tomb, but thal burial site ofmamal-Bukhari
(r.a.) is actually below that tomb.

The marble tomb

The real burial site ofImam al-Bukhari (r.a.)



The door to hisnagbarahis under lock and key (as can be seen in the aploet®) and |
was told by the guide who conversed to me in Arééd that door is opened only on the
two “Ids when thousands of people visit it to pay theipeess to this greahuhaddith
(r.a.), whoseHadith compilation, i.e.Al-Jami’ al-Sahihis considered to be the most
authentic of th&ihah SittaHi.e. The Six Authentic Compilations bliadith). Standing at
that door, | thankedllah (SWT) for making it possible for me to visit thiseswhere this
great savant of Islam laid buried and | realdFatihah It was truly an immense
emotional experience for me for it never crossedmiyd when | was studying Islam in
Pakistan and Cairo and eventually when | tadggdith to the students who enrolled for
Islamic Studies at the then University of DurbansiVidle in the 1980s and early 1990s
that one day | would be able to visit tigbarahnoble son of Islam.

Here, it may be apt to share with our readersithamal-Bukhari (r.a.) who was born in
Bukhara in 194Hijri was not immune from the envy of the people. Orecenan
approached him and asked him whetherQue'an was creatednfakhluqg or not created
(ghayr makhluy} Imamal-Bukhari (r.a.) paused for a while. The man ieglson getting

a reply, sodmam al-Bukhari told him: “TheQur'an are the words oAllah and they are
not created dhayr makhluy}” The people then posed more questions to hinuiate
words of theQur'an, upon whichimam al-Bukhari (r.a.) said, “Our actions are created
and the pronunciation is one our actions.” Aftes timass propaganda was stirred up
againstmamal-Bukhari (r.a.), which led to accusations thatdelieved the words of the
Qur'anto be created and never stopped troubling him. TheytheAmir (Governor) of
Bukhara, Khalid ibn Ahmad. They told him to callquestimam al-Bukhari (r.a.) to
come to his residence to teattadith to his son.Imam al-Bukhari (r.a.) gave the
following reply: “I do not want to abuse knowledgad carry it to the footstep of the
rulers. If anybody wants to learn, they should joig school.” TheAmir then said: “If
my son was to attend your school, he should noivsit ordinary people. You would
have to teach him separatelfirham al-Bukhari (r.a.) answered: “I cannot stop any
person from hearindhadith” That infuriated the governor of Bukhara and gdatwa
(verdict) from the misguidedUlama against Imam al-Bukhari (r.a.) andmam al-
Bukhari (r.a.) left the city of his birth en router Samargand. According to the guide
who was taking me around tieagbarahof Imamal-Bukhari (r.a.), thémir of Bukhara
immediately dispatched an emissary to thair of Samargand to close the gate of
Samargand and not to alldwiamal-Bukhari (r.a.) to enter. Upon reaching Khartaag,
small village at the outskirts of Samarqahdamal-Bukhari (r.a.) settled down there for
barely a month, where he taudtédith for a while and fell ill during the holy month of
Ramadanand returned to His Creator on the night f al-Fitr, the first night of
Shawwalin the 256Hijri at the age of 62. He was thus buried on the mgrafnid al-
Fitr. May Allah (SWT) amply reward his blessed soamin The legend, according to
the the guide is thdmam al-Bukhari had requested to be buried next to @uskn
"Abbas (r.a.), the cousin of our beloved Prophethddumad (s.a.w.s.), but that his
request was not fulfilled since he was not allowednter into Samarqgand.

Dr "Abd al-Fattah "Abd al-Salam then took me tohmsne in Samargand where his wife
prepared some delicious Bukhara Pilav (a mixtureagf and meat) which | thoroughly
relished. It was served with tomato and onion sakladsh tomato juice was served as
starters.



His wife and daughter then accompaniexito the site where Sayyiduna Qussam lbn
"Abbas (r.a.) is buried.

Entrance to the grave of @yyiduna Qussam lbn "Abbas (r.a.)

In fact there is aasjid in that complex which is named after him. Withivat complex
too are the tombs of the Timur Sultans and thenilfas.

| was then driven to a place where | took a taxTéashkent. There were in all 5 of us in
the taxi, including the driver, and it was misegatd be sitting in between two people in
the back seat for the rest of the 3 and half hades Fortunately, the taxi driver would

stop every hour and | could come out and stretchemy. | was dropped off at the Grand
Mir Hotel just before midnight. Upon arrival, theceptionist told me that Dr Zamira
Muhamedova had phoned to enquire about my safenrétom Samargand and that |
would be joining her and her husband for lunch tbkowing day, i.e. Sunday 18

September 2005.

Dr Zamira Muhamedova and her husband, Dr Azamat dvhddov, Vice Regional
Director of the Institute of Asian Culture and Diy@ment, arrived promptly at the hotel
at 11 a.m. They both presented me with souvenitdzbkkistan. They then informed me
that they would be taking me on a city tour befoaging a typical Uzbeki dish for lunch.
They went out of their way to get a young interpreHasan, to accompany us.. The new
section of Tashkent has many new buildings. Theateeand Parliament buildings are
truly impressive. The people in that part of they @re dressed in European clothing
while in the old part of the city, which is minutesvay, are dressed in traditional
clothing, more like the Egyptian villagers’ way dfessing and the women had their
heads fully covered. Here it may be important tontioe that the Uzbekis are very
friendly, courteous and obliging. They have Europésatures except that their eyes are
like that of the Chinese, but are much bigger ze si
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As we drove along, | noticed that Daewoo cars weeemost popular. They are found in
all shapes and sizes and are totally different fieeones that are found in South Africa.
My hosts took the trouble to stop as we drove altmgisit the Masajid and other
historical sites. While walking at one the sites, Akamat Muhamedov asked me “Do
you knowHodja Nasruddin?” “No”, | promptly replied. On seconatights, | asked him

if he meantMullah Nasruddin. “Yes,” he replied and added, “We calinhHodja
Nasruddin. | learnt later on that the Arabs cathBiohg the Turks know him abklodja
Nasruddin, and the Indians, Pakistanis and Irankamsv him asMulla Nasruddin. Mr
Azamat Muhamedov then informed me that there wstatae oHodja Nasruddin on his
donkey in the city of Tashkent and decided to taleto see itHodja Nasruddin was a
13" centurySufi very witty and renowned for his great sense ofibur. However, when
we arrived at the spot where the statue was sudposbe, it had disappeared. So he
enquired from the people that were around thatep&scto what happened to the statue.
He was told that someone had cut off the tail efdbnkey so the whole statue had been
taken away to repair its tail. This made me reeaill incident when one day the
townspeople came running lodja Nasruddin to inform him that the donkey he loved s
much was lostHodja Nasruddin exclaimed: “Praised beAltah! For if | was on it, | too
would have been lost!” This is exactly what happeménen we went looking for the
statue oHodja Nasruddin on his donkey - both of them were nowheitze found!

Statue of Hodja Nasruddin

My hosts then took me to a restaurant where | wneegted with a traditional dish called
Lagman, which is a kind of soup with meat, and fflou the shape of noodles. This
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delicacy is eaten with thick crusty round breadgnust mention here that all meals in
Uzbekistan is served with a pot of black tea whschoured in small bowls and one goes
on sipping the tea while relishing one’s meal.

Mr Azamat Muhamedov, his wife, Dr Zamira Muhamdova, and Hasan, the interpreter, at the restaurant

After meals, we returned to the hotel where it Wae to bid farewell to my hosts and |
thanked them for their hospitality and told therattbne daynsha’ Allahwe would meet
again in South Africa.

Since that Sunday was my last day in TashkenteBsor Malika Abdullahodzhaeva sent
a driver to the hotel requesting that | visit hehar home. Her husband who was also a
doctor passed away some 6 years ago. On thatylartiday, it was her grandson’s®21
birthday and | was very warmly received by his sotaw, daughter, grandchildren and
their friends. It was just a get together of heangison and friends with no birthday cake
served. Meals were served almost immediately uppmamval and among the spread on
the table was Bukhara Pilav, my favourite dish!

After meals, Professor Malika Abdullahodzhaeva stibhme the two-volume Pathology
textbook in Russian which she had authored and nwddthat she was busy with its
revised edition. | was quite amazed to learn thate were 80 000 medical doctors in
Uzbekistan and that most of them had been had trasgred in Uzbekistan! Professor
Malika Abdullahodzhaeva then reassured me that dashev Ulugbek would promptly

be at the hotel at 1 a.m. the following morningdke me to the airport and asked her
daughter, daughter, who is also a doctor, to drefhat the hotel. | then had a nap and
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half an hour past midnight, | went down to the lphtith my luggage. Dr Yuldashev
Ulugbek arrived on time and | must really commemal Wzbekis for respecting time. The
airport was only 15 minutes away from the hoteteAhe got permission for me to enter
the airport area where only travelers are allowedoi check in and have their bags
weighed, | bid him farewell and thanked him for kisd gesture in receiving upon my
arrival in Tashkent and for seeing me off. My fligtas scheduled to depart at 3:45 a.m.
It was only at 2:30 a.m. that a representativehefBritish Airways came to inform us
that there would be a long delay since the flightrf London had not arrived and we told
us to return to the hotel. | explained to her thhtd to fly to London since | had to
connect the same day for the flight to South Afri&he was accommodating and
endorsed my tickets to Uzbekistan Airways via Ffartkand from there via British
Airways to London and arrived in London well in #nto be in a position to catch my
connecting flight to South Africa on 19 Septemb@d2

I must confess that a Muslim visitor to Uzbekistaay find that most of the Muslims in
that part of the world are not necessarily uphagdhre tenets of Islam, but | would like to
draw the attention of the readers that we haveety ln mind that, under the rule of the
Soviet Union, it was forbidden for Muslims to opgpkactice their faith. It may be apt to
mention here that on the occasion of the indeparel@i Uzbekistan, the people of
Makkah built the larged¥lasjid in Tashkent. Hasan, the interpreter told me thataal-
Fitr and’Id al-Adha the congregation at that particuMasjid is so huge that the people
have to pray outside thBlasjid onto the street. Moreover, in only 14 years after
independence, the Uzbekis have established an itslamiversity in Tashkent and
Muslims from the Arab world have generously builhamber of Islamic educational
institutes in some Uzbeki cities. | am, therefdr@peful that within a decade or so, by the
grace ofAllah (SWT), Islam will be vibrant in that part of theorld. This hope stems
from the fact that when | asked the taxi driver wbok me to Samarkand whether he
was a Muslim, he instantaneously replieélt hamdu li Allal” (Praise be tdAllah).
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