
The North American Van lines truck was finally empty and drove away at 4:30 PM. It was the 
15th of August, 1951, my birthday, and that night was the first night we slept in our new home in 
King Edward Park in Edmonton. We had moved from Camrose, from the comfort of a tight-knit 
Norwegian immigrant community to the big city fifty miles (as we said in those days) northwest. 
The row of modest new homes along 78th Avenue, built by the Lakusta brothers, all needed 
landscaping. That would come with the following spring along with the first vegetable gardens. 
One block over stood a farmer’s field.

I took my father’s hand and we walked half a block to 80th Street, turned north and walked 
another four blocks and crossed the well graveled main street that connected the University to 
highway 16. The Whyte Avenue of my memory, in my neighbourhood, remained a gravel street 
for most of my childhood. We needed milk and butter and a few other things and my father had 
spotted a little convenience store across Whyte Avenue. Once inside I wandered about checking 
out what was on the somewhat dysfunctional shelves. 

My father had emigrated from Norway as a young man and it was the custom in his home town 
to shake hands with virtually everyone you met. In the convenience store he had stretched out his 
hand to greet the gentleman behind the counter, said “hello” and introduced himself. My father 
was named for the Irish resurrection hero, Finn McCool. The name Finn caught on in Norway a 
thousand years ago, the work of Irish monks, and the gentleman who took his hand was Moses, 
a name loaded with meaning even for me as a young child. 

I was raised in the landscape of the Bible. The stories of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar, Isaac and 
Rebecca  and Ishmael, Jacob and Leah and Rachael, Joseph and his Egyptian wife Asenath and 
his brothers, of Moses and the prophets and, of course, of my namesake David, the Psalmist 
and King, were part of our daily reading and conversation. At seven years of age I thought this 
was how everyone grew up. And, now, I was standing listening to my father in an animated 
conversation with Moses, who I later learned was the owner of the store. 

A visit to Moses’ store was a regular part of our life for a number of years. My father, a carpenter 
by training and a lay Biblical scholar by avocation, built new shelves for Moses several years 
later and I helped install them. The installation took longer than it ought because Moses and 
my father would take lengthy breaks to engage in their shared and distinct understandings of 
biblical narrative. 
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Saint Thomas Lawyers Guild is named in honor of Thomas More who was a lawyer and 16th century 
chancellor of King Henry VIII.  He was martyred because he remained loyal to his God.  While he was 
on the scaffold he declared that he died “the king’s good servant but God’s first”.  He was canonized a 
Saint by the Roman Catholic Church and is Patron Saint of Lawyers.  

Every September, in honor of St. Thomas More, St. Thomas More Lawyers Guild celebrates a special 
Mass referred to as the “Red Mass” because of the blood Thomas More shed.  Held at St. Joseph 
Basilica and presided over by the Archbishop, this celebration of the Mass asks God to bless the 
lawyers, judges and the court system for the upcoming judicial year.  In 2007, in order to celebrate 
the Alberta Courts’ 100th anniversary, the Guild decided to sponsor an interfaith service and dinner 
focused on peace and unity that would include representatives from several faiths.  Co-sponsoring 
the event along with the lawyer’s guild were Catherine Fraser, Chief Justice of the Court of Appeal of 
Alberta; Allan Wachowich, Chief Justice of Alberta Court of Queen’s Bench; and Gail Vickery, Chief 
Judge of the Provincial Court of Alberta.   In the audience were Christians, Muslims, Jews, Members 
of First Nations, Hindus and Sikhs.
 
I was flattered when Rosanna Saccomani, a well known and respected lawyer, and spokesperson 
for the Guild approached me to request that I give a brief history about the first Muslim lawyer and 
judge in Alberta and reflect about what my faith meant to me. Similarly, five other lawyers from the 
Jewish, Christian, Sikh and Hindu communities were also requested to give their reflections.  Ms. 
Saccomani during an interview with the Edmonton Journal, prior to the service stated that all lawyers, 
not just Christian have made a fantastic contribution to Alberta’s legal community and that this year, 
being the centennial year, “we (the Guild), just thought it would be fitting that there be an interfaith 
service to recognize that God’s hand is in everything we do”.   On September 26, 2007, McDougall 
United Church witnessed a unique and engaging interfaith prayer wherein lawyers representing six 
faith groups reflected on their religion and bowed their heads together in prayer along with their 
respective spiritual leaders.  

My reflection to the group essentially expressed that Islam was an integral part of my life and 
that it was a serene oasis from which I sought refuge from the material world.   I also alluded to 
the challenges I faced as a Muslim woman lawyer in a post 9/11 world.  I explained that the first 
Muslim lawyer and judge in Alberta was Edward Saddy, who was the brother in-law of Alberta’s 
first provincial cabinet minister, Larry Shaben.  I also explained that one of the first Muslim lawyers 
in Alberta was my own dear father, Viqar Quraishi, Q.C. who was called to the Alberta Bar in 1967.  
Imam Tamir Ali of the Canadian Islamic Centre lead the prayers for the Muslim Community by 
reciting the Surah Al-Fatiha prayer:
 
In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful, Master of the Day of Judgment.
You alone do we worship; You alone do we ask for help.  Guide us to the straight path,
the path of those whom you have bestowed Your Grace. The path of those who earn your anger nor of those who go astray.

Barry Zalmanowitz who represented the Jewish faith stated that the “legal profession has always been 
accepting of other people’s faiths,” and that the event was a way of showing the broader community 
that we (lawyers) stand together.  He also talked about the first Jewish judge, Samuel Lieberman, 
retired justice of the Alberta Court of Appeal.  The Jewish prayer was lead by Rabbi David Kunin 
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Every time I was in the store with my father we also took a journey into the landscape of 
the Bible. I listened carefully as he sought to understand how his new friend and neighbour 
understood texts that my father loved and held so close to his heart. In my late teens when I first 
read the great scholar Martin Buber’s discussion of how Jews read the Bible and of our need for 
what Buber calls “an I- Thou” relationship to biblical text, I thought of that first visit to Moses’ 
convenience store, to the conversation between two men, one a Jew and one a Christian, sharing 
an uncommon love for a common text. Both stood on the foundations of their distinct religious 
traditions as they turned to each other. 

Friendship was forged in the deep mutual engagement in thinking together out of what each 
brought to the conversation. By the end of each conversation there were always more distinctions 
to appreciate and, at least for my father, a deeper regard for the mystery of how these narratives 
unfolded in the mind and heart of Moses. These conversations, distinctions and mysteries were 
carried into his reading and re-reading of the Biblical narratives throughout his life. And, I suspect 
that it was in the vigor and golden hue of these conversations that the desire to understand how 
others understood was born in a seven year old boy. 

The greatest of the Hebrew Prophets, Moses, and the Irish resurrection hero Finn, and their 
namesakes, bequeathed to me a singular gift: the luminous presence that comes to shape spiritual 
friendship when two people engage each other out of what is best in their understanding and so 
glimpse “the image of God” in each other. 
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Esmeil Muhammed Jamha was born in 1890 in the 
small village of Lala, Lebanon. He would come to 
Canada, with a small group of other Muslims at the 
very youthful age of fifteen years.  He had a very warm 
personality toward his fellow Muslims, other Arabs as 
well as other Canadians. His warm personality, in time, 
would allow him to become known to many as simply 
‘Uncle Sam’.

In his early Canadian days, the young Sam Jamha 
traveled over much of Western Canada as a peddler, 
selling all kinds of smaller items to farmers and 
villagers. At times, he would meet up with some fellow 
Muslims and they would go into some joint ventures. 
In addition, Sam would get to know and live with Cree Indians. From the Cree, he would learn 
about furs and this learning was very fascinating for Sam.  Eventually, he became a fur buyer. 
The Cree Indians taught him how to tell the difference between excellent pelts and poor pelts. 
They also taught him many native secrets about trapping and preparing the skins the proper way, 
in order to get the best value for them. By 1927, Uncle Sam was deeply involved in the fur trade. 
He began to ship furs to Montreal and during another time period, Sam shipped approximately 
$50,000 worth of furs to Fred Swartz at the Edmonton Fur Auction Sales.

During the depression years, Sam would experience some very hard times.  He became 
unemployed when the fur value dropped tremendously.   This situation became very hard on his 
wife, Vera, and their three young children.  By 1939, however, things got better. Sam started 
working again and went into a partnership with the Edmonton Fur Auction Sales at that time 
owned by Fred Swartz and Sol Levine.

After getting on his feet again, Sam went into business for himself and he became a buyer of raw 
furs, hides, horse hair and wool. Uncle Sam continued to sell his supplies, whenever possible, to 
the bigger fur buyers, one of which was the Slutker Fur Company in Edmonton.

On December 15, 1974, Sam Jamha was hospitalized and died at age 84 in hospital.  He, in time, 
would be honoured by the City of Edmonton when it named Jamha Road (east of 50 Street, south 
of Whitemud Drive) after him.

Uncle Sam Jamha
By Richard Awid

Uncle Sam Jamha (left foregound)
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