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THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY ATTEMPT TO REESTAPLI SH PALBSTINE 

Al TP.E CENTER OF WORLD JEWRY 

Richard G. Ji1rsch 

Arter the Turkieh cor.queet tn 1516 Palestine 

became an integral part or the Turkish Empire. As auch 

1t wae subject to all the forces etfect1ng t he expanding 

Turkish Empire ee e whole. With the conquePt~ the Jewish 

coEDanity 1n Pelest1ne, wh1ch heretotore hsd been 1neig

n1t1cant in size and consequence, received new 1mpetue. 

~any Sper.ieh Jews who had settled in Turkey etter the 

exnuleion from Soatn immigrated to Pslest1ne. They 

were imoelled by many mot1vee, chi ef emon~ them: the 

potentialities f or economic security end advancement 

offered in Pelest1 ne and the opportunt~y ~or eatistecti or. 

or epir1tuel end cultural needs. The relative ly young 

city or Sefed soon gained dom1r.ar.ce over J e rusalem in 

all phases of communal 11fe. !he remerke ~le cultural 

develooment of Sefed a s c0~oered with the ~tegnency of 

Jerusalem car. be attributed to the sol ~d economic 

found at1ons or Ssfed. Because 8afed became a commerc1el 

end 1nduetr1el center, it we e able to euu~ort--with t he 

aid of funds from the D1 e soora--mar.y academic inet1tut1ons 

a nd renowned scholars. The continuou s st ruF~lee ~etween 

the schola rs end the merchants over +he nsymer.t or taxes 

are evidence or i nherent we~~r.e~eee w~ th1 r. the economy. 

Du_r1ng th1s time the relat~or.s between thg Jews end their 

neighbors cont ~ nued much es they had 1r. the oest. The 

ieepect w1th whi ch the Jews were generally treated was 
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often det:iandent or. the submissiveness of their attitude. 

W1th the decl1r.e or Turkey et the end or the 16th century 

the economic basi~ or t he Jewish communi ty ir. Palestine 

also be~an to decay, thus end!ng the attempt to ree stsbl1sh 

Pale Ft1ne es the cer.ter of world Jewry. The apoer.d1x 

conte1ne er. ar.slys1e or the nature and validity or the 

various ~r1~sry sources or the ~eriod . 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sir Walter Raleigh once eeid. "We may gather 

out ot history a policy no leee wiee than eternal by 

the compar1aon and appl ication ot other men'e torepaat 

miseries with our ~ovn like errors and 111 deservings." 

The aim ot history 1s to study the past in order to . 
ga1n a more profound understending ot preeent dey 

problems. The interest and entbus1aem generated by 

the phyeicel reeurrect1~n ot the Jewish state 1n owr 

own day cause us to focus our gaze on the past, on 
previous attempts by our brethern to establish Palestine 

as the center of world Jewry. Many ot the problems 

perplexing Israel toda~ end solutions to problems 

being offered have their counteruarte in previous 

hi storical experience. It 1~ the pul"t:'ose of this 

paper to stud7 a rich period ot the JewiEh hi story 1n 

Pales tine which in many respects parallels the present-

day Zioniet movement, in order thereby to aid us i n 

the discus s ion or c ontemporaneous affairs. 

Within the conec1ouenes~ of the Jew pulsated 

many roroee urgl n.Jhim to return to the l er.d ot his 

or1g1r.. In many individuals one motlve wee primary. 

In others a fus ~ on occurreG. There were always a f ew 

romantics such es Judah Halevi and Nacbll&nides who, 

car1n~ little f or cond it ~one. deeiree nothing else 

but a return to lite on the soil of Peleetine. Other s 

wantbd e r eturn for rel1g1oue reeeone, eeek1ns to v1ett 
t o to 

famous holy olscea, pray end study on holy soil. 
~ ' 
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Numerous maee movements were organized by talee Meeaiaba 

euch ae Soloaon Molcho and David Reubeni who proclaimed 

the long-awaited advent of Apocalyptic tiaea. But, 

i t is the content1or. of' this study the.t the prerequisite 

tor 1am1gratlon was a propitious Palestinian ailieu, 

one wh1ch would provide the p~tential for economic 

etab111ty and prosperity. Such a period 1s the object 

ot our study. 

As we gaze ir. retrospect on the history of the 

Jews in P~leet ine we note en unusual ~er1od of growth 

during the 16th century. We behold large numbers of 

1amigrante settling 1r. Palest1r.e, particularly in the 

city or Bated, which now becomes for the first time a 

thriving industrial and intellectual center. We see 

the development of cultural movement s such as Lurianic 

mysticism, which in later years influenced eo much of 

Jewi sh history. We witness an attempt to reestablish 

the authority of the ordinat1or. and of the Sanhedrin 

and even an endeavor to fo1Jnd a poll t1cal state et 

Tiberiae. All these ~henomena are manifest ations of 

what m1~ht be called, "The 16th Century Attempt to 

Reeetabllsh Faleetine es the Cente" of World Jewry." 

To study all aepecte or t hP ver1 ous movements 

whi ch we "e st wor1{ in 16t h century Palest • ne would be 

a task beyond the purview of a master's thesis. Each 

one of the above-menti•:rned phenomena would provide 

suffi cient materi al for a thesis 1n itself. We have 
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therefore decided to concent ~ate our efforts on t he 

aspects which have least been studied • heretof ore-

the economic, pol1t1cal and social developments of 

16th century Palestine. 
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CH.APTER I 

RISE OF THE TURKISH EMPIRE 

A. GENE:U\L CONDITIONS 

In order to comprehend the events or 16th 

century Palestine in their proper perspective 1t 1s 

esaent1al thet we portray the general condition• pre

vailing 1n the geographical area or which Palestine 

was an integral part. 

In the latter part of the 15th century a new 

force became dominant on the European acene . Originat

ing 1n Central Asia and infiltrating into Aaia Minor, 

the Ottoman Turke had eetabliehed the1r own sizeable 

kingdom. In 1453, under Moha11111ed II the Conqueror 

(1451-81 ) they achieved their great a mbit i on nt the 

conquest ot Conetantir.ople and 1n the succeeding years 

the conqueet or wh~t hed been the Eyzantine Empire. 

From 1481 on a eerioue rival ry develoned between the 

Egyptian (Mameluk ) kingdom er.d t~e Ottomans, ultimately 

culminating in an inevitable mil1tery struggle between 

the two at Aleopo, January 24, 1516. The Ottoman Tu rke 

won an overwhelming victory, went on to conquer Egypt 

in 1517, and hencefort h all of the Eastern Mediterranean 

world wae in their poeeee £ion. 
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NOTES ON THE .NATURE OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 

The legal and political eyetem of the Ottoman 

state wae based entirely on religious foundations. 

Thia wee in contrast to the Euronean states where more 

of'ten than not the secular law was modified ln accordance 

with religious principles, "but 1n Turkey the oroblem 

ot the legislators bas been to relax or adjust the 

i nterpretation or the canons or Islam, ao ae to permit 

it to take its place among European etatea and to 

establish a modus vivendi w1 th neighboring unbel 1evers. ••l 

Whenever a new country was conquered the Turke 

would divide the country 1nto fiefs and, ae ie the 

practice or many conquering armies, would aaa1sn them 

to members or the army as reward tor valorous eerv1ce 

and for promise of military a1d 1n the future. In 

essence therefore, the system wee e feudal one, with 

the exceptlo~ that the fief or the rather was not inherited 

by the eon. Each pe rson had to win hie domain by hie 

own valor and m.erit.2 Understandably, th1e provided 

added inducements aid 1ncreeeed occae1one tor internal 

conflicts and wars. 

Taxation syetem--Three-fif'tbs or the revenue 

of the Turkish Empire wee procured bv means or a capitation 

or head tax ( ''kharaj") which was levied on all unbelieving 

subjects Yith the excention ot priests, old men, and 

children under ten years old. The tax we e not especially 

oooree F1Ve ane t he non-bel1evere generally ~aid 1t 
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willingly. Under Solyman the Magnificent (1520-1566) 

the Christian population, which was known aa "RaJa", 

also bad to pay to the owners ot the r1ers a tax of 

one-tenth ot the produce, send one-tenth ot its young 

men to the army, and pay a long aeries or taxes auch as 

bride tax, boot tax, meadow tax, etc. Nevertbeleas, 

Sultan Solyman was called the "Lawgiver." The Turkish 

courts dealt juetly,"tor even 1t the law save fewer 

rights to Christians and Jews than to Mohammedans, 1t 

still afforded the opportunity tor eech man to secure 

in t'ull those whi ch belonged to him by law."3 

CoD1JDerce, mainly in the hands of Christians 

and Jews, tlouriahed during this period. The duties 

on imports end exports were comparatively reasor.e~le. 

Accordingly the era w1tr.eseed the growth or large 

commercial and 1ndustrl•l cit1ea. Constantinopl e 

became the moet influential city 1n the Empire, the 

center or the entire eastern world. 

Nevertheless, despi t e the apparent prosperity 

end dtren~tb ot tbe Empire, its roundet1on wse bu i lt on 

loose sand. The Em~1re ~ee not a homogeneous unit, 

but embraced large masses of alien nat i onalities, each 

with its own culture, language, end hi story. These 

hetero~enetue groups had been brought under one em?1re 

by conquest and wer e therefore ,held together by the only 

cohes ive element known to the Turks--force. The Ottoman 
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Empire was a a1litary state. Ita m1seion was to spread 

Islam by tire and sword, thereby subduing all non

bel1evera. Particularly arter the eerl1eet stage of 

the Empire the subjugated peool•a were 118de to bear 

exces sive taxes and the rule became more and more 

oppreae1ve. The Tur~e cared little tor amel1orat1ng the 

lot of the subject peo~lea. No attempts were made to 

improve the educet.1onal level. A rather frequent 

practice evolved whereby government and eccles1aet1cal 

poets were sold to the highest bidder. As ie ttNe of 

moEt empires the Turkish Empire was rounded on the 

necessity tor a continuous eroanaion. Without the 

exter.e1on ot the t.-ordere and t he income to be derived 

from newly cor.quered peonles the point or d1m1nieh1ng 

returns was soon reacbed,and the Empire, especially 

a~er the deetb of Murad III 1n 1579, beean to declir.e. 

Ot ~articuler significance in the decline of 

the Turkish Empire was tr.e discovery by the Portugese 

navigator Vaeco de Gama or a way around the ca.pe ot 

Good Hope (1497). Thi~ o~ened up a new era in the 

bi etory or the worl d . Commerce from Europe traversed the 

eea routee directly to and from India,w1th the result 

thet the travel routes and centers or Asia Minor ~e~an 

to lose their i mportance. Portugege and other European 

tleete were now enebl~d to att ack Moslem ships in the 

Red Sea and 1n Indian waters. Thue, by the end of the 
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16th century most ot the traf fic 1n spices and otner 

tropical products ot India end Arabia were diTerted 

from Syria, Egypt, and Turkey, and one ot the main 

sources ot national income was destroyed.4 
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B. THE JEW IN THE TURKISH EMPIRE 

For the Jew the real significance or the 1!\lrkieh 

Empire ia to be round 1n the hospita•te welcome given 

by the Turkish sultana to the Spanish &xilee. At a 

time when Spanish Jewry vae tottering on the depths ot 

despair, the Turks off'ered the light of new hope, 

opening up the gates of the Empire to the retugeee ot 

the Spanish lnquia1t1on. The ststement of Sultar. 

Bajazet upon bearing of Ferdinand'• action bas become 

a byword: "Do you call him a wise king, he Who 1mpo-.erisbes 

his lends and enriches my k1ngdom?"5 Bajazet sent word 

to all his dominions that the Jews ehould be treated 

with respect and that anyone who miatreeted a Jew or 

who threatened expulsion would be liable to punishment 

of death .6 Samuel de Usque expreasee 1:._h~ att itude of 
~ 

the Jews of' Turkey in hie famous Tanchumot Israel: 

"Great Turker, ••• there~ or-treed~m 
and equal opportuni ty for the unhindered practice 
of Jewish worship are ever open to Isreel; they 
are never closed against thee. There thou canst 
renew thy inward life, change thy cond1t~on, 
strip off' thy habits, cast away erroneeue 
teachings, recover t hy ancient trutha, and 
abandon the practices which, by the violence 
ot the nation• among which thou west a pil~rim. 
thou we.et forced to 1m1tate. In th1e land thou 
rece1veet boundless grace from the Lord, e1nce 
therein he granteth thee unl 1m1tec freedom to 
begin thy repentance.•7 

The Jews of Turkey sent huge sums of money to Spain 

to a ' ~ in U Je transportation of the Spanish Jews and 

often they were compelled to pay raneoms 1n order to 

free their brethern. 
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It 1s d1ff'1cult to 1mag1ne the development 

and expansion ot the Turkish Empire or the 15th and 

16th centa~iee without the Jewe living 1r. 1ts borders. 

The Jewe tilled the tunct1on ot t he aiddle clase. 

One would expect the Greeks and Araaaeane to have 

wielded aore influence than they did, for they were 

in a poe1tior. comparable to tbe Jewe. Since much ot 

the co1111erce waa ln their hende, logically they too 

could have served se the middle class. But because 

the Turke were at war with Christian countr1ee, they 

tended to d1etruat all Chriet1ar.s. On the other her.d, 

Turkey had given retu!e to the Jewe at a critical time 

in t heir hi story so tbet the Jewa, particularly aince 

there wae no other place to go, could be considered 

patriotic, tru stworthy servents or the Sultan. 

The refugees brought with them knowledge ana 

techniques which proved to be invaluable. They bad a 

comprehensive understanding or European commerce end 

l snvuagea. They were expert 1n many crerta. A concep

tion or the importance ~t the Jew in Turkey may be 

gained t: t he following quotation from N1kolaa de 

N1kola1, written 1n 1554: 

"The number of Jewe 1n Turkey and in the 
Grecian 1alsnde 1a very great, and 1n the 
capital Conatant1nonle their numbere increase 
dally. They are the mastere of the lsno 1r. 
commerce and industry, they engage 1n banking 
and all branchee or work and cra~tsmaneh1p, 
anu they supervise the 1nterexchange of goods 
between eeet anc west on both land and sea. 
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The7 are the heads ot the big stores and 
the beads ot the treasury houses 1n the 
capttal ••••• add ln addi tion to the fact t hat 
they are mtrcbants they are also exceptional 
craftsmen, especially the ref'ugees trom Spain 
and Portugal. To the misfortune and evil 
ot the Christiane the Jews teach the Turke 
the techniques necessary tor the strategies 
ot var: bow to make weapons end car(pn and 
ammunition. Tbe Jews established printing 
houses in Greek, Latin, Italian, but 1t 1a 
forbidden tor them to Dublish books in Hebrew 
and Turkish. They are- also the interpretera 
for all Euro~eans who come to the capital."~ 

An.,ther version of the letter states, "They 

publish books in Greek, Latin, Italian, Spanish, and 

even Hebrew, wb1cb is their national language, but in 

Turkish and Arabic they are not permittec to )>ublist:.." 9 

This latter version would seea to be the more correct 

of the two, for to ~orbid the Jevs to publish in their 

own language would contradict t he l i beral pol icy of the 

Turks toward the Jewe. In either case, 1t 1s quite 

obvious that the Jews we re not allowed t o publish in 

the Turkish language. Their freedom we e not complet e. 

It appears that t he Turke did not went t he Jews to 

have too many direct contacts with the masses, especial ly 

in e field such as pri P.t i ng whe re the Jews could gain 

contr~ ~ ot publi c expression and opinion. 

The Jewish populat '.on of Turkey expanded 

rapidly. 36 congregations vere established 1n Salon1ca 

a lone, where in the course of t1me there lived more 

Jews than gentiles. (Until World War II and the conquest. 

of t ne Greeks by the Nazis the Jevt sh popluat 1on or 
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Salon1ca represented a large proportion ot the total 

populace). In Conetantinoryle there were 44 eynagoguee 

with a total population ot 30,000 Jews. In whatever 

co11mun1ty the Spanish Jews settled they eoon assumed 

the les dersh1o. In moet places the Spanish language 

became the vernacular ; both Jew and gentile reapected 

them for their superior culture, their advanced skill. 

and their innate abll!t ir.10 

Many Jews held unique positions in the courts 

or the sultana. Even ae early as 1452 Mobaamed II 

(1451-1481) had granted special rights t o bis confidant 

and physician Joseph Hamon, exemptir.g him and a l l his 

descendants from all taxat1on.11 That Jewish doctors 

es~ec1ally were held 1n high esteem may be seen from 

the following exce~t: 

"In Turkey and especially in Constantinople 
there are many Turkish doctors who live from 
this t heir occupation, but the number of 
Jewish doctors le larger and they have brilliant 
men and teachers of medicine. The reaeon 
their number 1s greater than the others 1s 
due to the! r kr.owledge of writ t en and spoken 
languages: Greek, Arsma,c, Chaldean, Turkish, 
add Hebrew, since 1n these lenguages •• (except 
the Turkish lang~age) most of the authorities 
ba .. 3 written on med i cine, natural phil osophy, 
and astrology, the knowledge of whi ch fields 
is es sential tor meo 1c,~e. 

Beside the numerous doctors who are called 
in Turkish "H1k1m," the Great Turk (the Sultan) 
ret ains h1 s pri vate doctors, some Turke, 
some Jewe who receive a large salary and 
subeietence ." 
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~s an 1ntereeteng s i delight: "'l'he dress 
ot the Turkish doctors 1s not d1st1ngu1ehable 
trom the reet ot the common people, but the 
dress ot the Jewish doctors is d1st1ngu1ehable 
from them, because in place ot the green 
Cretan turban worn bv the Jews they wear a 
h1gh hat ot scarlet-red color."12 

Rabb1 Moses Kapsal1, the chief r abbi of t he 

Jews, was greatly respected by Moballllled, even though 

he d1d not know the Turkish language. The atory .1a 

told (hardly to be considered reliable) that the Sultan 

d1egu1aed b1mselt' end went to t he trial ot' a rich Jew 

va. a poor Jew, at which Kapeali decided 1n favor ot 

the poor Jew. The Sulta~ was so impressed by Kapaali's 

sense or justice that he showered him with bountifu l 

gifts, and henceforth all ca s es pertaini~ to Jews 

were referred to him tor judgment.13 ~egardlese of 

the valid1 ty of the story 1 tself, the facts remai n 

that Kapsal1 wa s the re~resentative of ~e Je wish 

community in the State Council (Divan).14 

Although Moses Kapeali was held in grea t favor 

at the Sultan's court, there evidently must have been 

opposition among the Jews themselves to the concentration 

ot power in the bends o~ one 1nd1v1dual. The history 

or t he struggles ot the Gaon1m and Exilarchs 1n Baby

l~nia and of the strong leaders ot Jewish co1Dlnunit1es 

in all periods of h1story would tend to support the 

assumption that the leaderehi~ ot Kapsel1 and Elias 

Mizrach1 ,who followed him, did not go uncontested. 
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In "L1kutim Sbonim" tbe account ot the struggle is 

given 1n some detail. The o~noe 1tinn was led by Rabbi 

Jojepb Colon and a Shal1ach whose name wee Rabbi Moshe 

Earim V'arba (so-called because he knew only 24 books 

ot the B1ble and noth~ ng else). Kepsal1 w~s warr ot 

ottend1r.g the Turki sh Sultan by sending money to 

Palestine, at tbat t1me in the posaeee1on of F.gTJt, 

the Turkish enemies . We are told that in retaliation 

Rabbi Moshe Esrim V'arba Joined i n the at~pted ouster 

of Jrapaali.15 

In later yeare Sultan Solyman instituted the 

office of "Kab1ya," a lewish advocate or political 

representative ap~o~nted by the Sul t an . The duty 

ot the "Kah1ya" was to repre ~ent the Jews at court and 

t o defend them against any acte or o~nrese ion or 1n

Ju stice .16 

The Jews along with every other people in t be 

Empire were f orced to pay a poll tax, "kharaJ" ( ct. p. 5 ) 

In addition there wa s a tax known ae "Rav Acbjee1," or 

"money for the ra~bi." For the payment o f th1e s econd 

ta~ the community es a whole was responsibl e. The 

s ultan, interes ted only i n the total sums entering hie 

coffers, pe naitted the Jew! sh community to decide the 

means or collect ion. Through the payment of thi s tax 

the Jewteh community wae allowed to have 8 chief r abbi. 

I G is not kr.own whether the sultan placed the tax upon 

the Jews or whether the Jewish community itself instigated 

the request for a chief rabbi and therefore assumed t he 
17 

additional tax burden. 
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Deap1te the general picture or prosperity, 

progress, and religious freedom one receives trom this 

brief survey of the lite or the Jew in Turkey, one 

must not be deluded into thinking that all uroblema 

of ant1-Semit1em were eradicated. The distinctions 

in dress, the regulations against printing in the 

Turkish language, the necessity for the establishment 

ot the Kah1ya to act in the capacity of a government

recognized defense agency--all show thet the eeedlin~s 

of anti-Semitism, or at leaet anti -non-believer , were 

already i mplanted 1n Turkish soil. In lster years 

Sultan Murad III once ordered the execution of all 

Jews because they dressed too gaudily . The Jews were 

saved only bf the 1ntervent1on of some influential 

brethern. Thus, "the fate of the Jew depended on the 

caprice of a despotic ruler."18 The Jews were the 

object of much abuse at the hands of their Christian 

neighbors, and often the respect given by the Sultan 

to individual Jews of bigh,atanding did not affect the 

statue of the mas ~ of Jews. In add1tior. the Jewish 

com~ur1ty itself was divided. Many i nternal struggles, 

such as the i r.cident involv ing Kapeali and hi s op~onents, 

give evidence of the disunity which wa s characteristic 

of the Jewish community. Many congregations existed 

side by side,each of them maintaining its own sovereignty 

and ~ts o'tM culture patterns, dependent on place of origin. 
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It 1e e ge':'leral h1stor1cal phllnomenon that the fate 

ot the Jew 1e 1nextr1ca~ly associated w1th the rate or 

the ger.eral society in wh1cb lives. Tbue, the decli ne 

ot the Turkish Empire signalled the decline in position 

and prosperi ty or tbe Jews in the Turk1ab Empire, so 

that by the end ot the 16tb century Turkish Jewry had 

reached its zenith. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE J EW I N PALESTINE BEFO~ THE TURKISH CONQUEST 

as reflected primarily in 

JE!WSALEM 

Paleet1ne ot the 15th century was not a o ros

peroua land. When viewed t'rom tbe general perspective 

it oresente a dismal picture of filth, ignorance, and 

poverty. The lot of the Jewish communities, participating 

in almoet every aspect or the economic life, was no 

better than that of the other inhabitants, and as we 

shall see, in many ~nstancee the Jews were 1n a much 

lower economic and social stete. 

Although individual Jews were scattered through

out Palestine, the only communitiee or any consequence 

we re Jerusalem and Sated. Because Sated is signi ficant 

for the purposes or this study primarily in the per iod 

after the conques t of Palestine by Turkey, a late r 

chapter will be devoted to it. The scope ot this chapter, 

therefore, will be 11mtted to a study or Jerusalem. 

Moat c~ our inrormat1on concern :ng the Jewish communities 

or the t ! me comes to us from travelers' accounts which, 

as stated in the a~pend1x, ere not to be coneidered 

completely reliable. However, t he r e are enou!h varied 

accounts t o be able to evaluat e the approximate tenor 

or t .ie t1m.ge. 
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One or the earliest accounts is the letter 

of Rabbi El1yahu de P1rara, an Italian 'hye1c1an, who 

in 1•38 wrote ~ home atet1ng that tor the tirat 

time the Jewa were beginning to develop themselves in 
arid 

the various cratts;carpentry, smithery,~silk-work and 

were even opening up stores. He added, with all the 

fervent ardor of a modern professional, "there la no 

need to say that ir. the field or med1c1~e they are all 

complete aaeea."19 

The first clear conception of the Jeruealem 

community we receive from the\i.etter of Rabbi Meehullam 

ot Valtera, or perhaps Valtel1na, written in 1481.20 

R. Meshullam says, "There are 1n 1t (Jerusalem) 10,000 

Arab families and 250 Jewish families." (Ae we shall 

see throughout the course of the etudy,the population 

figures, the eights seen, and the eTaluations of economic 

and social status are otten at complete variar.ce with 

one another. For exam'?le, th1s same author claims that 

at Gaza he saw the house of Delilah where Samson •welt 

still stend1ng and thst at a d1et c: nce of about one-

eighth c~ e m~ le one can et111 see the courtyard of the 

palace Samson destroyed.21 For a more detailed discussion 

ct. Appendix.) "The buildings of Jerusalem are very 

bea.utitul •••• the land is now1ng with milk and honey, 

even though it 1e 1n the mountains and is destroyed and 

desola .. e. E"Terything is cheap ••• there is an abundance 

ot all fruits, honey, dates, etc ••••• The .Arabs and even 
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the Jewe or this place are "Hazirim" (gluttons) in their 

eating, tor all or them eat f'rom one dish with their 

t1ngere (and it this is not enough to ebock modern 

ett1quette) without a tableclotb."22 1n an earlier 

l)assage R. Mesbullam describee the Jews of Hebron, 

where the Cave of Macbpella ie located. He states 

that many ttaea the Jewish woaen would cover their 

taoes with veils as did the Arab women 1n order to 

sneak in to the forbidden places undetected.23 

The above two etatemente would seem to imply 
~re 

that at least as tar as dress and rood ~ concer ned 

there was very little difference between the Jew and 

hie neighbor. Anyone who 1s familiar with Israel 1n 

modern times will be able to attest tbst tn plecee such 

ae Tiberias 8.t?tl Pek11n, where Jews have lived aide by 

aide v1th the Ara.be tor long periods or history,-rhe 

Jew has aeeim1lated the outward appearance ot the Arab, 

hie customs and habits, ar.d even the Arabic language as 

hie vernacular. 

In 1488 an important pere·or.al1 ty came to Jerus

alem to settle--Rabbl Obadiah Bert1r.ora. Bertinora was 

an exceptional mar. who more than any other individual 

was re sponeible for raising the Jewish collf!lunity to a 

level or self-respect. An anonymous Hacbam rrom Venice, 

writing from Jerusalem in 1495, only seven years after 

Obad'ab him6elt bad come to Jerusalem, presents the 
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following description ot Eertinora: "The man is extremely 

great, the whole land kisses h1s mouth. Without him no 

man will litt his hand. Gentiles seek h1m out from the 

enda ot the land and will not alter bis words. And eTen 

1n Egypt, Babylonia, and other lands, when be decrees a 

thing, they establish 1 t. Even the Arabs honor end 

respect him ••• Be is modest and humble • •• ot him they say, 

'this man is r.ot born ot woman.•w24 

By the time that R. Obadiah Bertinora came to 

Jerusalem in 1488 , the conditi ons in Jeru salem had 

evidently been growing progressively worse. In contrast 

to R. Meebullam, Berttnora writes in a letter to hi e 

tat her: 

As tor Jerusalem, most ot it is destroyed 
and desolate, and it isn't necessary to say 
the.t it has no wall surrounding it. Th~ 
population, according to what they say, 
n~mbers approximately 4000 families, and 
ot the Jews there remain today 70 fami lies, 
the poorest of t he people, who have no sub
s i stence. There is almost no one who does 
not lack tood, and he who finds tor himself 
food tor a yea r is called a rich man in this 
nlace. At a time like this there are in its 
midst many widolill, old end dejected, Ashkenazim 
and Seph't-d1m, and other s , seven women to each 
man. Now the land is nea cetul and quiet, tor 
the elders reuented of t he evil they had 
don : ."25 

What wa s the evil o~ which Bertinora speeks? 

In the conti nuat i on ot the letter he explains: 
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"I witnessed an ev11,and widespread disease 
1n this land: when a stranger becomes e1ck 
all his dear ones. neighbors, end acqua1ntancea 
are afraid to approach him and to e~ter tr.to 
his house laeet the elders accuse them or 
stealing belongings from there •••• tor the eyes 
ot the elders are open, and the7 wait, as tor 
rain, for the strangers who come to Palestine 
to die so that they might be their heirs, tor 
they say thet they are the treasurers ot the 
Hekdesh, and the money of the strangers who 
have no heirs becomes Hekdeeh. Moat ot the 
men and women living in Jerusalem are strangers 
from a distant land without known heirs in 
Palestine. Actually, according to the laws 
ot the land their property belongs to the 
king, but they '(the elders) divide (the 
poaseesione of the etrangera) with the Arabs 
and with the oftic1ala ot the land and do as 
they wish. The elders take everything and 
sa1 that they pay the debts which the1 
accW1ulated tor the building or the synagogue. 
It la already several years and debts are 
still in torce, tor they still say tbet the 
debts for this thing are more tban 1000 
pieoes or gold •••••• in the synagogue or 
Jerusalem today the re are only a ve"t"f rev 
Sifre Torah in contra.st to the more than 
300 wh: ch were once there, and there is no 
need to add that there ere no garments of 
gold or silver furnishings. The elders sold 
everything and d!d as they desired with the 
money. "26 

The taxes in t hose times were extremely heavy. 

The likd tax alone we.a 400 ducats a year, which the ,.... 

co~mun1ty as a whole agreed to pay to the treasury or 

the government whether the number of residents remained 

constant or not.27 In order that the taxes should come 

to the treasury at the appointed t1me, the beads of 

the community chose tax collectors who were to be 

responsible for the required tunde. Failure meant 

punie"'-ent or jail or both for the tax collectors, 
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which ot course would partially explain their cruelty. 

Abraham Luncz utilizes the above tacts in an attempt to 

distinguish between the elders and the tax collectors, 

t~areby seeking to cleanse history or the sine or the 
8 Co..v h.e mo 1i-,-1-r,,1 n ,. cl 

elders~ Such a d1et1nct1on !:;J\hardl~llhal~ it we are 

to assume that Bertinora's testimon7 is correct. From 

the letter cited above it is quite obvious that the elders 

perpetrate the wrongs. The elders, not the tax-collectore, 

are in cherge or the Hekdesh. The elders alone could 

have bee the authorit7 to sell the Sifre-Torah. They 

alone were reapona1ble tor paying the debts ot the 

e·rnagogue. Even it we assume, as Luncz claims, that 

the function or elder and tax-collector was not combined 

in the same individual, the elders, aa sole les.ders ot 

the community would still have bad Jurisdiction over the 

collectors . 

In addition to the bead tax there were other 

taxes. For example , in order to obtain a license to 
"'he" make wine there was a tax ot 50 ducats a year. -ff' we 

consider that the bead tax tor the entire community tor 

one year was 400 ducats, then we can imagine the excessive 

nature or this tax. The unreasonableness or this tax was 

due undoubtedly to the tact that the Arabs did not drink 

wine, "tor it (wine) 1e a.n e.bom! nat1.on to the Arabs. 11 29 

In orde r to collect the money tor the tax the ~urcbeser 

was obliged to pay an add it1 or:al graded tax: The rich 

paid 20 pieces or si lver for every "Ce.ntery" of wine, 
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people ot aed1um aeana paid 16, and the poor, including 

those on charity, were forced to pa7 12.30 

During tbe rule ot the Maaeluks the tax •rate• 

was tbe eame tor botb Jewa and gent.ilea. However, 

th• trequent. change in governaent wreaked bavoc with 

tbe econoa7. When a new "Na1pu" (governor) took the 

re1g,ns of govern .. nt 1t wae a general polic1 to deaand 

an increase 1n govern11ent revenue • . At sucb ti•s the 

taxes were of'ten raieed aa b.1gh ae twic• the prev1oue 

amount. Retuaal to pa7 vaa aet with jail, flogging, 

and other assorted pun1ebmenta.31 

Within a few yeera after the expulsion troa 

Spain the Jerusalem community bad more than doubled 

its sparse population. Tbe Venetian traveler wrote 

that be found 200 Jewish taa111es in Jenzealem in 1495.32 

Evidently the 1ntlux of well-educated, refined Span1ah 

Jewa and the labors ot Bertlnora and bis d1aciplee had 

reaped their t1ret truita. The moral and economic 

level ot the co .. un1ty waa dettn1tely raised, although 

perhaps not quite so much aa our anonymous traveler 

states. He claims that "every day, evening, morning, 

and noon the entire community, r1cb and poor, gatber 

together to pray w1th devot1on ••••••• and every day after 

the prayers •• the men remain 1n the Bet Hamldrasb to study 

M1shnah and Talmud, about 3 hours, and af'ten.arda they 

go .tr-11 etrengtb to strength, v1a1t1ng tbe a1ck and 



2• 
giving g1tte to the poor ••• "33 The 1mproveaent 1n 

conditions vae only relat1Te; the econolllc e1tuat1on 

1n Jeruealea remained deplorable. If the entire comn1ty 

could find time to pray three t1mea a day, atudy tor 

three houra da1ly, and apend tbe re at or tbe day per

roraing M1tzvot, Tery rev or the aen WOUld have been 

able to hold Jobe. "Moat of the people support tbea-

eel vea by charity," records our traveler.34 "Anyone 

Who knows bow to do work such ea that or a welder or 

smith or weaver or aever will earn hie eubsistence, 

but acarcely and with difticulty."35 Thus, even a 

ek1lled laborer was h.erd-preaaed to earn h1e livelihood. 

"Nevertheless, rood 1a not so de6r and th1e year bread 

and wine are cbaap •••• tfperson can 11T• on 10 ducats a 

year."36 

We have aeen the lethargy or the Jewish coaaun1ty 

1n Palestine under the hegeuny of F.gypt. Th• down

trodden maeaea, wboae support wee derived in large 

part trom the contributions or charitable compatriot• 

1~ the Diaspora, were without employment or mean• or 

obtaining tt ~ir own aube1stence. A later chapter 1e 

devoted to the relationship betw~en the Jew and bia 

neighbor, but eurf ice 1t to state here that although 

the Arabs were comparatively 1'r1endly toward the Jews, 
C.. l.t;. .- (J. , ./l'v

numerous caaea or 1'r1ct1on arose. The moral nature ot 

the commur..~ty left much to be desired. Tbue, the Jewtab 

community was confronted by a complexity ot eeem1ngly 
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insurmountable obstacles. But the situation we.a not 

beyond hope. A Bew century and a new era lay ahead. 

The 16th century was to witness a renewal or the hopea 

and yearnings and a reviv1cation or the Jewish co111Dunit7 

1n Palestine. 



CHAPI'ER III 

THE TURKISH CONQUEST 

and tbe 

EMERGENCE OF A NEW JEW! SB CENTER 

A• vaa abown 1n tbe laat chapter, the Jewish 

co .. un1ty 1n Palestine began to ehow signs o' ~eawaken

ing at the close of the 15th century. Atter the expul

e1on from Spain the ••all number of Span1ah refugees who 

i11111grated~o Palestine increased the population and 

aided in the moral and econoaic uplitt1ng of the Jewish 

coamunity. BoweTer the improTed conditiona were only 

relative. The co .. untty ae a whole was still debilitated, 

both in nuabera and in atrengtb. It we.a not until the 

defeat ot Egypt at the bands ot the Turke in 1516 and 

the subsequent occupation of Palestine by t he Turkish 

govermaent that the im?etus was generated tor large

ecale immigration to Palestine. 

Becauee ot the lenient and encouraging attitude 
""'"1 ot the Turkish government,•ell'ti ~f the Spanish exiles 

settled in Turkey, and As we have ae8' eoon took 

prominent roles 1n all aspects of Turkl•h lite. There 

once again they succeeded in recreet1ng tor themselves 

a flourishing Jewi sh community wh1cb wae dest ined to 

become the center of Jewish lite for almost a century. 

Froa this eelect group of hi ghly ec1ucat ed, enterprising 

Spanish Jews the new Palestinian 1maigration took its 

lat.rgest numbers. 
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In analyzing movements of masses ot peoples 

it 1e always a difficult task to explain motivations. 

Especially 1e it difficult to limit a complex historical 

phanomenon to one specific cause. Most historians 

however, baTe agreed that the 1ncrea•ed rate in Palestinian 

i-1gration or the 16th centu ~ can be traced -inly 

to rel1gioue tenor. To illustrate the approach of one 

ot these h1ator1anss · Solomon Schechter, 1n h1a well

lalown essay on "Sated in the 16th eentury," •pecitically 

states, "The 1apulae under wb•ch t)ley (the Jews) •••• 

acted wb•fl they pNferred the 'land of glory' to the 

greet co .. ercial centers of Eurooe wae a religious one."37 

It was undoubtedly true that large nuabers of Span1ab 

Jewry bel1eTed, as did the Jews in the period atter the 

destruction of the Temple, thet their grieToua misfortune 

was "the work or their hands," that they had brou~ht 

about their own downfall, and that God wee punishing 

them for their in1qu1tiee . Abrahaa ben Solomon, a 

Spanish chronicler, writes, "our iniqu1tiee had increased 

oTer our heade, and our trespaseee had grown up into 

the heavens, eee1ng the evils and the sin and the 

terrible pride so rampant a~ong the Jews in the kingdom 

of Sps.b1 . n38 But is it a logical corollary of this 

feeling of guilt to conclude, as d1d Schechter, that 

"1t is to the need (for repentance) that we have to 

attribute the fact that large numbers or the exiles 

were impelled to emigrate to the Holy Land?"39 If so, 



then vby did not the Spanish exiles who eventually settled 

in Palestine 111migrate thet'e directly rrom Spain i nstead 

or entering Turkey rirstT fll:l7 did a quarter ot a 

century elapse before there vaa any large-•c•l• 1am1grat1on? 

The remainder ot the chapter will seek to anever these 

quest1one6 

Heretofore,Pale~tine bad been under the 

eovereignty or the Malleluk Ellp1re with 1ts center 1n 

Egypt. The Jewish co11m11n1ty of Egypt was a much larger 

co11111un1ty than that of Palestine. Ruled by its own 

Magid. 1t was @1ven autonomy over 1ts own atfa1re, so 

that it may be said that the statue ot the Jews in 

Egypt was 1n •any respects comparable to the status or 

the Jews 1n Turkey. Because Palestine was part of the 

Egyptian kintdom, the Magid ot :Egypt held domin1or. over 

Palestinian Jewry, which of couree alao entailed the 

obligation ot financial ae s1etance. However, after the 

Turkish conquest of Egypt in 151?, the office ot Magid 

was abolished, undotb,edly becauae the Turks would not 

permit authority over any elements in the empire to 

reside 1n a newly conqu~red country. The Jews ot Egypt, 

inhabitants ot a former ene•y state, were certai nly not 

to be trusted as much as the Jews of Turkey. 

It was, thereto~ only natural tor the Jews ot 

Palestine to turn their gaze toward the Turkish Empire 

and 1ts Jewish 1nhab1tante. The Jewe 1n Turkey, eapec1ally 

after the influx ot the Spanieh exiles, comprised a 
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muob larger and more afflue?Jt group than an7 other 

in the world. Wlth the Turkieb conquest of additional 

European eoil aore and more Jewe were brought under 

the begeaon7 of one power, eo that b7 the a1ddle ot 

the 16th century tbe Jew1ab population ot the entire 

eastern Mediterranean world resided in tbe Turkish 

Empire. The econoaic T&lue of a unitled empire under 

one ruler car.not be eTer-atreeeed. The elimination 

or foreign boundaries meant the removal ot all. commercial 

and trade barriers, tariffs, and custoae. The Tery 

nature ot the Empire et1mulated trade and comaero• 

and lent impetus to the expanding econo117. Thu• began 

~ flourishing period of 1ntercour•• between all sections 

of the Empire. As waa shown in Chapter I the Jew1eb 

merchants were both reeponaible tor and recipients ot 

the increased pl'Oe])erity Vbicb reaulted. Fro• the 

aspect or the Palestinian Jewiah coamun1ty a T!tal~ 

dynealc contact waa e etablished v1.tb the other Jewries 

living in the Empire. Now for the f1rat time Palestinian 

Jewry could look for substantial aid %e' Turkish Jewry, 

and cont",reely, Turkish Jewry could think in teraa of 

positive, active support to .Tewa 1n Palestine, and aa 

_we ahall aee, even ot Aliyah (ct. pg. 13, 14, where 

Jews or Turkey were unwilling to eend mone7 to Palestine 

while it vs a part of the F.gyptian kingdom tor tear of 

offen~~ns t he Turkish Sultan). 
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The religious motive tor 1lllligrat1on was 

undoubtedly strong. particularly among those who settled 

while Palestine was still in Egyptian bands. Many 

were the Jews, influenced by the conditions which 

produced David Reuben1 and Solomon Molcho and similar 

personalities, who presented willing ears for Xeea1anic 

preachings. Of these aany went to Palestine in ·tbe 

hope of hastening the redeapt1on by prayer and study 

in the land of Iarael. In tb1a group were those..- who, 

having seen the destruction of the center of Jevish 

culture, sou.ht to renew the center 1n the transplanting 

ot achools and scholars to Palestine. But in addition 

to and even among these eleaenta were those whose 

motives were more practical, who saw 1n the undevtloped, 

poverty-stricken Palestine a new "land ot opportunity." 

Spaniah Jewa were shrewd business men, 1nter

nat1onal traders and bankers, ~ experts in world 

f1nanae and commerce. They possessed the techniques, 

the contacts (w1th fellow Jews and others throughout 

the Turkish Empire), and what 1s perhaps even more 

1mportan• the necessary capital. They were quick to 

realize that Palestine ottere1 the potentialities tor 

profit. The traffic 1r. the Mediterranean Sea had not 

yet been affected by the discovery of the Atlantic 

routes, and so Palestine, tr. the center of Asia Minor, 

was dec.aaed wcrthy or attention. And in addition to the 
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trade which might be engendered because ot ita location, 

tbe increasing Paleatin1an populace ottered opportun1t1ee 

for bua1~eae deTelopment w1tb1n Paleet1ne 1taelt. 

People need toodatutta and clothes and •halter. An 

erpanding po~ulat1on neoea•1tatea an e][J>anding economy, 

Ju•t ae an expanding econoay require• an expanding 

population. Tbe Palestinian eoil was lying tallow. 

Tbe immigrants oaae to aow their seed. 

In order to understand tbe emergence of the 

new Jewish center we must exaa1ne ll1stor1cally the 

eTolution of the oommun1t1ee in Palestine. We have 

already presented a atateaent of t he oond1tions preTioue 

to the Turkish conquest. We shall DOW turn to the 

period after Palestine became an integral part ot the 

Turk1eh Empire. There were nuaeroua Jewish coamun1t1ee 

scattered throughout the land, among the aoet important: 

T1ber1ae, Shechem, Hebron, and Daaaacus. HoweTer, 

because of the 11m1tationa of th1e study, we shall 

concentrate our attention on the two aa.1n centers, 

Jerusalem and Sated. 

The economic expansion ir. Palestine transformed 

parts of the country from an insignificant, poverty

str1cken area into what tor a time was a prosperous and 

flour1eb1ng economic, religious, and cultural center. 

This develoument can best be demonstrated by a comparison 

betwee~ the t wo principal centers. An analysis of the 

phenomenal growth of Sated as contrasted with the 
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comparative stagnation or Jerueale• will prove that th• 

prerequisite for a thriving co .. unal 11:te 1• a sound 

econoay. How elae can we explain the gravitation 

toward Sated, a acarcely known city located in tbe 

•ounta1ne of the 0.111, in preference to the city or 

Jeruealea, the trad1t1onal ap1r1tual center or all 

Jewry' 



.J•ra~al.-. aa vaa t.o be expected• cl1cl not. 

re-1n oowp1et.e1y at.at.le after tbe Turkiab conquest.. 

lla.D7 o~ tb.e ~· coalng to eet.t.1• oboe• to man 
their b099 1n t.he c1t.J' aanct1.f'1ed bJ' tra41t!.on. In 

Cba~ter II 1t. was ehovn tbe.t the popu1at.1 on et .Jeruea1ea 

bad 1ncreaeed t.o 200 taa111•a 1n 1~5. BoweYer. bJ' 

1522 an anonJll()ue Ital.tan t.raTeler preeetda• an account. 

which atgn!flea a cmmplex, growing commun1t.J'. •ne 

commuc1tJ' 1n Jerueal•• of all typee nuabera 1500 faa111ea, 
c-4U.) 

most of the• Aebkem1m and Sephardi•, K1etarv1a or 
.... 

Mor1acoee (nat1Te Jew1ah 1nbab1tante) and weaternere, 

thoae vho coae t'ro• Berber1a.• There t.hen fol1owe a 

aeea1ngly contradtctorJ atatellll!tnt., •---&11. toget.her 

300 faa111ee 1n aclcUt1on to aore tban 500 v1.dowa vb.o 

eaa1ly aup~ort •beaaelYea 1n Jeruaalea, a1Dce they do 

not l)ay any taxea."40 In another version or t he same 

letter 1n"otzar Maaaot" the mmber of the faa111ea 

1a placed at •6oo.••1 In the original letter in "Sh1vche 

Jeruabalay1m" only tbe nuaber "15" 1a written vtthout 

the "hundred," which evidently lraetz aaauae& was 

oa1tted.42 It 1a most probable that Graetz'• emendation 

ia corrfct, e1nce any community ehoul~ have many aore 

taa111r3 than .,1.dowe. On the othe,., ha6d, we bave a 

letter e•nt in 1525 from Jeruaalem in which the author 



etates that in Jeruealem there are only two a111agoguee 

and a total population ot 2000 people; the Aelkenazic 

eynagogue is 11Ucb emaller and accordingly detraye only 

one-fourth of the expenses of tbe community while the 

larger Sephardic e111agogue paye three-fourths of the 

expeaaes.43 

The entire picture ie blurred because of the 

limited facte at our disposal and the contradictary 

data they supply. It ie hardly likely that the popula

tion would have been depleted two-thirds in the abort 

interYal ot three yeare between 1522 and 1525, although 

1t 1• poeeible that many ot the i11111granta who first 

settled 1n Jeruealea diecovered the advantages to be 

gained in Sated and emigrated there froa Jerusalem. 

In any case, the economic concUt1one bad evidently 

improved eomevhat because whereas previously almost 

the entire community was supported by charity, 1n 

"Sh1vcbe Jeruebalay1m" we are told that "there are 200 

people who receive charity, and they are supported by 

contributions whi ch come !rom Egypt and Turkey anc other 

placee." .. In add1t1!:1'1 the community ae a whole 1n

ber1ted all the property of the widova, "and aoet ot 

the needs of the community are paid by these inherltancea."45 

One ot the key figures in the revival of intereet. 

in Jerusalem was the former Magid of Egypt, Rabbi 

Isaac Ha-Cohen Shulal, who after being deposed from 

his post, emigrated from Egypt a.nd settled 1n Jeruaalem. 
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A man of exceptional wealtb,(one would expect tb1a to 

be both a prerequisite and a result ot b1s term of 

ottice) be utilized bia money with great liberality, 

establishing yeab1Tot in Jeruaalea and Sated and aupport-

1ng the the poe~ acbolara. In add1t1on be wrote letters 

to the entire Diaspora describing the plight of the Jews 

in Jeruaal•• and asking tor t1nancial aaaiatance. One 

ot h1a most capable aaaiatanta 1n the upbuild1ng or the 

Jerusale• COillllUnity was a physician David ibn Shuaban, 

bead of the Sephardic Yeah1Ta. Tbeae aen together with 

Bertinora, who did not die until 1520, were -inly 

respor.aible tor the improved moral condition• in Jeruaalea.46 

The anonymous traveler in "SbiTcbe Jeruabalay1m" 

has copied tor posterity the laws which most probably 

were put into eftect around 1520. 
for 

The necessity ..-. tbe 

regulet1on of some aspect• of life which every person 

should b.s.ve realized tor himself without the promulgat1ai 

ot laws shows the interior moral lite whtch must have 

existed. A tranalat1on ot the original copy ot the 

traveler ia bere reproduced in full: 



"The re~ulatior.s and agreements or the 
holy congregation ot Jerusalem written on a 
tablet in the Synagog11e: 

1. No man shall bring bis fellow into their 
courts (ot the Arabs) unless he bas warned 
him three times that be did not obey the 
law. 

2. No ••c!ge can force any man tdl.end money 
to t be congregation tor the deeds or the 
co1111unity or tor anything except hie own 
deaire and will. 

3. No scholar shall pay any special asseaaaents 
or taxes &\,all and this applies even 1t 
be is ~ery .. ealt by; similarly Widows do not 
bear any yoke (or taxes) at all. 

4. No Jew sball buy illeg11-!mate (counterfeit) 
money and it it comes into b1s bands he 
shall not spend it it' Ila recognizes that 
it ia counterfeit. 

5. A man shall not sanctity something tor use 
in the synagogue unless he decides that 
be shall not partake or its uee any more 
than others. 

6. No one shall go intoxicated to pray at the 
grave or Samuel nor shall any one drink 
wine while be is there (they were accustomed 
to celebrate there every year w1th dances 
and s ongs, similar to the type ot celebration 
whi ch occurs every year at Meron on Lag 
B'Oller). 

7. No one shall slaughter tor himself or others 
until be shows hie knife to a Hacham. 

8. No one shall quarrel in the synagogte, but 
shall go before the Jud@~, accerding to 
whoa shall be the (decision), and he who 
transgresses th1s~w111 be tined two ducats 
for the treasury:~7 
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Tbe moral and economic rehabilitation (1f' it 

can be called that) of the Jerusalem community waa sbort

li ved. In all records the nuaber of thoae who li Te by 

charity ie extraordinarly large. T~J:1_ty always 

was forced to anpeal tor financial aul>e'd1sa~ to 

fellow Jews in other landa. The tact that the majority 

or new 1 .. 1grants chose to settle in the G&lil in 

preference to Jerusalem demonstrates that the cond1t1one 

in Jerusale• were never conducive to large ecale settle

ment. After the 1520'• the aituat1on grew progressiTtly 

worse, so that Rabbi LeTi ibn Habib, 1n bis d1scussior. 

ot the Seaicba,states. "As tor the food of the inhabi

tants ot Jer· e&lem , not only are there no delicacies 

but the food is bitter and unpleasant,and be who obtains 

enough to buy a bead of a thin cow &ltd intestines, or 

even a kid on Sabbatba and holidays, considers h111l8elt 

as it treed from the house of bondage and slttiDI on 

the throne of rulere."48 

During the course of time the community 

incurred numerous debts. Continually forced to borrow 

from the i·ulers of the ct ty and trom the Arab inbab1 tents 

et heavy rates of interest, wt.o.tever strengbb existed 

was slowlf sap~ed. By 1586 the community bad lost all 

eemblance of dignity. In thet yeer, the Mufti (the 

re~1ous leader of the Arab commur.ity) claimed that the 

main synagogue, whi ch according to tradition dated back 
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to tbe daya ot Nacbllanides, bad been vacated by the 

Jews and aubsequently sanctified as an Arab place ot 

worship. The financial etatus of tbe Jews wae auoh 

that tbey were unable to protest the illegal hrnsion 

ot the Aral*a lest the Arabs in indignation would demand 

payment ot all Mck debta. It was not until the Arabs 

began to make w1r.e stores in the eyr.agogue tbat the 

Jews finally gatbered the courage to protest. They 

shoved the proper Arab authorities the papers ot possession, 

paid them a large sum ot money, and finally the Arabs 

agreed not to desecrate the synagogue turther. In the 

meantime the Jews bad moved to another place .and did 

not take the effort to return and rededicate their 

original sanctuary.49 

The meagerness and the acarity of lite in 

Jerusalem is demor.strated by t he almost continuous 

stMJggle between the echola~e and the rest ot the people. 

In times when the masses or people are eelt-eurt1cient 

end when the merchants are making profits, sbholarshlp 

tlourishes. There must be a sound economic base vh1ch 

affords to creators or culture the r1nancial patronage 

and leisure time to produce. This is a general historical 

phenomenon, the validity of which is born out by periods 

such as tbe Gaon1c age in Babylonia and the Gold~ Age 

1n Spain, both of which were founded on • sound economic 

structure. 
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One ot the lave copied troa the eynagogue in 

Jeruealem provided that "no ecbolar eball pay any epecial 

aaeeeeaente or taxes at all, and tb1a applies even it 

be is very wealtb7." At that time, around 1520, the 

economic conditions auat have been eucb to permit the 

acholare to r.ceiTe eupport troa the community. Eut 

vben in the succeeding 7••ra the taxea were 1ncreaaed, 

the aercbanta and workers were no longer able to pa7 

the tax tor the entire co11111un1t7 including the echolara. 

They therefore •eked tboae ecbolars Who were capable ot 

paying their share to lighten the burden by contribut1r.g 

to the tax collect1one. A epir1ted etruggle entued 

and finally in 1548 all acbolara and head• or Yesh1vot 

convened tor the purpose of atrengtiben1ng lava of 

exemption tor scholere. A statement wae issued to the 

effect that anyone vbo tried to negate the etanding 

regulations would be reproved by t he rabbis. Temporarily 

tb1a threat or punitive action must have silenced the 

non-scholars. But only tive years later the struggle 

comaenced anew, v1tb the result that those ecbolara who 

had means were forced to bear their burden or the tax 

pa111ent. During this entire period the taxation waxed 

more oppressive. The government officials bad discovered 

that the Jewe or Jerue•lem received large sums of money 

from Jews in the Diaspora and eagerly. aeized upon th1e 

as a pretext tor higher taxation. However, the scholars 



retuaed to be pac1t1ed and atter continual barangueing 

aucceed.e41 1n 1566 1n reinati tuting and rea:t'tirlll1Lng the 

previoue Takanah.50 

Tbe situation eventually became so intulere.ble 

that many scbolare len Jeruaalea and went to &:•ted, 

which by tb1e time was itself in the throes ot IL declining 

economy and where, though the shortage was as g1:-eat it 

not greater than in Jeruae.lem, at least the govetrnment 

orticials ruled Justly. Thia left Jeruaalea inhabited 

only by the poor aaasea and the poorer scholars,, who in 

order to aeet payment or. taxes bad no chotce other 

than to mortgage their property and mov&.ble obJetcta to 

the gentiles. They even resorted to borrowing n1oney, 

uaing tor surety the money that the Sb' licb1m tc1 bring 

in fro m collections in the Diaspora. The lenders 

recognized that the Jews could receive aid only rrom 

them and so they 1n turn charged exorbitant rate1s or 

interest. The struggle between the scholars an~I the 

maeees was never actually settled. Each time the masses 

would Nquest the scholars to pay their share tliLe rabble 

would retort w1th a etNng!)bening or the Takanah. 

The opposition to the schola.re became eo bitter that 

the masses told the government o1'f'1cials the names or 

those scholars who were able to afford taxation.. The 

~cholare in revenge placed all those in Herem wtLO 

informed on them to the tax collectors.51 



•1 
A terrible fami ne 1n the Gal11 caueed a.n 

1nf'l.ux of Jeve fro• Sated to settle 1n Jeruealeml in 

15ef. HoveTer the increase was ephemeral. In 1.59• 

the clt7 vae raTaged by a plague and in 1599 a i· .. 1m 

ended the not too glorious epoch of 16th centurJ· 

Jeruaalea.52 
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CHAPTER ,'I 

THE RISE OllP SAFED 

AJY account of P&lesth>e of the 16th centu1"7 

must invariably center around 1t.he c1 ty ot S&fed 1n the 

Upper Ge.111. There the maJor11tty of immigrants made 

th61r way, there they settled ]permanently, and there 

they established a tbr1v1ng ec.,nomlc and cultural center. 

The growth or Sated is all the more reaarkahle when 

one cons1dere that 1t ia relat!lvely speaking one of 

the •oungest cities in Palesthie. No aention is made 

ot it either in Biblical or Talmudic literature, am 
the first hint given as to its existence 11ee . in a 

13th century letter. A more :p4trfect location tor a c1ty 

could not be imagined. S1tuatud high 1n the mountains, 

1t possesses one of the most hnalthy climates ot any 

site 1n Palestine.and even toduy caters to a large 

tourist trade. The letter of the anonymous Venetian 

traveler ot 1495 describes the excellent water and healthy 

climate and attributes to· .... 1~hem the ripe old age or 

many ot tbP 1nbab1 tanta, "and jLn their midst an old 11an 

130 years old and still in his pr1me."53 Rabbi Shlomel 

Meineterel corroborates the stute of health of the 

inhabitants of Sa:fed, and in h1Ls letter encouraging 

1mm1gre.t1on gives as added indtrcement that no one baa 

bolls, "lJt all of them are cluan as gold."~ 

Even before the SpaniHh Inqu1s1t1on and the 

Turkish conquest the Jewish conrmunity of Sated was or 

I 



respectable size • In l.Sl Joseph Mantab1a vri ttta tbat 

"Sated ie a nne co-unity whoee population, inc:luding 

the eurrounding Tillages, ia approximately 300 1ramilies." 55 

Our Venetian traTeler of 1~5 eubetantiatea the figure 

"approximately 300 taail1ee. n56 EYidently tboatt Spanish 

retugeea who did co•• to P&leetine before tbe Turkiab 

conqueet gr&Titated toward Jeruealea, tor there wae no 

noticeable increaee in the population ot Sated \llDtil 

af'ter the first quarter ot the 16th century. E1ren the 

anonymous traTeler ot 1522 finds tbe same popul11tion 

ae bis predecessore.57 But by the middle of the century 

a l"ranc1scan monk found 8000 to 10,000 Jew1sh li:tbabitante .58 

In 1535 Rabbi Mosee de Roeel writes troa Sated, "I tell 

you that just as in Italy the commun1 ty increaeeie daily •• 

• • • he who eaw Sated ten years ago and sees it no1v 

(witnesses) something wonderful to behold, tor t .he Jews 

continue to coae at all t1mes:59 Jacob canaani in h1a 

classic eseay on Sated estimates that by the bee;1nning 

of the 17th century there must have been approxl.metely 

6000 families or the equ1Talent of 3QPOO Jewe 11v1ng 

in Sated. 60 

Why this eudden interest in Sated, why this 

rise of a small village to a large metropolis, the 

biggest city of Palestine? Ot primary importance is the 

comparativ~ly interior economic and eocisl status of 

Jerusalem. Many ot tb>se religiously inclined v·ould 



no doubt have preter~d to eettle in Jerusalem did not 

Seted otter greater material and cultural inducements. 

Ve shall enter 1nto a aont detailed d1acuesion ot the 

main reaeone 1n the :t'ollowtng pagee, but tor the present 

let ue merely enuaerate eome of the reasons the inua1grante 

preferred Sated to Jeruaelem: 

1) In Sated the taxes were aucb lover than in 

Jeruealea, and ae long as t he standard of living vae h i gh 

the acholare were not obliged to pa7 taxee. Thie ot 

course help• account tor the unusually large nuaber ot 

acholara who settled 1n Sated. Rabbi Sblomel vr1tea 

that in 1609 there were over 300 great and p1oue rabble 

1n Sated, 18 Yeeh1vot, and 21 eynagoguea.61 Rabbi Moees 

de Rossi atatee, "Here there 1e no O&lut ae 1n our 

land and the Turke bonor the worthy Jewe. Here and 

in .Alexandria, Egypt thoee who are appointed over the 

customs and taxes of the k1nt are Jewa •••••• and 1n the 

entire kingdom there are no special aesessments ••. Only 

this year tor the var ot the "Tzu1'1" were the Jews 

required to lend some tunds to the government off1c1als •• 

(In return) sometimes the otf 1c1ala give them pledges and 

sometimes they give them a share or the taxee or the 

city, vb1ch the Jews collect •••••• In truth the scholars 

don't pay an7 tax except the poll tax."62 'T~• •P••'lee 



.C POplty). Later on ve eball see tbet a st~ggle 

between ecbolars end merchants occurred 1n Sated aa 

well as 1n Jerusalem. 

2) Sated bad been tbe capital ot a district 

during tbe occupation ot tbe Y~eluka, and tbe Turke, 

who tollowed a similar policy, retained it aa the 

capital . The governor ot the dietrict made hie head

quarters there.63 Ro doubt this enhanced tbe prestige 

and importance or the city and resulted in expana1on 

ot commercial ties. The government ott1c1ale and army 

personnel also contributed to the expanding population 

and increased the consumer demand. 

3) Sated bad an excell ent location tor business 

and commercial purnosee. It wae near Zidon, the main 

port ot Israel, through whtch passed most or t he exports 

and impol'ta. It wae also in the same area as Damascus, 

the cente r ot the Jewish merchants in Aa1a Minor. 

Sated, located between these two commercial centers, 

was thus enabled to establish important ties, the 

prerequi site tor eucceaatul bus1nees ventures. 

4) sated was surrounded by numerous Arab 

villages with large and thriving populations. Many 

Jews lived in these villages in the environe ot Sated. 

The ne1gt~>.,1r.g populat i on otf'erred good potential tor 

bus iness development and the Jewe dwelling 1n t he m1•et 

ot the Arabs could serve ae good contacts. 



5) Se.fed quickly beca119 a cultural center. 

World renowned acbolare were drawn by its spell. 

Soon aoniea began to fl.ow into Sated trom Jevieb oo .. unitiee 

tbrougbout tbe Diaspora who were anx1oua to recreate 

a ap1r1tual end cultural center 1n tbe Hol7 Land. 

The poea1b111t7 ot pureu1ng ada4em1o etud1ee and 

being aupported in comparative munittoenoe lent added 

torce to tbe -snet ot Sated. 

6) Sated vaa boated in an area hallowed b7 

tradition. In Meron, a tew k1loaetere away, 1• an ancient 

synagogue and also tbe grave or Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, 

the traditional leader of the Kabbal1ste. Acco1'd1ng 

to several Midraab1* the Meeeiab was destined to come 

to the Upper Gal11 first. Since the people et111 

yearned in pious anticipation for tbe redemption of 

tbe peonle and land ot Iarael through God'a annt1nted, 
64 

to live in the Ge.111 waa a rare ~rivilege. 

In comparison to Jerusalem and the other 

co1111unitiee sated was a veritable garden or F.den, 

etocked wit~ all goods and fo~stuffs. The Venetian 

traveler states, "The Jews have stores ot epicee, 

cheese, 011 and all kinda of gra1ne ar.d truita. And 

I heard ••• that tive peopl~ are supported by each etore ••• 

Foodatutte are aleo inexpenstve •• "65 Rabbi Moaee de 

Rossi tel~• ua ~f a famine caused by a drought, a plasue 

of locusts, and a viacious hailstorm which destroyed 



all the fruit 1n the v1c1n1ty, but that despite tb1a 

they ate "grapes 1n abundance" 1n Sated.66 The 

anon111oue traveler or 1522 writes or Sated, "The c1tJ 

1• tull of all good and praisewortb1 foods, grain and 

corn, and the t1nest o1la in great abundance ••• l:Yery

th1ng 1n aeason 1s cheap for the coaau .. r ••• Vere 1t not 

tor the abundance or f'!lel and produce which they transport 

to Damascus and other places, they would not be worth 

anything (beoauae tbe bo•• -rk•t would be flooded and 

the pricee of taodstufte would decreaee) •••• There are 

all kinda of good trui ta and those tbat aren't there are 

brought from Damaacue ••• Tbe land abounds 1n comaerce and 

there are many Jewish aerobanta vi th all ki nds of aer

cbandize who bring gooda 1'17om Damaacue and aell them 1n 

Sated.n67 

Writing from Sated, Rabbi Shlomel alao ·testifies, 

"I found all the Holy Land tull of the blessing 1of the 

Lord and greet abundance and low coat of living 1which 

is impossible to appreciate or to imagine or to •describe. 

And I, when I saw the great abundance which e:xis·ta in the 

Holy Land and I saw that all the peoples partake of the 

goodness and the Jews are scattered and don't ba,ve the 

privilege ot e ating its fruit and satiating thellt!elvea 1n 

its goodness, then I cried and said, 'Would owr lorethern, 

the house of Israel , know only one-tenth of the plenty 

and abundance s.nd great goodness which now e:x1at in 
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Palestine, tbe,- would cry da7 and n1gbt over their 

exile and the epactoue, tine, and deeirable land tbe7 

have lost, which even in 1te deetraotion produce• fruit• 

and 011 and vine and e1lk oorree~onding to one-third 

ot the world ••• Boate cOll9 trom the end or the world, 

from Venice, f'ro• Soain, Prance, Portugal, and Constan

tinople laden with grain, olive oil, raisins, pressed 

f1ge, honey, e1lk, and soap ••• Tbe goodneee te like the 

sand upon the eeaehore ••••• preeeed 1'1g•, chickene, and 

ef!g• are very 1nexpena1 ve ••• and laab 1e "tender and good 

and fat ••• and t1eh •••• and r1ce •••• and man1 kinda ot 

lesuae, lentil s the 11ke of vh1ch you have never seen, 

whose taste 1a 11ke nuts, (all) cheap ••••• and also all 

kind s of turnips and good vegetables without end ••• 

whose good taste 1ou never teated, are to be round 

during the entire year in summer end winter, almost 

tor noth1ng ••• 1n addition to the excellent fruits, 

cabbages, pomegraneta, lemons, melons, and watermelons 

whose taste 1e like sugar •••• and cucumbers, squash, and 

gourda •••• He who att ains from God t he privilege ot 

aettl1ng in Israel and la.as a little money so that .. 

able to a uo~ort himself, bap~y 1s he and happJ' hie lot • •• 

he is also able to rejoice 1n the Lord and satiate 

himself 1n the good and r1cb pasture, to eat of its 

tru1t and to enjoy its goodness. And wi th a third of 

the expenses i n your land be 1a able to support h1maelt 

he re •n Israel and to live the 11te or a king."68 



The above source• prove, dea~1te the obT1ous 

exaggeretion due to excess enthua1asa, that Sated ot 

the 16th century was filled w1th en abundance the like 

ot which did not exist anywhere else in Palestine at 

the time and had not been known tor aan1 centuries 

previouely. It is obT1oue,ae atated in the appendix, 

that the purpose ot theee letters i• not so much infor

mational as it is to attract the aasees ot Jewe living 

in the Diaspora, to urge tb9 "gathering in ot the exilea.• 

The same traveler of 1522 who de•cribes the •eneral 

prosperity and the excellent buainesa opportunities so 

ardently aimultaneoual1 adaontehes hie compatriot• at 

home not to come unlese the1 have a good trade, because 

"no one will be able to hire himself out aa a teacher 

or ae a house-serYant or as a (helper~ in a store, 

nor to place himself in the (reepone1b1lity) of the 

commur.ity, tor t he ppor are many. Therefore let no 

one leave Italy who bas no vocattan or funds , lest he 

repent and desire to return."69 Thus we see that the 

prosperity d1d not extend to all classes, The poor, as 

in every society did not ceaav to exist. Only those 

with the necessary capital and skill could 1'4tally 

benefit and participate in the improved economy. 

These sources also demonstrate the naturefot 

the trade vh1ch must have existed between Sated and 

the neighboring Tillages ano cities. To Z1don, the 
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cbtet port ot !erael, and to Betrut c ... ebtpe laden 

w1 th tbetr imports troa all the c ountr1ea ou the Med

iterranean Sea. Sated, the larE~eat coamerc1al center 

in Palestine and connected co_t,rcially with De.maacua 

and other bueineae centers, was the depot to which all 

the goods were brought. Fro• there they were distributed 

throughout the country. Likevine, aost ot the produce 

and manufactured goods destined for foreign consumption 

paaeed through Sated. Thue, Sajred wae not only a 

poll t teal capital but alao a co1mercial center. We can 

·well iaagine the aercbant e and 1traders coming with t heir 

wares froa Damaecua and all par1te ot Palestine, aeeting 

1n the market places, 41acuee1nf~ their dee,le 1n cottee 

bouees, and ler.d1ng a pictureeque color to the act1ve, 

vibrant lite of the co-unity. 7<) 

The above letters concemtrate mostly on the 

imports from European c ountrtes and from Damascus, 

but it ie to be aeeumed that in a balanced econo•y 

eucb a tremen4o•• 1aport neceae!lt-ated an equivalent 

export. 'l'be flour1abing commer~e• or Sated wae to a 

great extent baaed on one home :lnduetry, the industry 
.kw~ 

which even until our own day bal!I always counted aaong 
" 

1te most active a~ influential entr-.peneure--the 

garment 1nc.!ustry. 
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!n the continuation of' the statement cited 

previously, Rabbi Moees de Roes1 writes, "The garment 

industry increases dally, and they say that more than 

15,000 Car1eee Cn) were aanuh.ctured in Sated tbla 

year 1n add1t1on to the higher (pr1oed) garaente and 

there are those who aanuh.cture cloth &E good aa that 

in Venice and every person who does any work with wool 

w111 earn b1a auba1atenoe eas1ly."72 Canaan1 ut111zes 

the quotation of' Roas1 to prove "that tbe garaent industry 

ot Sated waa already so important thet 1t waa able to 

compete with the great, advanced c1ty or Ven1oe."'73 

The facts do not eeea to aupport such a raab stateaent, 

for Venice was the largest producer of cloth 1n tbe 

world. However, tro~ tb1a and other eourcea we do know 

that the quality ot the work ves of' superior value and 

could be compared favorably with the excellent cratta

manab1p or Venice. 

The garment industry of Sated developed to aucb 

an extent tbat the other Paleat 1r.1an communities, 

particularly Jerusalea, which bed itself' once been 

the center of Jewish glory, grew envious or tbe eminence 

ot Sated. ~bb1 Lev1 ibn Habib, in bia controversy 

with Berab over the re1nst1tut1on of' the 8em1cba, 

aarcast1cally states, "The question ot tb1e Hacbaa 

(Berab) 1a no question at all, and bis op1n1on that 

1t 1a a question 1s no excuse, tor who told Ma1mon1des 
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that at a time close to the Messiah the Hacbam1• would 

be only in Sated and not scattered throughout all of 

Palestine! Did be prophea1 that beoauee or the garaent 

industry in Saf•d men or valor would i11Dl1grate to 

Safed from the other places 1n Palestine? On the 

contrary, wne would th~ nk that God would strengthen 

their hearts so thet man1 would immigrate to Iarael 

and scatter and settle in all its cities and tlaces 

to strengthen the entire country.•74 The aood of th• 

statement displays a touchiness which 1e rooted in 

more than the controversy oYer the Sem1cba and which 

s~ems to have its origin in a deep-seated Jealoue1 

ot the prosperity of Sated in comparison to the..

weakened position of Jerusalem. 

The garmer.t industry of Sated enco11paseed more 

than the mere manufacture ot the cloth. Every pbase 

of the industry was developed. We note from other 

sources thst the nearby villages grev mulberry treea 

from which the eilk was produced, and in the account 

of the Duke or Noxsoa' attempt to eateblish Tih~rtas 

as a political center we are informed that the main 

industry was to be the production of s11k.75 Thus, 

the entire pro4uct from the rav material to the 
Q. 

t1n1ehed stage, including the dJing, the cutting, and 
A 

the sev1ng, vaa produced in the environs nt Safed.76 
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The re:t'vgees who came to Sated transferred not 

only their wealth but also their technology. The 

garment industry grew because the new immigrants bad 

bad previous experience prior to their arrival. '!'he 

Jews wbo settled pel"tl&nently in Turkey brought with 

tbem their akilla and put them to good use in earning 

their livelihood in tbe1r new land, so tbet within a 

abort time tbe Jewa ot Turkey bad obtained, among 

other things, a near monopoly on the garment industry, 

which ca.e to be known 1n Turkey as a "Jewish trade."77 

S1milerly, the Jews coming to settle 1n Sated we re 

able t o transplant the entire garment industry-, - including 

t he prerequisite financee, business contacts, end skills. 

The Jews living in Constantinople and Damascus 

took an interest in Palestine tor both rel1g1oua and 

material reasons. Wealthy Jews would ship wool to 

Sated for the specific purpose of encouraging the 

industry.78 (One might well compare the situation to 

the present day iDYeetmer. ta of wealthy American Jews 

in mo«ern I are el tor purpo.t!ee both ot earning -pro ti ta 

and ot aiding in the development of the Iarael1 economy.) 

Schechter quotes a source which tells of an incident 

about the year 1600 when a ship, laden with 100,000 

"treeepb" worth of wool and 10,000 "treseph" in cash for 

the poor, was wrecked during 1ta vo~ge, subsequently 

causing much b.e.rdship 1n Safea.79 



The 1.a1grants were adept at trades other than 

tboae associated with the garment industry. The 

extenaive exchange ot commerce between Sated, Damaac~e, 

an~ other cities wae c onducted mostly b7 111111grants 

from Spain who bad managed to salvage their capital . 

The anon7J11oue traveler ot 1522 lllates, •ae who doesn't 

have the capital to venture into business •hould be a 

skilled e rt1aan •••• There are tour good trades in 

Pelest1ne: weavers, ea.ithe, co~blers, and tanners •• 

ala~ bu i lders, for whoever 1s strong enough to be e 

day laborer 1n thie type or work 1a paid we11.n80 

In add1 t1on the re are record a or all types ot workere: 
81 barbers, helpers in stores, water-carriers , etc . 

A moat impertant and rewarding occupation wa s 

that ot money-lender and aoney-chenger. No stable 

eco~omy can exist without the t'unct1on •t a group which 

takes the risk of sup9l71ng the necesse ry capital tor 

industry and commerce. The financier 1s the s1na qua non 

ot s.n expanding economy. Freque21tly these lenders 

would charge such exorbitant rates ot interest, some

times ae much ae 15~ a year, that all the profits 

would be consumed by the interest. The respo118& litera

tur e is replete with records of the struggles between 

various bua1 ~eas men and money lendere. As a result 

of the h1c;h rates ot intere st many entrepeneurs were 

forced to go into bankruptcy82 The d1tf1culty ot 

obtaining money readily and reasonably was partially 

responsible for the eventual decl1r.e ot indust ry and 

commerce. 
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The struggle between echolara and aercbante 

vboee violent repercuee1one disrupted the Jerueelem 

colllllUnity bad 1ta counterpart in Sated. There, as auat 

alao have been the caee in Jerusalem, many ot the 

echolara were unable and unwilling to depend on the 

irregular contr1butione troa abroad. Such tunde were 

uncertain. A eh1p might be wrecked or delayed, a 

Sbal1ach might die or decide not to ret•rn, or any 

number ot poee1bllit1ee a1gbt occur which would reellt 

in a leek or f'llnde v1 th Vbicb to support. the ecbole.ra. -J / ' 
The acbolare, being unable to rely on the Tagarlea or Ill~ 
tate, would of'ten enter into bueir.esa. There ie one yr r · .I 

letter wb1ch even provee that Jacob Berab h1meelt wae 

an important merchant whose 1nTeetaente and deal1nge extended 

beyond the bordera ot Paleetir.e.83 

The entrance ot the echolare,tax exempt, into 

the t1eld ot busineae and co11111erce account• tor the 

great number ot stores and inveetmenta and was one ot 

the aain causes ot the expaneion ct t he economy. 

The merchants ot Sated, aetm.d the merchants of Jeruealea, 

protested vehemently and vociferously to the tact that 

tbe ecbolare were 1n business, were earning proftte, 

and nevertheless were not expected to eentr1bute their 

ahare ot the ta:x burden. Such aen ottered serious 

campet1t1on to those element• ot t he po~ulation not 

recognized as aobolars. 



In tbe Reaponaa o't Rabbi Levi 1bn Habib be 

attempt• to anever the question o't the legality ot 

the exemption 'tor acholara vbo are alao buain••• men. 

"Who ia a 1cbolar who 1a exempt 'fro• all taxation? 

He vbo ia definitely diligent in b1a atudy and does 

not engage in bua1r.••• at all or perbap• engagea in 

bua1nea1 1n order to acquire b1a needs and a'ttervards 

returns to h1a atudy."84 It 1a not d1tt1cult to 

perce1Te tbet such a definition permits varying 1nter

pretationa. Who can define exactly vbat ia the nature 

ot "needs," or where an 1nd1Tidua1a income ceaaea to 

be "needs" and becomes luxuries? These are questions 
,c,./ 

vh1ch muat have been unanaverable in tbe 16th century 

aa well as 1n our own day. The reason tor tbe bitter

neaa ot the struggle lay undoubtedly 1n the tact that 

tbe acholar-mercbanta took ad'Y&lltage of the privileges 

given them and utilized their t1tlea to free themselves 

from the payment or taxee while at the same time they 

were prot1te1ng 1n their bus1neaR ventures. Tbe rabble 

supporta~ the scholars sea1r.st the protestations or tbe 

merchants, artisans, and workers. Joseph Karo, R. Israel 

bar Meir Dekuriel, R. Moses ben R. Joee!)h of Trant, 

and tbe1r colleagues placed a harsh Herem on the leaders 

of the city lead by Judah Berlin. In order to demor.atrate 

the tterceness of tbe struggle a translation ot the 

original ban follows: 
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"By the authority ot the heavenly Beth Din 

and by the authority ot the esrthly Beth Din, with 

the decree ot the guardian angels and the atatedm 

or the holy onea •••• we ban and excomaunicate and outlaw 

and curse and anatbea1ze, etc •••• any Jew who oollecta 

any tax t"rom any acholar whoae acholarah1p i• permanent 

and whose work ie temporsry, whether (be collects 1t) 

himself or through an agent be be Jew or non-Jew ••• 

and any one wbt tranagresaea th1a, cu reed by he by 

day, curaed be he by r.igbt. Thia decree ia valid trom 

today until the t1me when the high priest ot the Ur1m 

and Tum1m ia eatabllshed ••••• we take 1t upon ourselves 

that none or ua shall abrogate tbia decree ei ther in 

part or 1n whole at any time. May everyone who enforces 

thi s decree be bleaaed by God."85 

Toward the end ot the 16th century the prosperity 

ot Safed vaa already on the vane. Rabbi Saaaon Bak, 
~ 

vr1t1ng rrom Jerusalem, deacr1bea a te~ible famine 1n 

Sated: "I have already 1ntormed you ot God's good 

benefit• unto t :9 tbet he took me out of Safed an4t>rought 

me to holy Jerusalem, where notbine ia lacking even now 

in destruction and bleaa1r.~ ia found in it •••• aince I 

lett Sated they are lett through our meny aina ia ao 

much d1atreas that since the time it wee eatabl1abed 

until now au~n a tt1ng bas not been heard of, nor baa 

there been a famine and thirst like it ••• more thar. 



1000 people died •••• Rabbi Jobah wrote ae that it the 

dearth continues another three monthll the land will 

be destroyed in hunter and the Galil ruined without 

a doubt• fer there ia no bread Dor water. nor green 

leaf. the ~elda and gardens have already dried up. 

since no rain tell all last vinter ••• n86 

Iaaiah ben Abraham Horwitz moved to Jerusal .. 

at the beginning of the 17th century to accept the 

poait1on ot AB Beth Din, "tor Jeruaalem, rt'en though 

it is destroyed, ia now the Joy or all the land, 

peaceful and aerene, good tooda, the choicest vines, 

and (the coat or living) ia cheaper than in Sated."87 

Rabbi Shlomel'• letters. Aating from 1606-1609,at111 

describe Sated tn gloving teraa, but this 1a because 

the conditions must have temporarily improved again 

or beeau•e he e~aggerated the situation or both. 

In any case a tev years later the aound economic basis 

bad been weakened considerably end its inhabitants 

had emigrated to other cities in Palestine or to 

other countries in the Diaspora. 

From the comparison between Sated and Jerusalem 
~'•P we d1st1ngu1ab a .atapa.iS contrast. 'Al1le the progress 

ot Jeruaalem waa retarded the city ot Sated rose to 

betgbte or grandeur unattained by any Jewish collDlunity 

in Palest~ ne since the days ot the Temple. It 1a in 

tb1a light perhaps tbst we aay gain a new insight ~ 
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into history bV reexam1r.ing tbe st~ggle over tbe 

reinstitution ot the Sem1cba. H•etor1ane beve inter-

preted the conflict to be merely ot a personal nature, 

based on tbe Jealousy and enmity ot the two partici

pants, Rabbi Levi ibn Habib and Rabbi Jacob Berab.88 

However, When we &11&l7Z• tt. economic statue ot tbe two 

co .. unlties and their relations with one another, we 

gain an entirely different perspective. We can 1aagine 

the feeling of helpleeeneee ana coneternat1on wb1cb 

auet have ariaen 1n the heart ot lbn Habib when be 

saw the proe~eroua city of Sated attracting to its 

boeoa the greatest scholars in Jewry, many of them 

foraer rea1denta of Je~ealea. We can v1euali2e the 

diaaay which be auat have felt when he was confronted 

v1th the picture of the upstart city 4oa1nat1ng tte 

Holy City in all aspect a of religio11e and secular life. 

Undoubtedly personal motives muat also have been e1gni

f1cant, but of primary cone1derat1or. for our purpoaea 

ia the et'fect that the reinat1tut1on of the Sem1cba 

anc! the Sanhedrin in Sated would have bad on the Jeruaa-

lem co1111Un1ty. It would have meant that wbat existed 

in fact would have received the "de Juris" aanc~ion of 

religious legal authority. Sated, not Jeruealea, would 

bave become the official cent er of world Jewry, and 

with the title would have gone the prestige, the wealth, 

and the influence due its station. Habib's bitte rneee 
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1e expressed 1n the eource already quoted 1n tb1e 

chapter on Page 51 and 52. It is not a pereor.al ieeue 

alone. It 1e the material weltare and the bonor of 

Jeruealea which is at etake. 

Though Bated declined materially at the em 

ot the 16th century, the ep1r1tual and cultural 1ntluence 

1t wielded apread throughout the D1aepora and 11ay et111 

be felt in certain aepecta ot Jewiab tradition. Our 

study baa established the economic and social toumatione 

ot the community. But we have detera1ned aerely the 

nature of the trameworkJ ot lasting a1gn1ficance tor 

the history ot the Jew is the aagn1t1cent cultural 

and spiritual structure which wae erected upon tb1e 

framework. The tra11ework, howeYer, wae the aina qua non 

ot Safed'e epr1tual glory. Without a strong, stable 

economy Sated would have been incapable ot developing 

1te 11any academic 1nstitutiona and ot providing their 

scholars w1th the necessities that would permit them 

to continue their studies. Without this economic 

toundat t or. Sated would have been at best another 16th 

century Jerusalem. With it, 1t wae able to create a 

living, dynamic culture. 

sated ot the 16th century was the spiritual 

center of world Jewry. Its numerous Yeehivot, its 

unusual collect1on or ec~olars, ee1nte, and myet1ce, 

and the general religi ous fervor ot its 1nbab1tanta 

created an env1ronlllent supersaturated with the spirit 
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ot Judaism. Durir.g this short period 1n the long 

history ot the Jewa Sated produced noble and exemplary 

personalities whoae inspired liTes and works shall 

alwaya remain among the most cherished traditions ot 

the Jewt·ah people. Caro, Luria, Vital, Alkabez, Berab, 

Cordovero, Alsheich--represe~t only a rev ot tbe •ny 

vbo brought honor to 16th century Sated. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE JEW AND HIS NEIGHBOR 

Any consideration ot the Jewish communities 

in 16th century Palestine would not be complete or 

objective 1t it neglected the relat1oneh1p between 

the Jewa and their neighbors. It auat be stressed 

that the Jewa were only a small m1nority--1n the wora a 

ot Cbriatian traveler ot the 15th century, "aet aa 

naught"--l1ving in a vast aea of Arab neighbors. Aa 

aucb the Jewa wer e intluenced by their wa7 ot lite, 

their habits and cuatoaa, and were dependent on them 

for their economic atability.89 The Jews were ao few 

in nuaber that even bad they desired they would not have 

been able to isolate tbeaaelves from the Arab community. 

They were 1n daily contact with tt~ Arabs 1n much the 

same way and tor much the same purpose that the Jews 

and Arabs of amall villages in Israel today t1nd their 

asaoc1at1on to be mutually beneficial. 

The accounts we have of Arab-Jewish relat1on

sh1pa as usual vary 1n content. The gamut of letters 

extends from a picture ot complete barmon7 and mutual 

respect to one ot complete d1ada'n and contempt. In 

large nart the impression a traveler or immigrant 

receives is preconditioned by the statue of the Jew 1n 

the society 1n which he formerly lived. It 1a alao 

dependent on the particular community he v1aita and 
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the epecit1c incidents whl cb happen t o h1m, ao tbat it 

ia conce1Yable tbst two different people might receive 

two contrary perepect1Yee of the identical a1tuat1on. 

(Thia 1a d1acueaed 1n greater detail in the Appendix) 

On the credit aide or the ledger we have 

statements auch e a that of El1yabu de P1rara that "~be 

Jeva work aide by aide with the Arabs and aren't 

Jealous ot one another and do not fi ght w1tb one 

another."90 Bertinora intoraa us tbat •on the part 

of the Arabs there i s no Jew1ab Galut at all in this 

place (Jerusalem) and I vent through the length and 

breadth of the land and no one eco~ted or 1naulted ••• 

Tbey (the Arabs) a r e extremely kind to any stranger 

and parti cular ly to•one wbo doesn't know t he language ••• 

\tfben they aee many Jews living together they are not 

envi ous of them at all."91 Rabbi Israel Aebkenaz1 

tells us that 11&ny poor Jewe trom Jerusalem "tr&.vel 

around the villages and small towns and t he cbar1tacle 

Arabs give them bread an~oney and fruit tor all their 

needs for n6th1ng •••• (ao tnat) many people from 

Jerusa lem go out to the v1llagea and don't return to 

their homes except for the festivals and Chanukah and 

Purl m."92 Almost every traveler states t hat the 

places hallowed by Jewi sh tradition are respected by 

t he Arabs. The modern day Arab custom of honoring 

Jewi sh holy pl a ces woul d ter.d to corrobor at e thi s 
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evidence that the Arabs bad nothing but re•pect tor 

the historic places and in many cases considered thea 

aa their own, which eXplain• the reason tor not 

allowing Jews to enter. 

Rabbi Sblomel adds his teet1mony, " ••• The 

gentiles who 11Te in Paleat1ne are all bwlble and 

suba1seiTe before the holiness ot Israel, and 9Ten 

when we atand all day on the field with Tallith and 

Teph1lin and pray and call aloud to our God before the 

graTee of the righteous, not one or them w111 interfere 

or open hie mouth to mock the prayer, God forbid ••••• 

On the contrary they revere the graTes ot t be holy 

Tanaim and they respect the synagogues, they li~ht 

candles on the graves or the r1ghteoua and supply oil 

to the lpagogues." In the continuation or tbe letter 

8hlomel relates that in tbelpeighboring villages there 

are the rema1ne ot early synagogues containing Torah 

scroll11. The Arabs treat these sacred olaces w1th the 

utmost reepect. Ttie~ even retain the keya and open up 
OCCASle .. e./ly_ 

the eynagoquea for the Jews who eea\ia•.Sl~ 80 there 

to pray.93 (From personal erpPr1ence I can testify that 

in the village mentioned by Sbtoael--Meron--and also in 

plecee like Guah Halav (Jteh in Arabic) there are ancient 

synagogues still standing. Meron, until recently 

inhabiter by Meron1te&, contains the moet intact ancient 

synagogue in all ot Palestine.) 



65 

On the other aide of the ledger we are told 

tbat tbe position ot the Jew ia dependent on a deterr1r.g 

attitude, on hie "knowing hie place" 1n the Arab world. 

Our Venetian traveler 1ntoNa ua tbEt the Arabs don't 

bate the Jewa not- do they abuee or revile them. '?be 

Jewa eYen retain J)Oseesa1on of the key to tbe city gate 

near the Jewish quarter ot Jeruealea. However the Jewe 

must be "bumble and eubaerYient and not giTe co:maands 

or orders to t h e Arabe.•94 Ierael Aabkenaz1, in a lett.-

from Jerusalem 1n 1520 refers to a letter he bad 

rece1Ted in which the correspondent assured h1m tbBt 

no matter bow bad condit! one in Palestine were 1t wee 

sttll"better to be under Ialaa than under Christendom." 

Aebkenaz1 replies, "In these lands 1t i* the opposite ••• 

There are two sides to the question. He who accept• 

upon blllaelf the yoke of exile and of sublliesiveneee, 

who doesn't ra1ee his band or toot aga1nat the Arabs •••• 

and doesn't epeak haughti ly at all, eTen to the little 

ones, and is deat and dumb , except (in caeea wbere 1t 

ie necessary) to appea se and to bribe a little, then 

v1tb b1m all 1s well. For when tbe Arab seea the 

humility and subll1ssive~ese be 1e apPeaaed • ••• 1f he 
.... ~ .. -., 

demands (of the Jew) be settles tor lees •••• and don 't 
A 

think that this ie eometb1ng which 1s new, tor I saw 

letters tba~ Maimor.ldee sent to Sua1n i n which be wrot e 

·ibat t here isn ' t a nation in the world vbicb dea1res to 
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bum111at.e and ~uable the I•rael nation ae tbe1 Arab• 

do ••• Wben a man buablea bllleelt then be i• al>le to 

go everywhere, to do bueineas and to o~en up a store 

1n tbe market place like the Arabs, and no one epeake 

out or muttere against him. •itb his green turban(95) 

be goes every place be 4eeirea, even on the 111ghway•, 

and be 1a honored in t h e\eres ot all, only thlat he pays 

a high tax, ter troa here to Demaacu• tbere 'le a tax 

tor Jews ot more than one Venetian ducat, an1a a imilarly 

trom here t.o ~. and Chriet1an• who are not res1denta 

pay aore than double ••• "96 

Tbe latter at.atement would tend to s how that 

the Christian waa oppressed by governaent taxat.ion more 

than the Jew. Hevertbelea•, though tbe Cbri•t1an may 

have been deep1aed be evidently felt b1uelt' auperior 

to the ~ew. Desoite the tact that the Cruaaldee bad 

finally ceeaed and Christendom bad been torc:ed to 

retreat trom Palestine by the powers or IsleLm, the 

might. of Christendom certainly was much greELter tmn 

that or Jewry. Thie was true even in Pales t ine, where 

aa we have eeen, large masses ot Jewa were nmong the 

poorest ot the ~opulation. Many Christian 1~ravel.ers 

never even mention the despicab1e Jews 1n their accounts, 

unleae 1t be a parer.tbet 1cal aside. In the ten volume 

edition of the "Paleat1ne Pilgrim Text Soc1e1t.y" publica

tion, a rather complete collection ot pilgrim's accounts, 
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only once are the Jews referred toa "'?be holy city 

ot Jerusalem is at tbis day the dwelling plece ot 

divers nations ot tbe world, and as it were a collection 

ot all manner ot abominations." Tbe pilgrim, Felix 

Fabr1, then enters into a description of the Saracens, 

Greeks, Syrians, Jacobitea, Aby•sin1ana, Neatorians, 

Anaen1ans, Gregorian•, Maron1tee, Turcoma.n•, Bedouins, 

Assassins, Mabometana, Mamelukea, Latin Cbriat1an1, etc, 

and in one •-11 paragraph at the ead ea7a, ".&aoag all 

these the Jeva are held to be accursed, inaomucb th.at 

tbe a1aery and contempt whi ch they undergo great)7 

dulls their understanding, for everywhere throughout 

the whole world tbey are despised and set as naught. 

They have various sects among themselves, such as thoae 

ot Samaritans and Essenes, and there continually arise 

among them new heresies, whereof I could say much •• "97 

This excerpt reveals not only the contempt ot the 

Christian tor the Jew, but also demonstrates the 

character ot travel accounts. The author exhibits a 

com~lete misconception ot t he condit1ona ot the time 

because be baaed hie knowledge ot the Jew not on whet 

be saw but on whet be 1mew ot the hist ory ot the t ime 

ot Jewus when t here bad been a Jewish sect ~mown as 

Esseces. {ct. Appendix tor a more detailed a~alya1a.) 
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To traTel the h1ghwa7a trom city to city during 

the period wee an extremely bazardoue undertaking. 

Many rob-..rs frequented the roads or lay 1n wait to 

ambush unprotected travelers. Aa an interesting ae1de, 

Rabbi Moe•• de Roeei vr1tee that among t he bande which 

attacked uneuspect ~ ng waytarere ••• •Ten a band ot 

Jew1eh tent-dwellers who diT1ded the epo11 with t heir 

Arab colleaguea.98 Beoauee of the dangere t he Jewe 

were forced to hire gu1dee. Prequently the Arab gu1dea 

woul d atop i n the middle ot the journey and retuae to 

continue until they received a greater sum ot mone1 

than or1g1nally agreed upon. Accord i ngly, the Jews 

developed the praot1ee of e1gning a "clear contract" 

ao that i r. c~ee tbe Arabe would bring them to court 

they would be able to present valid testimony ~n their 

detenee. Often even this was not suff icient . "Even 

1t the Jeve 1ncreaee their prayers no one heeds them, 

tor in all these places there is no law, part i cularly 

when it 1s a caee of Jews against Araba."99 

It is difficult to difterwnt1at e between t he 

character of tb~ reletior.ehips beto,. and afte r the 

Turkish conquest. I n both periods we find the same 

"'* mixed renorts. One would expect an abrupt cb.ange in 
" day to day relat1o ~eb1ps merely because ot a change in 

ruling aut bor' t1es. The Turkish cont1uest was ot little 

direct consequence for t he l i ves or the masses ot t he 
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J>V0"91•. It 1a pc,ee1ble that the changing c1rcuutanoee, 

the growth of coamerc1el 1mpertance ,and the ~ubaequent 

enrichment of segments of t he Jewish community aa- a 

reeult of t he Turkish conquest would have bad an 1n&1rect 

effect on the re.~ort between the two co1111un1t1ea, 

but or this we have no evidence. 



CONCLUSION 

The decline or Saree! and Jeruaalem and the 

other places or Jewish bab1tat1on at the end or the 

16th century and t he reault1r.g end to the period or 

reT1Tal vaa due not ao auch to cauaea v1th1n Palestine 
~ 

iteelt ··~the •Tolut1on or eTente within the Turkish 

Ellpire aa a whole. Around this aame ti• the Turkish 

Empire began to loae ita hold on ita conquered coantries. 

The travel routea to Palestine were utilized leaa and 

leaa frequently . The 8mp1re, rounded on conquest, 

could retain its potency only b~ continual conquest; 

but when there were no mo~ countriea to conque~ the 

momentum ceaaed. The governora ot the nrioua terri

tories and d1etricta, particularly since t heir positions 

were obtained not by descent but by military valor, 

engaged in ~ont1nual wars with one another. In order 

to maintain thetr arm1ea the people were taxed 

oppreaa1Tely. The extertion and exploitation ot tbe 

peoples within the Empire in turn decreased the economic 

opportunities. Without capital there could be no sound 

economic development. With the dete riorat i on ot the 

Turkish Empire aa a whole, Palestine, an integral part 

ot the Empire, vs a seriously attected. When the heart 

decays, t he rest of t he body cannot long survive. 

The decline of Turkey thus sounded the death knell ot 

the 16th centurv attempt to reestablish Palestine a s 

the c11nter ot world Jewry. 
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In thia anal7s1a or 16th century Pelestir.e 

we baTe attell!'t•d to demonstrate the importance ot 

the economic and social aspects or co .. unal history 

for the evolution or cultural and eoir1tual contributions. 

It 1s only b7 perceiving and evaluating the backe;round 

or a painting that one can appreciate tbe 1'ull signifi

cance or the entire picture . The comparison between 

Se f ed and Jerusalem ar.d the exami nation ot the motiva

tions which moTe masses of people cleerly demonstrate 

that the number or pure idealists in the world compr1eea 

only a small minority. The great majority of people 

are motivated by noble ideala only when a sound baa1s 

of ms terial security is concurrentl7 ottered. Nor can 

cultural and spiritual values develop in a vacuum. 

Jerusalem, in dire financial straits, lay sterile: 

Sated, with a thriving economic 11fe, gave bi rth to 

Lur1an1c Kabbalah, the Shulcban Aruch, and myriads ot 

renowr.ed saints and scholars. From these considerations 

we may conclude t'het the eseent1al pl"erequ1e1t• of a 

vibrant and creative communal 11fe is a eound and secure 

economy. With such an economy Palestine could look 

forward to beco•1D8 the center ot world Jewry: without it, 

Palestine once again passed ir.to oblivion . 
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APPENDIX 

ANALYSIS OF THE SOURCES 

The nature ot the •ourcea ut111zed tor thi s 

etudy 1a aucb that 1t 1• doubtful 1f a re•lly accurate 

reconstruction ot t he period can be undertaken. 

Unfortunately, no Joaepbue hae lett ue e r1cb heritage 14, Ju 
ot contem1>0rary b1etory trom wh•cb we m1gbt draw tbe { f~· 
data neceaaary tor• correct interpretation, and the ~- · 

general histories of the time make little 1f any mention 

ot the Jews of Palestine. The absence ot a contemporary 

historian who would have been able to look at the 

events ot 16th century Palestine in their proper perapec

t i ve cauaea ua to aeek eleewhere for primary source 

material. As a result , most of the aourcea at our 

d1apoaal were not originally written for the ~urpose 

ot leaving e record of the peat ~dr the peoples of the 

future. Thus 1n the writing ot the history of the 

16th century much must be left to conJecture. 

The primary sou rcee of the per1 od are to be 

round in l)reaponaa literature, 2) travelers' accounts, 

and 3)lettera aent from Palestine LO the Diaspora. 

l)Reaponaa 11tere.ture--The responaa cona1at, 

as the Hebrew name "Sh'elot U t'ahuvot" 1mpliea, of 

questions anr answers. People who were disturbed by 

a particular problem or who were engaged in so•e sort 
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ot legal diepute or difference of opinion over inter

pretation of Jewieh traditi on would write to a well 

known rabbi for advice, interoretat1on>or decision, 

whichever wae the caee. We have no assurance that the 

ques t ione asked are tJP1cal of the problems of the age. 

Many are undoubtedly ieoleted problems and do not 

reneot the tenor or temper of tbe t1aee. Often t he 

reaponea are not concerned with practicality, but with 

euch hJPothet1cal matters ae 8h'm1ta an~ Karbanot. 

Only raeely ia mention m~• of the complete name or 

the locati on of the ind1v1dual asking the Sh'elah, 

nor 1a the exact year of t he correspondence given. 

In preparation for this thes1e, the author 

took a cursory gl1mpae 1nto the vast realm or the 

Response literature. Tbe account of the Sem1cha struggle 

in t he reeoonsa of R. Levi 1bn Habib and some of the 

responsa of "HaMaB1T" (Moses ben Joseph of Tren1) were 

perused in an eff ort to cull pe rtinent facts whi ch 

could be applied ae evidence in the study of t he con

temporary history. The efforts did not bear fruit. 

Those passages which might have bad bearing on the 

study were few and tar between. There was no chrono

logical correlation or system whereby they could be 

placed 1n a historical order. Per~s some day a 

hi storian wil~ be able to read t he entire responaa 

literature of t hetPeriod and •ith the tacts thus garnered 

piece together a true picture, but such a task was not 

Within the purview of t h1s study. 
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2) Travel eccounta--Almost all the travelere 

vbo came to Palestina , toth Jewish ~nd gentile, came 

tor rel1g1oua reaaona. The Christiana made pilgr1magea 

to the Holy Land, during the Holy Year and at other 

occasiona, primarily to ••• the placea sanctined by 

Christian tradition. They sought to rtsualize for 

themselves the scenes ot the Bible and other holy 

vr1t1ngs. Accordingly, they tended to be preJudiced 

in their vieva by the concepts and 11lp'l'9ss1ons or the 

Holy Land Which bad been indoctribated into them in 

the countries o f their origin. They saw that vh1cb 

they had expected to see and they wrote that vbicb they 

were expected to write. They took no particular interest 

in the folk patterns or civilization ot the inhabitants 

of the country, except perhaps as they reflected on 

the ?eat rel1g1oaa hiatory. Thua, we have aeen that 1n 

the entire collection of the Palestine Pilgrim Society's 

monumental nubl1cat1on, only one ina1gn1f1cant paragraph 

re!'ers to the Jews, and t r_at ir.correctly, describing 

them as apl1t up into the ae~ts which existed duri ng 

the time of Jesus .100 We are therefore lert with 

extremely sparse source material from no~Jew1ah 

sources, material which 1s essential it the proper 

perspective on t he period 1e to be maintained. 
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Tbe Jevleh travelers ot the tlae, upon vbo• 

•• have had to rely tor a major part of our eouroe 

material, are no •ore reliable than their Chr1at1an 

counterparts. They alao came w1th preconceived notione 
PC: .. ~~t~ 

aa to whet they would rind, and tbey also were •l._l .. 

ot understatement and exaggeration. The attuat! on 

must have been quite eimiler to that which extete 

todar. Depeeding on the outlook, tntereeta, and 

enthusiasm of the modern visitor to Israel, one can 

hear and read reporte 811'phasizing the •eager diet, 

the horrible cond1tiona, the disunity, the "Hutzpa" 

of the S&brae, am on the other band vivid, entbueiaat1c 

account• of t he tremendous growth, the ep1rit, the 

confidence, end the unity. Moat likely all ot the 

atate11ents made are baatcally true. Yet the only way 

one can account for the wide T&rlnce ie to aay that 

tew, 1t any, ot the travelers are obJect1ve. Almost 

all are preconditi oned by their ~rev1ous environment 

and experience. Al.lloet all see only what they var.t 

to see. All these factor~ contribute to the unrel1ab111ty 

ot modern day accounts . How therefore can we expect 

complete u.nan1m1ty or validity 1n reports of travele rs 

ot almost 500 yeara ago? 

The problem 1• made all the more difficult by 

the tact that in t"ie deal re to present tasc1nat1ng 

accounts the authors would o~en employ legendary 
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material •• tactual and would even resort to cop71ng 

directly from eomethiig writtaa by another traveler.101 

The travelers were ever conecioue of' tbe people tor 

whom they were writing. They therefore tended to 

concentrate on those especte of lite in Palestine which 

were exceptional and extraordinary. In order to gain 

the interest ot the readers it was felt that the 

unuaual bad to be emphasized. It is therefore rare 

that we tind any lengthy discussion of' the day to day 

lite of' inhabitants or ot their modus vivendi. In 

vain did we search tor some account of' the coDlllUnal 

structure. Tbe organization and operation of' the 

oo!!llllunity must have been of paramount importance, and 

yet because it was not in the real.II of the extraordinary 

or because it was not thought to be or interest to the 

readers, it was never deecribed. We can only conjectur. 

as to its nature on the basis of' fragmentary evidence. 

3)Lettera sent trom Palestine to the Diaspora-

There ie a close relationship between thi s type ot 

source and the preceding, part1~ularly when referring 

to the material written b ;v and for Jews. Moat ot the 

letters sent to the Diaapora by Jews were not only 

personal but were inteellled to give information on the 

land of Israel as well. It 1e accordingly d1tt1cult 

to differentiate between letters and travel accounts. 
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Moat ot the source material etud1ed for th1e paper 

cona1eted of travel account• 1n the form or lettera 

to ram111es, tr1enda, or even to what appears to be 

whole comaunit1es. 

An additional characteristic or this type or 

travel account-letter was the desire for propaganda. 

The account• of whole communitiee devoting t heir time 

exclusively to study, pray•r, and the performance or 

Mi tzvot can hardly be accepted ae trustworthy. 

;hie type of exaggeration was intended el ther to provide 

an example for the communit1ea in the Diaspora atter 

which to pattern tbeaeelvee or else, what 1a perhaps 

more likely, to encourage immigrati on to Palestine. 

In like manner many or the accounts or t he material 

abundance prevalent in Sated or Jerusalem, contradicted 

in t he very aaae letters by statements of the unueually 

large numb41ra or people livlne; on ch£r i ty, must be 

attributed to propaganda purposes. 

Another type or letter was t be.t sent by 

Yeshivot or other like institution• which depended on 

outside income ror support. or all t he sources one 

would expect these to be the l east reliable, for their 

author's purpose 1n wrti1ng was to plead a cause. 

The more destitute the situation , the more sympathy 

could be evoked from contributors . The letters of 

the B'nai Yeeh1vah are replete with horr1.ty1r.g descriptions 
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ot tbe despica~le p~sition or tbe Jew, bis 1nab111ty 

to attai n tor b1mselt tbe basic necessities of l i te, 

and bis complete dependence on the sub•1dization ot 

Diaspora Jewry. Even during tbe height ot Sated's 

glory letters vere sent out depicting tbe crying needs 

ot tbe Jews ot Sated, tor,as w•s mentioned in tbe main 

text, tbe income tr0m world Jewry was a major factor in 

tbe economy. 

Wben we realize tbe aot1Yat1ons and purposes 

ot the authors of our sources we can perceive wby 

population figures are ~en ln complete d1aagreeaent, 

why tbe Areb neighbora are so beneficent in some accounts 

and ao dastardly in otbere, wby at an identioal time 1r. 

a city's hi story there exist unheard of prosperity and 

unspeakable po•erty, etc. Only when the nature of the 

sources is continual ly borne in aind can ve comprehend 

tbe exaggerations and contradictions which occur 1n 

the b1ator1ography of the period ot hi story encompas sed 

by tb1a study. 
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