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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. Describe the circumstances that forced Jerusalem’s Jewry
to rebuild their synagogue.

2. Who was the Rebbi (mentor) of Rav Ovadiah of Bertinoro?

3.  Describe the nature of the leadership of Jerusalem’s Jewry at the
end of the fifteenth century.

4.  Describe the general state of Jerusalem’s Jewry at the time when
Rav Ovadiah of Bertinoro first came to Jerusalem.

5. Describe the effect that Rav Ovadiah of Bertinoro had on Jerusalem'’s
Jawry.

This and much more will be addressed in the sixth lecture of this series:
" Jerusalem and the Twilight of the Mameluk Empire" .

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these questions in mind
as you listen to the lecture and read through the outline. Go back to these
guestions once again at the end of the lecture and see how well you answer
them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book were designed as a powerful
tool to help you appreciate and understand the basis of Jewish History.
Although the lectures can be listened to without the use of the outline, we
advise you to read the outline to enhance your comprehension. Use it, as
well, as a handy reference guide and for quick review.

Thislectureis dedicated to the merit and honor of the Zur off family.
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JERUSALEM AND THE TWILIGHT OF THE MAMELUK EMPIRE

l. Rabbi Yisradl Isserlein
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Regarding that which you wrote to me about your moving (lit. going up) to Eretz Tzvi (the land
of desire) and to the Holy City, may it be speedily rebuilt in our days, whether it is a mitzva that
appliesin our days or whether it even appliesto a Talmid Chacham (a Torah scholar), since, due
to our sins, there is not there at present a group of bachurim (young men) or a yeshiva (talmud
Torah). You should know that a person who lives in Eretz Yisrael certainly is deserving great
praise and has reached a lofty degree, and most certainly that is the case vis-a-vis the Holy City,
as it brings [great] benefit for a person in the World to Come and even in this world. We have
heard many reports, however, that there are B'nai Bris Ma’ arviim (members of the covenant, i.e.
Jews, who came from Arabic lands) who live there who are terrible rashaim (evil people) and
notorious informants. They bother and confound the Ashkenazim (Jews who come from
European lands, east of the Iberian peninsula), who are Torah observant. In addition, the food is
extremely hard to come by and is restricted and it is difficult to make a living. Who can
withstand all of these [challenges]? This is in addition to the great maliciousness of the
Ishmaelites (Arabs). Consequently, every one has to make a reckoning of his own physical and
financial abilities and to make a personal evaluation to determine the way which will lead him to
greater fear of Hashem and more careful observance of His mitzvos (commandments), for thisis
the entire [purposg] of man’s existence. Rav Yisrad Isserlein, Terumas HaDeshen Vol. 2:88

. Rav Ovadiah of Bertinoro and the City of Jerusalem

A.
WK NWHT 927 BV 00080 Pudwn PI% IND AW TV oW '[17?377 AR XY 1% '[17?377

TWRD 07 NIWYD 0°73TAT 702 DWW ONIX 1AW 27290 o°hwIa mavh saT7anmnn 13700
AT NDIN MWIR 7D 0PIV OPhY PHRPRUW QTR P KDY 0CIWY DO 1M WY 137 IV IR
TIPM TR WK Q1D 07 .0°WIY 07 73IK3T /137 NIVAT ONIR DY 021310 073537 00137130
139%7 777 DY WITRRY DITAT N0AR PRI wIpn Y Swiraw 1772 By 98 wan 970 97y 0
777 ©°7%7 oM7Y NI0TTIT N1a% PINWaY 075 1937 NIvn XOXITY 27230 Ywiaw prp
133 172VNWII 71377 IR 027 1A 1372 NNDD 199X O2INR D21°IYY 173377 NIRRT 03I



Series XX 2 Lecture #6

D197 QN3 777 X277 /N21Y ARPY X122 DOWIIT 1D 172 WD w1 ¥370% 070 DRY 7RI 11127
DIXYY 37 73 ‘TI7 TIAY W 1IWID2 077 ¥*°0 7997 NXIDN 951 wpah 0°7151 W nhw 19
XKW1 /737 ©*I2TN7 797 /TI0 NIVAT DY 0031157 /137 079377 ORI22T DKW 1927 KDY 00 X7
ONIXY .272710 0PWITPAW NDIST N2 77133 ¥07 WIIPT NIRYM 119KRPAT X 127P% onwx 01k
PYXT Y 03 7790 °0DIN NIWT NP NRT NIWYY opxy IwAn X2 077D DY 7 R N3
QW3 WK 17X MWK 777D 377 WITRAW 127 757 1971 FWRIT 1R 19K 09X 2nd WK XIp
T2 7IXPI ONYT NYTY 1780 0°3TA7 TIMY ITRM IWPA WK V7R 175wV 1770 13157 YRS
¥ 7Y 077331 W 13 72 HY Awpah 17¥° 0137 XKW Y 2110 1787 X”D7 011 171N 19K 193
XD KT 7271 WWH wOw X7 MM L . . AYWT TR 27117 031 0p*1 01D Swin on1os XY
NS /XMW anyT 19% 0HWINY Ay DWn O7CIVY 0V Y1V NNITINT 0°HYa Ny W
T12% 79727 DR 7T IR QW 0D RIT 27 %0 QW THYE D191 07 1P T oW 0°°1vi NIRYaa
77921 "nyv 2377 931 192 19V In 0°pYTR 1077 NINW 12770 1172 0% 17ARY INTWwY Imwa
D1V NOYIN 7P 7T 0AW On2 RTY OX w737 0P1Ya 2305 NIwY? 0772517 0°931AT 1231w
NRM 715w 2°Y TNAN5T37 1°Y JawIn 1729 0P 7N NNT ORI 21N KD YNk 0w WK

7 IR%0 PR N7 79T ANPW 790m 12 112 §0Y 0vRn

For Zion's sake | will not hold my peace, and for Jerusalem’s sake | will not rest, until her
righteousness goes forth like radiance, and her judgment like the noonday. (See Isaiah 62:1 and
Psalms 37:6) This is in regards to the sums of money that donors pledged specifically for the
poor of Jerusalem, may it be speedily rebuilt, and were handed over to the trustees [of the
Jerusalem charity] to distribute, in accordance with their discretion. Over the many years which
these men have devoted to this cause, no one has ever had any misgivings about their conduct, as
these respected and faithful trustees are extraordinary individuals. Recently, however, an
incident occurred, due to our many sins, and hostile [Gentiles] attacked the synagogue of the
holy city of Jerusalem and demolished that great and holy building. Consequently, the holy
community of Jerusalem, may it be speedily rebuilt, had to pay enormous sums of money in
order to convince the king of Egypt, may his majesty be exalted, to allow them to rebuild the
ruins. This is in addition to the sums of money that were necessary to actually rebuild the
synagogue together with other ancillary expenditures. In order to accomplish al of this, they
were forced to borrow tremendous amounts of money at interest from the Gentiles and both they
and all their property became obligated to these creditors. [Unfortunately,] they don’'t have the
means to pay off these debts and there is a definite possibility that the creditors will come to
collect their debts by taking them over (i.e. selling them into slavery) and taking over their
property. Consequently, the [communal leaders] sent two respected individuals to travel
throughout the Jewish world and to plead on their behalf in order that they help them to pay off
these aforementioned obligations, for it is too difficult a burden for them, themselves, to carry.
Now when the emissaries from Jerusalem came to the aforementioned trustees [over the charity
fund spefically dedicated to supporting the poor of Jerusalem], these trustees initially wanted to
help these emissaries [from the money of the charity fund]. However, since these trustees are
G-d fearing individuals, they didn’t want to take it upon themselves to do this [and distribute
these specially earmarked funds to be used for somewhat of a different purpose] and [therefore]
sought the advice of great Torah scholars. They even approached me, a person who is unworthy
of that distinction (lit. the young). When the great prince, and leader, the one who is at the
forefront of any holy endeavor, Rabbainu Asher, who is known as Enshkin, may Hashem protect
him, personally asked for my humble opinion on his behalf as well as on behalf of the trustees,
may Hashem protect them, and, at the same time, the prince, Rabbainu Chaim Rapha, may
Hashem protect him, as well as other respected individuals, may Hashem protect them, asked for
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my opinion in conjunction with the opinions of the other rabbanim, | could not refuse them,
especidly in light of the great need of the hour. . . . [It would seem that] one must come to the
conclusion that distributing the funds [for the cost of rebuilding the synagogue] does not
constitute a change of the specified use of the funds. This is because the very fact that these
donors decided to help the poor of Jerusalem instead of the poor of their own cities or countries
is a clear indication that they desire thereby to gain through this the merit of enabling people
who actually live there, as the merit [of living in Jerusalem] is great, for it is [in Jerusalem] that
Hashem has commanded that His blessings be said in His name and that they shall serve Him. If
afterwards the synagogue were still to remain desolate and its foundations devastated, what good
would all of those moneys be [as no one would continue to live there] (lit. what have the
righteous accomplished). From all of the above, it is my humble opinion that the respected
trustees have the discretion to do as they seefit, if they feel that this will ultimately be of benefit
to the poor residents so as to prevent hatred and contention, G-d forbid, between them and other
residents of the city, as | have written above. Shalom from the unworthy (lit. young) Y osef
Kolon ben R. Shlomo, of blessed memory. Teshuvos Maharik Siman 5
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Our Rabbis taught: The following three things [often] drive a person to violate the dictates of his
rational senses as well as the will of his Creator: 1) [The pressure imposed by] the Gentiles
[through their evil actions or decrees], 2) an evil spirit (i.e. mental illness) and 3) oppressive
poverty. What are the practical implications of that statement? [The answer is, that if one of the
above mentioned things is about to occur,] one should beseech Divine mercy to preclude its
happening. The following three kinds of people will not see the face of Gehenna [as their
suffering in this world is sufficient to effect a full atonement of their sins]: 1) One who suffers
from oppressive poverty, 2) one who is afflicted with bowe diseases, and 3) one who is
pressured by the government [or alternately (Tosefos), by his creditors]. Eiruvin 41b
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The Nagid (the titular leader of the Jewish community) who resides in Egypt, is in control over
al of the Jews who are under the rule of the king of Egypt. He has the power, given to him by
the king of Egypt, to imprison or flog, at his discretion, any Jew living in these surrounding
communities whomsoever disobeys him. He [is also the one] who appoints dayanim (judges) in
every community. The present Nagid once lived for many years in Jerusalem. He fled Jerusalem
for fear of the elders and the malshinim umosrim (government informants) who lived there. His
name is Rav Nassan (Natan) HaKohen. He is wealthy, scholarly, pious, and advanced in years.
He originally came from the land of Barbary (North Africa). As soon as | came to Egypt, he
showered upon me extraordinary honors and showed me the same affection that a father would
show to a son. He expended much effort to try to dissuade me from going to Jerusalem because
of the malshinim umosrim (government informants) who lived there. [Because of them,] all of
the rabbonim (rabbis) and Torah scholars who used to live in Jerusalem fled for their lives, for
the elders of Jerusem put tremendous pressure upon them. Nearly all of the close to three
hundred householders who were once part of the Jewish community in Jerusalem, left the city,
one by one, because of the excessive taxes and other burdens which the entrenched elders placed
upon them. The only ones left in Jerusalem are the most indigent and the women. There is barely
any amongst them who could be called, “a man”. These evil elders took such control over [the
Jewish community,] that they sold al of the Sfrei Torah to Christians (lit. uncircumcised) so that
they would transport them to a distant nation [and sell them there]. They took possession and
sold the Torah covers and the curtains of the Aron (ark which holds the Sefer Torah) as well as
the silver rimonim (Torah ornaments) and other holy vessels as well as all of the holy seforim
(books) which had been dedicated for communal use. There had once been countless volumes of
the Talmud and Poskim (legal works based upon the Talmud) that had been dedicated for public
use by the Ashkenazim. All of them were sold by these communal elders. Absolutely nothing
remained from all of the Torah covers, curtains and silver [that was once part of the Jerusalem
community]. The Nagid told me that he didn’'t have the power to protest, as he, himself, was
afraid that they would inform upon (slander) the Jewish community. The king’'s mouth is like a
gaping grave and his eye is never satisfied. During this time, there were great disturbances
throughout the land of Egypt, as [the king] set his sights to accumulate silver as if it would be
dirt, so as to placate his servants and soldiers whom he had sent to battle against the king of the
[Ottoman] Turks in the province of Aleppo near the Euphrates. [Consequently,] he placed the
heavy tax burden of seventy five thousand gold florins upon the Jews of Egypt, whether they
were Samaritans, Karaites, or Rabbanites. He placed the same burden upon every nation,
whether they be Christians (lit. uncircumcised) or Moslems. There is no end to the [tax] money
that he demanded from all of his kingdom. [ Consequently,] these days of Purim became atime of
great mourning for the Jews, days of fasting and wailing. Despite al of the dire warnings, my
heart was tranquil, firmly trusting in Hashem. . . . Hebron is a mountainous area with an
abundance of vineyards and olive trees. There are about twenty householders who live there, all
of them Rabbanites, [followers of traditional Judaism and not Karaites or Samaritans]. Half of
them are descendants of Anusim (forced converts to Christianity) who have recently come to
seek protection under the wings of the Shechina (Divine Presence). We traveled from Hebron on
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Tuesday morning, on the thirteenth of Nissan. Hebron is a day’s travel distance from Jerusalem.
We came to the monument over the grave of Rachel. There is somewhat of a domed structure
built over it. It is on an elevated part of the road. We got off the donkeys and prostrated
ourselves over the grave site. Every one of [our group] prayed there as much as they could. On
the right side of the road leading to Jerusalem there is a hill. Upon it is the city of Bethlehem,
about a half a mil from the grave of Rachel. . . . From Bethlehem to Jerusalem is a distance of
three mil. The entire way is filled with vineyards and olive trees. The trees of this area are
similar to the vineyards of the province of Romagna (north-central Italy) as the vines are of
reduced height and are thick. . . . We entered [Jerusalem] on the thirteenth of Nissan, [5]248
(1488). At noon (see Psalms 122:2), “Our feet were standing inside your gates, O Jerusalem.”
There, standing there [to greet me, was] an Askenazic Jew who had grown up in Italy. His name
was R. Campanu and he brought me to his home and invited me to be his guest for the entire
Pesach. Most of Jerusalem isin ruins and desolate, and it goes without saying that it doesn’t have
awall surrounding it. As | was told, about four thousand householders live here, in Jerusalem,
[but there are] only some seventy Jewish householders who still remain here today. They are all
dedtitute and have no sources of income. Nearly all of them go hungry and anyone who
possesses enough to pay for a year’s worth of food is considered here to be wealthy. Presently,
there are many elderly and lonely widows here, Ashkenazim, Sefardim, and from many other
lands of foreign tongues and there are seven women for every man.

At present, the land is peaceful and serene, as the elders have expressed their regret for all of the
evil which they had previously perpetrated, for they have witnessed how they have lost their
power and have remained more destitute even than before. Now, they embrace everyone who
comes to reside in their land, they show them respect and shower upon them honors. They do
take pains, [however,] to rationalize al of the evil that they had done by claming that they
intended to harm only those people who wanted to lord over them. |, myself, can only say that up
until now they have only acted towards me in a fine, peaceful, and upright manner. Blessed be
Hashem for every day.

In truth, the Arabs don’'t make us feel as if we are in exile. | was able to walk throughout the
land, throughout its length and breadth without being the subject of any scorn or harassment.
They are very welcoming to strangers, especially to someone who doesn’t know the language.
When they see a large group of Jews they don’t make any provocations. It seems to me that if
there would be someone in this country who would possess political judgement and insight, such
a person would be accepted by both Jews and Arabs. [Unfortunately,] there is no one here in the
Jewish community who possesses the acuity to be accepted by the wider populace, for they all
act in an uncivilized manner. They hate their fellow man and only focus their sights and minds
on monetary gain. [A case in point was that] | was drafted into burying an orphan, as there are
not enough people available to carry the dead or [to honor them by] walking behind the bier.
There was previoudly an incident, [here,] involving a woman who had died and half way [to the
cemetery] they needed to ask other women to come and carry her as there weren't sufficient
men. Had it not been for the help offered by the many throngs of women who had aready
volunteered to follow the casket and for some baale teshuva (penitents) from the Anusim (forced
converts to Christianity), the dead body would have just laid there without a burial. The native
Jews of thisland don’t show any pity or compassion.

| have witnessed a most disgusting (lit. terrible sickness) practice here: When a stranger here
becomesiill, out of fear lest the elders of the community would file false charges against them to
the authorities, i.e. that they only came [to the person’s home in order] to steal his belongings,
none of the friends or neighbors come to visit [this unfortunate] fellow. This is due to the fact
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that the vigilant eyes of the elders anxiously await the death of foreign born visitors to their land,
just as [a drought stricken land] awaits rain, so that they can take possession over their property
and transfer it to the public fund. The elders make the claim that since they are the trustees over
the public funds, they are entitled to take possession of the property of any stranger who comes
here to this land and dies without any known heirs. [By the way,] most of the men and women
who live in Jerusalem are strangers from distant lands and have no known heirsin Eretz Yisragl.
In addition, according to the law of the land, the property of such people is automatically
inherited by the king. The elders, however, divide it up between themselves, the Ishmaelites
(local Arabs), and the governmental officials as they see fit. As soon as the [elders] become
aware that someone visited his friend prior to his death, in order that they take possession of the
deceased’ s property, they make accusations against the visitor to the authoritiesi.e. that he either
stole the person’s money [outright] or hid it away [somewhere on his property], or perhaps took
it from him for safe keeping. They then bring the visitor in front of the authorities who proceed
to pummel him with sticks until he either gives them the monies that they claim or expires from
the torture. Every single day, some money, sometimes less, sometimes more, comes into the
public funds (hekdesh) of Jerusalem from the elderly men and women who die here. The elders
claim that they use the monies to pay off the debts which they incurred in the building of the
[city’s| synagogue, even though [it seems strange that so] many years have aready passed and
[yet] the debts have not already been paid off. The elders claim that they still owe more than a
thousand gold florins.

Presently, the synagogue in Jerusalem has only very few Sfrei Torah, instead of the reportedly
three hundred Sfrei Torah that they used to have. It goes without saying that it doesn’t contain
gilded Torah covers or silver ornaments, as everything has been sold off by the community’s
elders who did with the monies as they saw fit. The synagogue is built upon pillars and is long
and narrow and dark. The only light that comes through is from the doorway. Inside the building
there is a hole that is full of water. In the courtyard of the synagogue, very close to the actua
building, there is an Arab minaret and mosque. Originaly, the house, [which is today part of the
mosque,] was occupied by a Jew. Because of a terrible fight that he had with the Jewish
community, he converted to Islam. When his mother saw that he converted, due to of all of the
aggravation that the Jewish community gave her son, she gifted her house, which was located in
the synagogue' s courtyard, to the Moslem authorites with the intention that it become a mosgue.
She did this with the intention of taking revenge upon the Jewish community. This was the cause
of all of the evil that almost ruined the synagogue and depleted al of the monies of the Jewish
community of Jerusalem. Had Hashem not intervened and granted us grace in the eyes of the
king, his officials and his servants, there wouldn’t have remained any vestige of the entire Jewish
community of Jerusalem. [The king] ordered that the synagogue be rebuilt in a more glorious
manner and that the synagogue courtyard be greatly expanded. - The courtyard, [today,] is filled
with many houses which are owned by a public trust that was donated by Ashkenazic Jews and
occupied by Ashkenazic widows. There used to be many courtyards in Jerusalem in the Jewish
street which were part of public trust. The elders sold al of them. All that is left is the
Ashkenazic trust, which the elders do not have the right to sell, as it is strictly reserved for
Ashkenazim, and, with the exception of Ashkenazim, and no other poor have any rights to it.
Now the Jewish street and its neighborhood, is very large. They live in Zion. They used to have
many houses but [today] they are all either demolished or in ruins. No one is rebuilding them, for
according to their laws, a Jew is not allowed to rebuild his collapsed house or courtyard without
first obtaining special permission. Often, it is more expensive to obtain official permision than
the worth of the house. All of the houses in Jerusalem are covered with stones, not with wooden
beams and plaster.
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There is something here in Jerusalem, however, that is pleasing to Hashem, the G-d of Isradl, i.e.
their prayers. The order of their daily prayer service is most unusual. | have never seen anything
like it. Every single day, including Shabbos, they get up an hour or two before dawn and recite
hymns and praises [to Hashem] until it becomes light, and then they recite Kaddish. Afterwards,
the two permanent Chazanim recite the Birchas HaTorah (blessing over the Torah) and Parshas
HaTamid (the section of the Torah relating to the daily offering) and all of the hymns (Psalms) in
a sweet and supplicatory tone. They complete the Krias Shema [with its Berachos|] at netz
hachamah (sunrise) k'vasikim (like the pious ones). [In addition,] every single day at every
tefillah which is éligible to have Birchas Kohanim (the priestly blessing), the Kohaim lift up
their hands [and recite the blessings], whether it be the weekday or Shabbos. [During the week,
every] Shacharis and Mincha, they recite tachanun and repeat the Shalosh Esrei Midos (thirteen
attributes of Divine mercy) with great feeling. The only difference between Mondays and
Thursdays [and the rest of the week] is only with regards to the taking out of the Sefer Torah
[which is read only on Mondays and Thursdays]. Today in Jerusalem there isn’t any immoral
behavior, frivolity, or false oaths. They are particularly careful in observing the laws between
man and G-d. Even the evil and sinful community elders take davening (praying) very seriously
and the other commandments that govern relations between man and G-d. | notice the nature of
all of those who live in the Arabic lands of this area to be much more G-d fearing than those of
the other area (west of Eretz Yisragl). There is not to be found a Jew or Moslem whose heart is
directed away from G-d and who has embraced any form of heresy or destructive faith. Thereis
no one here who is involved in the study of philosophy and is inclined to the opinions of
Aristotle or the other like-minded philosphers, “may the name of the evil be blotted out.” (See
Proverbs 10:7) . . . Thereis not to be found amongst the Arabs a person who would curse his G-d
or speak with insolence towards Heaven, as is commonly found amongst Christians. Had it not
been for their intense fear of G-d, it would not be possible to dwell amongst them, as they
[severely] lack social skills, a sense of orderliness, and any fear of the government. Nor do they
possess a just lega system. [Their magistrates] issue their rulings solely based on their persona
whims. There was an incident here, in Jerusalem, with an Arab who got up in afit of anger and
dlaughtered his mother, just as one slaughters a lamb. When they brought him in front of the
judges, he claimed that he only did it because of his drunken state. The judges verdict was that
the real perpetrators of the crime were the Jews and Christian residents, for they, alone, are the
ones who produce wine. Consequently, the Jews were fined six golden florins and the Christians
twelve golden florins. The Arab, however, went free. This is only one of many such cases, too
numerous to cite. In Jerusalem, [the testimony of] corrupt witnesses is commonly used in all of
the Gentile courts, asit is not their practice to cross examine witnesses, and certainly not to force
them to swear. Rather, the [judges] immediately issue their rulings based on the [withesses)
[unsubstantiated] testimony. If such a legd system would exist amongst Christians (lit.
uncircumcised), each person would [literally] swallow the other one up alive.

Despite al of its ruins and desolation, Jerusalem has four long and extremely beautiful market
places. | have never seen anything like it anywhere. They are situated at the end of Zion and are
covered by a dome like structure. These markets contain all kinds of merchandise and each one
is different from the other in the following manner: There is the merchants market, the spice
market, the vegetable market, and the market in which all kinds of cooked dishes and bread are
sold. When | first came to Jerusalem, there was a severe famine, and an average person would
[only be able to afford to] eat adram of bread, which is equal [in weight] to the old silver coin of
Bologna, and he would remain hungry. They told me that this was an improvement over the
situation that had previously existed at the beginning of the year. During that time, many of the
Jewish community died of starvation. A day or two before they expired these people had pleaded
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for bread but no one was able to provide it. The next day they were found dead in their homes.
Many people at that time, [in their desperation,] ate the grass of the field and they walked around
like [proverbial] deer, without finding pasture (see Eichah 1:6). There is here a sole Ashkenazic
Rav, a person who grew up in Jerusalem. | have never seen a person with such humility and fear
of sin. He weaves all hours of the day and night, during the time that he takes off from his
studies. For six months the only day that he tasted the taste of bread was on Shabbos. He
subsisted solely on turnip tops and the discarded remains of the carobs after they had been
pressed to extract their sweet juice, as there are many caraob trees in this area as well as in
Jericho, [the former] city of date trees. A reliable person told me that it [Jericho] is only a half
day’ stravel from Jerusalem, but it contains only three date trees.

Now, after the wheat harvest, the famine ended and, thank G-d, abundance came back to the
world. | saw, here in Jerusalem, many types of fruit that are not common in [our] area [of Italy].
There is a type of tree (banana) whose leaves are longer and larger than the height of a person.
[This “tree”] produces fruit only once and then it dries up. From its roots, another [“tree” grows|
and produces fruit the next year and [this cycle repeats itself] every year. The grapes are much
larger than the grapes produced in [our] area [of Italy]. There are no cherries here nor are there
any chamashiot or surchi and no hazel nuts (or amonds) nor chestnuts. [Staple] food in
Jerusalem is very cheap, including meat, wine, olive and sesame seed oil, and the land is still
good, broad, and fertile. It is not generally possible, however, to make a living through any
specia skill or trade with the [possible] exception of a leatherworker, weaver, or goldsmith, and
these barely eke out a living. In this city, [visitors] constantly come representing nations of all
different languages. They come [from places such as| Rome, Irag, and Ethiopia (lit. the lands of
Prester John). Arabs come to prostrate themselves in the place where the Bais HaMikdash stood,
as they act with great trepidation and show great respect in the place where the Bais HaMikdash
stood. ... Thevalley of Jehoshephat, is a small valley which is situated between Har Habayis
(the Temple Mount) and Har HaZaisim (the Mount of Olives). There are Jewish gravesthere, by
the foot of the Temple Mount on a slope and there are new graves by the foot of the Mount of
Olives and in the valley between the two mountains. Near them is “Yad Avshalom,” the cave of
Zechariah, the prophet, of blessed memory. They pray there on fast days and go there to recite
kinos (dirges) every tisha b’av (the ninth of Av). ... The Mount of Olivesis ahigh and desolate
mountain with only very few olive trees. If one goes to the top of the Mount of Olives he can see
from there, at a distance, Sodom and Gomorrah, which looks like a marsh [full of] salt. They say
that the whole area. is covered in salt. | inquired regarding the wife of Lot [who turned into a
pillar of salt], but no one could tell me anything, for they said that the whole area is entirely
covered with hills of salt and that there are many pillars of salt there, [s0] it isimpossible to tell
which one of them is the [pillar of] the wife of Lot. Mount Abarim (@>92¥77 977), the place of

Moshe Rabbainu’s grave, is visible from Jerusalem, as well as the entire east bank of the Jordan
River, the area of the tribes of Reuven, Gad. The land of the Amonites, the mountain of Moab
and the mountain of Seir are all desolate. They contain no built up or settled cities, for the Arabs
who dwell in the deserts (Bedouins) come [to the area] and plunder (lit. wash out) everything.
They [also] steal from those who travel on the road [or even] directly attack them. This they do
right up until the gates of Jerusalem and there is no one out there to stop them, as they are found
everywhere throughout the [whole] land. That is the reason why the entire land, [especialy] in
those places, is a desolate desert without inhabitants. It lies fallow without anyone [who would
venture out] to work the soil and plant crops. Jericho, today, is a small village consisting of
twenty or thirty houses. Beitar, which once was a large city is a half a day’s distance from
Jerusalem. It is now a dwelling place for shepherds with about twenty houses. Similarly, all of
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the large cities of antiquity are lying in a state of desolation. The [ruins of once occupied cities)
are evident, but no inhabitants remain.

In al of these provinces there are tax collectors who sit by the roads and by the mountains and
hills, claiming that they are [indeed] guarding the roads. In Arabic they are called naphari and |
have paid from my portion to the naphari a sum total of one [golden] ducat. A Jew who comes
from Egypt to Jerusalem only has to pay ten silver dinarei when he enters the city. Someone
coming by way of Jaffa, however, has to pay a golden ducat. The Jews who live in Jerusalem
have to pay a set fee of thirty two old silver plotzini (florins) per adult male, whether rich or
poor. Adulthood is defined as the age when one grows a beard. In addition, they have to pay the
niapho, the governor of Jerusalem, a sum of fifty ducats for the right to produce wine, as they,
[the Arabs,] are not allowed to produce wine, as it is forbidden under Moslem law. This is the
yearly tax burden for those who live in Jerusalem. The elders, the leadership of Jerusalem,
however, acted [in the past] in a terribly disgustingly manner. Every Shabbos they make the
claim that they have already incurred terrible losses and, therefore, they place the burden [of
these additional payments] on whomsoever they see fit. If that particular person refuses,
however, to pay [the imposed feg] then the [elders] hire a Gentile to beat that man up until he
agrees to their terms. Until now, Hashem has helped me and they haven’'t asked me for a perutah
(penny). | don’t know, however, what the future will bring.

... | bought for myself a house in Jerusalem right next to the synagogue. The second floor of my
dwelling is actually part of the wall of the synagogue. The courtyard of my house has five
residents, [nearly] all of them are women. There is no [other] male here with the exception of a
blind man. At times, when the need arises, his wife does some housework for me. | have to
express [special] thanks to Hashem who has blessed me up until now and has protected me from
becoming ill, as was the case with all of the others who came together with me [to Jerusalem].
The reason that most visitors to Jerusalem who hail from distant areas become serioudly ill is
due to the differences in the [nature of the] air [which they breathe] and [also] the constantly
changing weather conditions [here], between hot and cold. [In addition,] winds [from all
different directions] come and blow in Jerusalem. The first letter Rav Ovadiah Bertinoro sent
from Eretz Yisrael on the 8th of Elul, 1488. It was addressed to hisfather.
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| am dwelling here in the house of our master, the Nagid (Rav Nassan HaK ohen, president of the
entire Jewish communities of Egypt), for he appointed me to oversee his house, here in
Jerusalem. In the synagogue, | deliver a derashah to the community here twice a month. It is
given in Lashon HaKodesh (lit. the holy tongue, i.e. Hebrew), as most of them understand
Lashon HaKodesh. They are full of praises for my derashos which they liken to beautifully
played love songs. They listen to my words, but they don’'t implement them. So far, these
community elders have not done anything bad to me, nor have they placed upon me the onerous
burdens which they place weekly upon the various [other] members of the community. [In fact,]
they haven't asked me for a thing. Throughout my entire stay here, | have not been asked to pay
even the personal poll tax, which is normally placed upon everyone without exception. It is a
miracle. Only Hashem knows what the future will bring. . .. | am happy with my labors here, in
Jerusalem, and | don’'t have any [negative] interactions with other people. | get together every
morning and evening to study halacha together with two Sefardic students on a regular basis.
Recently, two Ashkenazic rabbanim joined us. Perhaps now the land will begin to be rebuilt and
flourish, for the king sent a missive and issued a law to be in effect for al time that [from that
moment on] the Jews living in Jerusalem will only have to pay the head tax that is imposed upon
them. Previoudly, the law had been that the Jewish community as a whole was required to pay
four hundred ducats every year, whether there were many residents or few and every single
individual was held responsible for the payment of the whole amount on behaf of his
[impoverished] brothers and colleagues. Now, Hashem has shown us His compassion by
influencing the heart of the king and we only have to pay the head tax. This is a tremendous
improvement [over the past], for such a thing has not occurred in the last fifty years. Now many
who have |eft the city are thinking about returning. Perhapsit is proper in Hashem’s eyes that the
city be rebuilt on its ruins and the [Divine] palace to its former self and the dispersed and lost
from Judah and Ephraim will prostrate themselves to Hashem on the holy mountain, in
Jerusalem. (See Isaiah 27:13) The second letter Rav Ovadiah Bertinoro sent from Eretz
Yisradl. It was sent on the 27th of Elul, 1489 to hisbrother.
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... On Friday, on the morning of the eighteenth of Mar Cheshvan, [5256 (1495)], . . . as soon as
we came to the city [of Jerusalem], we came right next to the house of the awesome genius (lit.
awesome praises), exated prince, the luminary of the Diaspora, the chief of the shepherds,
Rabbainu Ovadiah [of Bertinoro], may Hashem watch over him. | opened up my heart to him,
and told him of my lowly station in life, an undisciplined and wild person without training, and
that | had to come to the land [of Israel] to discover the correct path of life and to know G-d. For
that purpose | forsook my family and the land of my birthplace, so as to seek shelter under his
(Rav Ovadiah’s) wings so that he may directly grace me with his goodness and breathe into my
nostrils the spirit of life, to teach me Torah and Mitzvos. It was then that he reveded himself to
me as a compassionate elder scholar, which is his true nature, and told me, “I will take care of
you as if you were my most precious son.” | took this as a special sign [of my future success]. |
cannot but repeat his praises and the kindness which he bestowed upon me through his great
compassion and spread his fame in the assembly of the upright, and in the congregation [of
Israel]. (See Psalms 111:1). This man, [Rav Ovadiah,] is a true giant whose opinion determines
everything that happens here. Gentiles from all ends of this land seek his advice and don't stray
from the direction that he gives them. Even [as far away as| Egypt, Irag, and the surrounding
lands, hisword is law. Even the Arabs show him respect and are afraid of him. | heard one story
of how he killed an evil person through the utterance of his lips. He, however, is extremely
humble, his words are pleasing, and people feel comfortable in his presence. He is praised by all
the nations and they make the claim that such an [extraordinary] person could not have been
born from awoman.

. . . The holy city of Jerusalem has some two hundred householders. - They are extremely
scrupulous in their Mitzvah observance and guard themselves from any hint of sin. Every
evening, morning and afternoon they all gather together, rich and poor alike, to daven (pray)
with devotion. There are two G-d fearing Chazanim (leaders of the service - cantors) [in the
synagogue] who concentrate on their prayers, letter by letter, word by word, without exception.
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Twice every day, after Shacharis (the morning service) and after Maariv (the evening service)
the congregation remains standing and eagerly listens to the words of Torah in the synagogue
from an eighty year old exceptional Torah scholar by the name of Zechariah Sefardi, may
Hashem grant him descendants and a long life. His derashos (lectures) are only a quarter hour
long, so as not to burden the congregation. - The great luminary, Rav Ovadiah, may Hashem
grant him descendants and a long life, delivers derashos only a few times a year, i.e. on the
holidays of Pesach, Shavuous, and Sukkos and also during the Yemai Hateshuva (the days of
repentance). Even though he only speaks for a few days [a year], his voice is so sweet and he
speaks with such purity and clarity, without any stumbling and difficulty, expressing the words
of the living G-d, that the entire congregation from the smallest to the greatest, listens to him
while trembling. Y ou cannot even hear a whisper while he is speaking. . . . Every day, after the
prayers and after the Torah lecture, the men arise to study Mishnayos and Talmud in the Bais
HaMedrash (the study hall) for approximately three hours. Afterwards, °1 %X 917 199 - (they

go from strength to strength) and visit the sick and distribute ailms to the poor, each man
according to his level of generosity. The community gives a tremendous amount of tzedakah
(charity), even though they, themselves are of limited means and there are so many of the poor in
thiscity. [In fact,] most of the city is supported through charity. May Hashem, in His mercy, ease
our situation and send a blessing in our storehouses and everything that we do. There is very
little opportunity to make a living here, in the holy city of Jerusalem, in comparison to other
areas. Someone with a craft, such as a goldsmith, a blacksmith, a weaver of linen clothing, or a
digger, can eke out a meager living. However, in Damascus, Egypt (Cairo), Alexandria, Aleppo,
which is Aram Tzova, or Irag, one can make an almost limitless living, especidly if one knows
the Arabic language. . . . The houses in the holy city of Jerusalem are made of stone and have
few additional stories asis the case in your land [of Italy]. There are no beams in the homes nor
buildings made of wood. Wood in this city is extremely expensive. In the stores it is sold by
weight. | believe that is the reason that there are no multiple stories here. In one courtyard,
however, there will be five or six surrounding rooms. . . . There is also not to be found in this
city spring water. Rather, in every courtyard there is a single cistern which becomes filled with
rain water. When the rain ceases to fall, however, the water from the cisterns [eventually] dries
up. . . . Letter sent by an Italian disciple of Rav Ovadiah from Jerusalem in the year 1495,
published in Darkei Tzion, by R. Tzvi Yechezkel Michalsohn
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Rabbainu Ovadiah, in his commentary to the Mishna, expresses a similar view [that today the
mitzvah of yibum takes precedence over chalitzah]. That man was renowned for his wisdom and
was the head of all of the rabbanim of Jerusalem. He was a disciple of Ashkenazi Torah scholars.
Teshuvas HaRadvaz 4:108 (1180)



