
FASCINATING FACTS IN JEWISH HISTORY 

 

Rabbi Ovadiah ben Abraham of Bertinoro c.1445 – c.1515, commonly known as "The Bartenura",  is 
familiar to every Torah student. His classic commentary is the constant companion of all those who study 
Mishnayos. Rabbi Ovadiah was the chief Rabbi of Bartenura and well respected throughout Italy. 
Notwithstanding his prestige and material comfort Rabbi Ovadiah had a tremendous desire to live in the 
Holy Land. In his time Jerusalem was at one of its lowest points, depleted by war, plague and rapacious 
authorities. Nonetheless on October 29, 1486, Rabbi Ovadiah gave it all up and set out for Israel. Our 
good fortune is that Rabbi Ovadiah documented his travels in a series of letters sent back to Bartenura. 
His travels took him through  Rome, Naples, Sicily, Alexandria, Cairo, Gaza, Hebron, and Bethlehem. In 
each stop he documented what he found. Invariably every community he visited fell in love with him and 
implored him to stay and become their Rabbi. His desire to live in Jerusalem propelled him forward, 
exposing him to the dangers of disease and pirates in order to live in the Holy City of Jerusalem. On the 
7th of Nissan, March 25, 1488 Rabbi Ovadiah's arrived in the Holy Land. He pushed on to Jerusalem. 

 When he arrived in Jerusalem he records: “About three-quarters of a mile away from Jerusalem… the 
blessed city was revealed to us, the site of our joy. And at that point, we tore our clothing in sorrow, as we 
were required to do. And when, sometime later, we saw our holy Temple and its ruins, we tore our 
clothing a second time for the Temple. We came to the gates of Jerusalem, and we entered on the 
thirteenth of Nissan 5248, in the afternoon. On that very day we stood at the gates of Jerusalem.” and he 
continued “A small section of the Western Wall still exists. Its stones are huge and thick, I have never 
seen such great stones in any ancient building, neither in Rome nor in any other land.” “The Jews are the 
poorest of the people, with no livelihood… One who finds a single loaf of bread for an entire year is 
considered rich in this place. There are many widows, old and lonely, seven women for every man… And 
they all remain poor and wretched… There was a harsh famine in the land, and many of the Jews died of 
hunger… Many people ate grass from the fields, searching like deer for fodder… Or they ate the remains 
of carob fruit…” 

When Rabbi Ovadiah arrived only seventy Jewish families remained, out of a total population of 
about 4,000. The Jewish Encyclopedia comments “The administration of Jewish communal affairs 
in Jerusalem had fallen into the hands of iniquitous officials. The poor were pitilessly taxed for the 
Mohammedan government; the rich were similarly treated and driven from the city by exorbitant 
demands upon them, so that the Jewish community was on the brink of ruin. The advent of rabbi 
Ovadiah marked a new epoch for the Jewish community there. . "When, on the expulsion of the 
Jews from Spain in 1492, many of the exiles settled in Jerusalem, Rabbi Ovadiah became their 
leader. These cultured and learned Spanish Jews presented him with a site for a yeshiva in 
Jerusalem, which he founded, more than a thousand years after the extinction of the last academy 
in Israel. 

Shortly after Rabbi Ovadiah’s arrival he had actually been compelled upon one occasion to dig a 
grave because the community had provided no one to perform that labor; a few years later there 
had come into existence such benevolent institutions as hospitals, charitable relief societies, and 
similar associations, all under excellent management. His fame and reputation spread to all parts 
of the Orient, and he came to be looked upon as a rabbinical authority of highest eminence; even 
the Mohammedan population frequently called upon him to decide judicial cases.  

His letters have been published in English under the title Pathway to Jerusalem: The Travel Letters 
of Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura 


