
THE EARLY ACHARONIM  -  ERETZ YISROEL

The fortunes of Eretz Yisroel were largely related to those of Turkey.
The Jewish communities of the Holy Land had been mostly destroyed by
the Crusaders. Under the subsequent rule of the Egyptian Mamelukes, they
made only a halting recovery. R. Ovadiah Bartenura who settled in
Jerusalem in 1480 wrote that its population consisted of only 70 families.
Most of these dwellers were extremely poor. Elsewhere the situation was
no better. In 1516-1517 the Ottoman Sultan Selim I conquered Eretz
Yisroel and ushered in a new era. The exile of the Spanish Jews in 1492
had spurred a great wave of immigration to the Holy Land, and substantial
communities were founded - especially in Jerusalem, Hebron, and Safed
(Tzfas).

Safed now emerged as the principal Jewish settlement in the land,
counting more than 700 Jewish families among its inhabitants. This
amounted to more than a third of the total population. Safed now became
one of the most important centers of Jewish learning. By the middle of the
16th century it could boast as residents - R. Yosef Caro (author of the
Shulchan Aruch), R.Moshe Cordovero and R. Yitzchak Luria (both famous
for their fundamental works on Kabbalah), R. Moshe Alsheich (the master
of the Biblical sermon), R. Moshe Trani, and a host of other well-known
scholars of classic stature.

This was the zenith of Safed’s classic period. Directly preceding this
period, R. Yaakov bei Rav, had been Safed’s spiritual leader. He had
attempted to revive the ancient institution of semicha, but he was
unsuccessful. Toward the end of the 16th century, a series of economic and
political misfortunes were visited upon Safed. Its Jewish population slowly
declined, and its importance as a center of scholarship waned. Its
significance as a center of textile production also dwindled, and the Sultans
adopted a policy of laxness regarding the administration of these territories.
This left the inhabitants open to the persecution of lawless, local
strongmen.
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At this juncture, Jerusalem began to assume more and more
importance. The city and the surrounding area (including Hebron)
constituted a separate administrative state in the Ottoman Empire.
Because of the weak control exercised by the central government in
Constantinople, local rulers were quite free to exploit their populations at
whim. The rulers of Jerusalem taxed the Jewish community at such a high
rate that it was virtually impossible for its inhabitants to remain there. It was
only because of their devotion to the Holy City and with the help of their
brethren in the Diaspora, that the community managed to survive. R.
Bezalel Ashkenazi, author of Shittah Mekubetzes, settled in Jerusalem in
1588 and tried to help the unfortunate community. He traveled throughout
the Diaspora to raise funds in order to put the city on a secure financial
basis.

Early in the 17th century (1621) R. Yeshayah Horowitz, the venerated
rabbi of Prague and author of the Shelah (Shnei Luchos HaBris), insisted
on settling in Jerusalem. His presence as rav of the Ashkenazic community
gave new strength to the settlement. However, in 1625 the avaricious
Mohammed ibn Faruch became pasha of the Jerusalem area and added
further demands to the exorbitant taxes already sapping the economic
viability of the Jewish community. During the summer of the following year,
ibn Faruch went on a voyage and left the administration of his state in the
hands of his brother-in-law, Othman Aga. This petty official outdid the
avaricious example of his predecessor and immediately commanded the
elders of the Jewish community to pay him a large sum of money. When
they answered that the treasury had already been emptied by the previous
pilferings of ibn Faruch, and that the expected income of the community
had already been appropriated for the payment of debts and interest,
Othman Aga became enraged. He ordered his police to arrest the leaders
of the community, and threatened to kill them. R. Yeshayah fled after being
ransomed. Others remained in prison and underwent various tortures until
an order was finally received from Damascus deposing Othman. Ibn
Farukh soon returned but continued to oppress the Jewish population with
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utmost brutality. By the time he was deposed in the winter of 1626, the
community was ruined financially, and many of the inhabitants had fled.

Jerusalem slowly recovered, and by the middle of the 17th century it
had become a center of Jewish scholarship, with a number of yeshivot.
During R.Moshe Galante’s tenure as spiritual leader of Jerusalem, there
were 87 outstanding sages in the town. The fledgling Ashkenazi community
received a short-lived reinforcement with the arrival of R. Yehudah Chassid
and his followers. But this ill-fated attempt at settlement ended with the
decimation of the Ashkenazi community due to a plague circa 1720. This
was such a severe blow that Jerusalem would not recover until the end of
the 19th century.
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