
THE JEWS OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE  -  16TH CENTURY

It was only in south-easterm Europe that Jewish refugees could be completely beyond
Christian control. Once Constantinople fell in 1453 the Turks were able to extend their control
over the land of ancient Greece (formerly Byzantium) and across all the Balkans, even into
parts of Hungary. This expanding empire now welcomed the Jews in their hour of supreme
need.

The first Jews to arrive in Constantinople and Salonika, plus other cities in the Turkish
state, were Jews from Germany. Jews from the Iberian Peninsula, Spain and Portugal, plus
those from Sicily and Naples, came a generation later, as each of these countries expelled
their Jews. The largest influx came during the 16th century as Portuguese Conversos, one by
one, or family by family, managed to escape the watchful eye of the Inquisition. These people,
coming from different lands, speaking different languages, following different traditions,
formed themselves into a number of different groups. The Jews of Salonika alone had 13
different congregations.

The Jews did their best to restore the commerce of the land to what it had been before
Venice defeated the decaying Byzantine Empire three centuries before. They built up the
handicrafts of Turkey, and engaged in the textile industry, manufacturing leather, cloth, and
various garments. They also taught the Turks the secret manufacture of gunpowder and
cannon. Jewish merchants also penetrated into the vast Balkan agricultural lands where they
bought hides, wool, and grain. The ports of their new land, especially Salonika, now teemed
with activity.

The cultural life of the new community also now began to flourish. The new immigrants
began to resume the same activities they had pursued in their lands of origin. Many of the
Jews of Germany, plus the larger community of Portuguese Jews, were men of high
intellectual standing. A number of important talmudical scholars settled in Constantinople and
Salonika, the two foremost Turkish communities.

R. Yaakov ibn Chaviv (1445-1516) was born in Zamora, Spain, then fled to Portugal in
1492. His young son Levi was snatched from him and forcibly baptized. After R. Yaakov
managed to free his son, they fled the country and found refuge in Salonica. His greatness in
Torah knowledge 2was soon recognized, and he was appointed to lecture in the local yeshiva.
Upon the arrival of even more refugees, he was appointed rav of the newly formed
Spanish-Portuguese community. His responsa were greatly revered throughout the Turkish
world, and his leniency in regard to the inspection of a slaughtered animal’s lungs followed
the Ashkenazic custom. This leniency was followed into modern times throughout the
Sephardic communities.
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R. Yaakov is best known for his monumental work - Ein Yaakov (Well of Jacob) - a
compilation of all the aggadic material found in the Talmud Bavli and the Talmud Yerushalmi.
He also composed a commentary on this work adapted from the most popular commentators
of the past, while also including some original interpretations. Thus he did for the Aggadic
portion of the Talmud what the Rif had done five centuries before for the Talmud’s Halachic
portion. Ein Yaakov became a very popular work, and immediately after its first printing in
1516, it became an important textbook used mainly by the working class. R. Yaakov did not
live to complete the entire work, and the remainder was published after his death by his son.

Active Jewish printing presses were established in Salonica and Constantinople and
provided books for the entire Jewish world. Turkish Jewry during the 16th century had a
broader, if not deeper, outlook than its Polish counterpart, and became the leading Jewish
community in the world. However, gradually the Turkish community had a greater predilection
for Kabbalah, and gradually distanced themselves from the study of Halacha. Turkey, in
general, did not develop a cultural level on the par with medieval Spain, and thus did not
serve as a stimulus to its Jewish inhabitants.

The Jews who immigrated to the new Turkish empire also provided it with a succession of
statesmen. Two men, Joseph and Moses Hamon, father and son, were physicians to the early
sultans. They used their influence in matters of foreign policy for the protection of their fellow
Jews. Solomon Ashkenazi, a Jewish physician of German origin, rose equally high in Turkish
diplomacy. He once used his position in the Turkish court to save the Jews of Venice from
expulsion by the Christian authorities. Esther Kiera, a former Sephardic Jew, used her charm
to gain the favor of the sultana. She also used her philanthropic largesse to help further
Jewish culture throughout the empire. The greatest influence was wielded, though, by Joseph
Nasi, nephew of Dona Gracia Mendes. He exerted great influence on the foreigh affairs of the
Turkish empire when it was at its height. He gradually rose high in the favor of the sultan and
was among the most powerful statesmen in Europe. His most interesting activity, though, was
in his efforts to redeem and strengthen the Jewish community in Palestine.
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